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Abstract 

In this thesis, I explore the use of copulas in non-copula constructions in the languages of South 

Asia to establish possible genetic and areal tendencies in the distribution. Using materials – 

language descriptions and data – from Grierson’s Linguistic Survey of India, I examine the 

phenomenon in 206 languages from four families (Munda, Dravidian, Indo-Aryan and Sino-

Tibetan). It is found that the languages of South Asia appear to be more likely than the world-

wide average to use the copula in non-copula constructions and that at least Munda, Dravidian 

and Indo-Aryan use it in the same way with regards to tense, namely in the past and present but 

not the future. Finally, I argue that there is some evidence supporting that the use of the copula 

in non-copula constructions is an areal feature, though more work is needed to make any 

definitive conclusions.  
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1. Introduction 

At least since Emeneau (1956), many scholars have considered South Asia to be a linguistic 

area or Sprachbund. That is, an area where languages of different families, due to long and 

intense contact, show similarities beyond those that can be attributed to chance. Several 

linguistic features have been investigated as possible candidates for South Asian areal features: 

some of them are described in section 5.2 below.  

In this thesis I will investigate the use of copulas in non-copula constructions and establish 

whether this is something that can be added to the list of things that the languages of South Asia 

do the same. In sections 5.3 and 5.4 I give more precise definitions of what it is I investigate, 

but here I will instead illustrate the phenomenon with an example from English. 

1) He is a doctor 

2) He is walking to the hospital 

The copula be is here used both in its prototypical function, in 1), as a linker between the subject 

and a nominal predicate. But as we can see in 2), this is not the only role the copula can play in 

English: it also appears with a verbal predicate. The latter is what I refer to as use of the copula 

in non-copula constructions. As will be seen, this is a common phenomenon across the world’s 

languages. It is by no means universal, however, and one need look no farther than the fellow 

Germanic language Swedish for a language that does not allow this use of the copulaː 

3) Han är en läkare  

4) *Han är gående till sjukhuset 

There are two main motivations for this study, stemming from two different perspectives. The 

first comes from the point of view of South Asian linguistics and has already been hinted at. 

Studies of several linguistic features (see section 5.2. below for some examples) have shown 

considerable uniformity across South Asian languages of different families. This study asks 

whether the usage of copulas in non-copula constructions is another such feature and, if so, 

what conclusions can be drawn from this. 

The second motivation comes from the perspective of the studied construction type itself: 

copular auxiliaries and related forms. There have been some studies looking, partly, at this, (e.g. 

Stassen 1997 and Hengeveld 1992) but they have often had a global scope and have therefore 

not studied the variations at a more micro level. This study looks at one limited region and four 

families to investigate the variation at a closer level than world-wide. There are several 

questions concerning variation at this level that cannot be answered by a global sample: for 
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instance, do closely related languages always do things the same way? Is genetic affiliation or 

geographic location more important? Giving a complete answer to these questions is beyond 

the scope of this thesis, but the results may give some hints as to possible answers.  

2. Aim of the thesis 

The aim of this thesis is exploratory: to give an overview of the use of copulas in non-copula 

constructions in the languages of South Asia and note any areal or genetic patterns. 

3. Materials 

The data used in this thesis is taken from the Linguistic Survey of India (henceforth the LSI), 

which remains, despite being a century old, the most comprehensive survey of India’s 

languages. The LSI consists of three main components: 

1) Grammar sketches – compiled by Sir George Abraham Grierson and Sten Konow based 

on specimens collected from officers of the British Empire around India, and previously 

published materials. 

2) Specimens – in general, a translation of “The Parable of the Prodigal Son” from the Bible 

and sometimes one or more other texts, such as folktales, songs etc. 

3) A comparative vocabulary consisting of 169 items. 

Not all three components are present for all language varieties: some languages are not included 

in the comparative vocabulary and some only have a few sentences of description. The 

component that is the main data source for this thesis is the grammar sketches, although it is 

supplemented by the texts and when relevant the comparative vocabulary.  

The story of the LSI began in 1886 at the Seventh International Oriental Congress. 

Prompted by a note from Grierson, the Congress sent the Government of India a proposal to 

undertake a survey of the languages of India. They were positive toward the idea, and Grierson 

was invited to write out a more detailed proposal, including estimations of costs. What he 

proposed was even more ambitious than the existing LSI and though mostly everyone agreed 

that it would be of scientific value, the project was deemed too expensive. But Grierson 

persisted, and managed to get permission for a less expensive kind of survey (Singh 1969). 

The work on the survey then began by preparing lists of all the language varieties spoken 

in the area covered by it (Baluchistan, the North-West Frontier, Kashmir, the Punjab, the 

Bombay Presidency, Rajputana and Central India, the Central Provinces and Berar, the United 
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Provinces of Agra and Oudh, Bihar and Orissa, Bengal and Assam, excluding the Provinces of 

Madras and Burma and the States of Hyderabad and Mysore – see figure 1 below). However, 

some descriptions of languages with their base in excluded areas were included (mainly 

Dravidian languages). The compilation of the lists was done by sending out forms to officials 

asking them to fill in the name of the vernaculars spoken where they were stationed, what 

language that vernacular was a dialect of and how many people spoke it. Grierson compiled the 

results into lists for each province and these lists were then sent out to officials with instructions 

to collect three things for each language: a translation of the Parable, an additional specimen 

and the items of the comparative vocabulary (LSI I). 

 

 

Figure 1: Extent of the LSI (from LSI 1.1 p 25) 

 

To aid in acquiring translations of the Parable of the Prodigal Son, Grierson collected sixty-five 

versions of it in various Indian languages, so that if a speaker of the language to be collected 

did not speak English, and could therefore not translate from it, he could find in this collection 

some language that he did know. Grierson does not mention if the collection contains only Indo-

Aryan language or also translations into other language families (LSI I). 

There is in the LSI a distinction made between dialects and languages, a distinction which 

this thesis does not follow. Instead, all varieties are referred to as “languages”, which should 

not be taken as a claim that a particular variety is in some linguistic sense a language rather 

than a dialect. The reason for this is mainly that, as Grierson himself points out, the LSI’s 

classifications into dialects and languages are based on considerations beyond mutual 

intelligibility such as literary history etc. (LSI I) The distinctions made there are therefore not 

overly interesting from the perspective of this thesis.  

There are several potential issues with the materials that need to be considered. To begin 

with, it should be mentioned that the data represents the state of the languages about a century 
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ago. Languages are constantly changing, and it is safe to assume that this has been the case also 

for the languages the LSI described. However, a century is a relatively short time in the context 

of language change, so it is also safe to assume that many features remain the same.  

Another issue is of course the correctness of the materials: problems and errors may have 

entered at several stages. As mentioned, the collection of texts and words was usually not done 

by trained field linguists but by officials of the British Empire. Data collected by trained 

linguistics is of course not immune to error, but it can be assumed that the risk for error is 

greater with non-linguists. However, it seems intuitively reasonable to assume that non-

linguists would have more difficulty with some aspects of transcription than others, in particular 

the phonetic aspects, whereas others, like syntax, would be less affected.  

In some cases, the only texts available – and what is the basis for the LSI’s description – is 

a translation of the Parable of the Prodigal Son. This is of course limiting in that it doesn’t 

represent spontaneously produced native speech. However, this too is worse news for some 

areas of study than others. For instance, the frequency of certain constructions in a translation 

can be assumed to be influenced to a greater or lesser degree by the frequency in the original, 

whereas the existence of a construction is less likely to be affected in a translation. 

In addition, of course, all the general limitations of using secondary sources are present. 

There is no possibility of checking with consultants or getting more data to clarify unclear 

points. The examples in the text is what there is to work with. A possibility would of course be 

to check the information given in the LSI against other sources in those cases where such are 

available, which is very far from all. However, this would lie outside the scope of this thesis.  

Not all languages and dialects in the LSI are included in the thesis’ investigation: some 

languages have only a couple of paragraphs long descriptions and it is possible to after a glance 

decide that every or almost every question will have to be answered with “ND” (No Data). It 

would be of little interest to include such a language in the investigation – most of the answers 

would simply be sorted away later, and these languages are therefore excluded. It would be 

impossible to give an exact quantification of how thorough the language descriptions should be 

to be included, and this process has therefore contained a certain degree of subjectivity. 

However, the rough guideline for minimum length has been around a page, thus excluding the 

many varieties of in particular Indo-Aryan that have only a paragraph or so of description and 

are mainly illustrated by texts.   

 



5 

 

 

Table 1: Number of languages by family 

 In the LSI In this thesis 

Munda 21 7 

Dravidian 33 9 

Indo-Aryan 372 102 

Nuristani 3 3 

Sino-Tibetan 162 85 

Total 591 206 

 

4. Method 

As mentioned in the motivation for the study, the aim of this thesis is to take a more micro 

perspective than a world-wide study: variation is studied at a smaller scale, both genetically and 

geographically. However, the thesis takes a macro-perspective in another sense: what is studied 

is variation across a large number of languages, rather than intra-language variation or two-

language contact situations. This means that the facts of all the languages, which are of course 

themselves full of complications and variations, need to be boiled down into a manageable 

format. This was done by for each language answering a set of questions and thereby obtaining 

a set of mostly binary values that can be assumed to represent the state of affairs in the languages 

fairly accurately. 

The following is the set of questions: 

1. Does this language have a copula? 

2. If YES to question 1, does this language use the copula in non-copula constructions? 

3. What tense distinctions does this language make? 

4. If it makes a present-past-future distinction, does this language 

a. use the copula in non-copula constructions in the present tense? 

b. use the copula in non-copula constructions in the past tense? 

c. use the copula in non-copula constructions the future tense? 

5. If it makes a past/non-past distinction, does this language 

a. use the copula in non-copula constructions in the non-past tense? 

b. use the copula in non-copula constructions in the past tense? 

6. If it makes a future/non-future distinction, does this language 

a. use the copula in non-copula constructions in the non-future tense? 

b. use the copula in non-copula constructions in the future tense? 
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All of these questions except for question 3 are basically binary, with the possible answer values 

YES, NO and ND. Question 3 instead has the answer values THREEWAY, PAST/NON-PAST, 

FUTURE/NON-FUTURE and ND. These values are discussed further in that section. 

Question 2 of course follows immediately from the aim of this thesis and question 1 is a 

prerequisite to that questionː if a language has no form that can be classified as a copula, it 

makes no sense to ask how the language uses the copula. This thesis’ definition of copula is 

given in section 5.3. Questions 4 through 6 concerns in what tenses the copula is used in non-

copula constructions. The choice of this particular area for investigation has two main 

motivations. Firstly, many grammaticalized lexical verbs are primarily associated with a 

particular tense cross-linguistically (such as verb with the meaning ‘to want’ and the future). Is 

there some similar tendency for copula in non-copula construction, i.e. do they appear in such 

constructions mainly in a particular tense, at least in the languages of South Asia?  

Secondly, using the copula in non-copula constructions is a wide category and the variation 

between languages cannot be captured completely by saying whether or not they do this. The 

variation can be described from several perspectives, but the one chosen here is tense. This is 

for two reasons. The first is the relative centrality of tense to many verbal systems. The second 

is that the material generally gives information on tense.  

Similarly to question 1, question 3 also has a more preliminary purpose. To ask in what 

tenses a language does something, we must first know which tense distinctions the language 

makes. 

The set of questions was then asked for all languages in the sample. All three components 

of the LSI, as described in the materials section, were used. First, the language descriptions 

were searched for answers to the questions. Any statements made in the descriptions were 

checked against the included language data, either texts, comparative vocabulary or both. If the 

language descriptions contained no answer, the language data was used, to a degree. Of course, 

it must be kept in mind that the grammar sketches of the LSI were written a century ago and 

that they, and the analyses presented in them, represent the state of linguistic thinking at that 

time, which of course cannot be expected to reflect the advances made since then.  

As stated, all but one question have answer values that are basically binary. They are also 

of a ‘feature present’ vs. ‘feature not present’ type, where the value YES corresponds to ‘feature 

present’. This means that there is an asymmetry between the two main valuesː YES can, in 

theory, be sufficiently indicated by the presence of just a single example, which NO cannot in 

the same way, as it corresponds to the absence of a feature. The line between NO and ND is 

therefore sometimes difficult to draw, since they both usually correspond to the same state of 
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affairs – that the feature cannot be observed in the data (there are some cases where the LSI 

explicitly states that something is not present). The trick is to determine if the lack of the feature 

in the data is due to the lack of the feature in the language or due to the data.  

Given this difficulty, it might therefore be thought prudent to treat NO and ND as single 

category – “no evidence of the feature in the data”. However, this would put in the same 

category cases where, for instance, there is thorough description of the verbal system but no 

mention of the copula being used in the present, and cases where how the present tense is 

constructed isn’t mentioned at all, which seems misleading. 

Therefore, an answer value NO is included, though it should be kept in mind that this is a 

category that mainly consist of negative evidence, so to speak. The value ND is also included 

but is limited to when none or little information is given about a category. The decision between 

NO and ND was made on the principle that if a language description contains a reasonably 

thorough description of the category in question (e.g. the present tense) and no mention is made 

of the copula being used and there are no examples of it, NO was chosen. If the category in 

question was only very briefly described, ND was chosen. To exemplifyː if the language 

description gives a paradigm of verbal inflections including various ways of forming the future, 

but no mention is made of a construction with a copula, this would be entered as a NO for the 

relevant question, whereas if a language description includes only a sentence or so on the future, 

this would be ND. 

Another class of values that are entered as ND should be mentionedː those where there is 

not sufficiently clear data. This might be, for instance, cases where some bound affix in a certain 

tense appears similar to the copula, but the similarity is not so obvious that it is completely 

justifiable to give the answer YES. If the LSI makes a judgment on this question, i.e. stating 

that it either is or isn’t a copula, that judgment is followed, but if the LSI either says nothing or 

is unsure, the answer is ND. 

To illustrate the method used in determining the values, I give the values for one language 

and describe how they have been chosen. The language chosen for the illustration is the 

Dravidian Kurux (LSI 4:406-446).  
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Table 2: Feature values in Kurux 

Q # Value 

Q1 YES 

Q2 YES 

Q3 THREEWAY 

Q4a NO 

Q4b YES 

Q4c NO 

 

The first question concerns the existence of a copula. Kurux has the value YES, as the LSI gives 

“verb substantives” and these are used in copula functions in the specimens. There is also YES 

in question 2 – does the language use the copula in non-copula constructions – and in question 

4b. This since the LSI gives the forms of the perfect and the pluperfect as participle-personal 

ending + copula. Question 3 has the value THREEWAY, as the LSI explicitly states that there 

are “three simple tenses”. However, questions 4a and 4c have NO. The sketch gives forms for 

simple present as well as for “present definite” (=progressive), but none of them include the 

copula. Therefore, the value NO is assumed, especially since the use of copula-containing forms 

is mentioned for the past tense. There is also a form for the future, which contains no copula, 

and no mention of any additional form, so the value there is also set as NO. 

It should also be mentioned that the number of Dravidian and Munda languages is 

considerably smaller than Indo-Iranian and Sino-Tibetan language, as can be seen in table 1 

above. This is due to three related factors. First, the families are in themselves actually smaller 

going by number of languages (Hammarström et al. 2018, Simons & Fennig 2018). Second, the 

number of languages from these families covered in the LSI is smaller than for the other 

families, in part because of the limited extent of the survey (see figure 1 above). Third, several 

languages had to be excluded in my selection due to insufficient data.  

What this means is that the results for these two families must be considered less robust. I 

have also generally not tried to draw any conclusion about the genetic distribution within these 

families, since the different branches are often represented by just two or three languages each. 

The results for these families are included, however. This is in part to show that the tendencies 

observed are not merely genetic peculiarities of the Indo-Aryan family. 

In Saxena et al. (2017) the languages of the LSI are matched to an ISO-code, modern 

language names and assigned co-ordinates. The assignment of co-ordinates is done partly based 

on the Glottolog (Hammarström et al. 2018) and Ethnologue (Simons & Fennig 2018) and 

partly on the geographic descriptions given by the LSI. This thesis uses the classifications done 

there.   
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Glottolog (Hammarström et al. 2018) is also used for the genetic classifications. Of course, the 

classification of in particular some families and subgroups are contested and not all linguists 

would agree with Glottolog’s classification, but it is necessary to use some classification 

scheme. When the genetic classification of a language is given, it is the classification made by 

Glottolog unless otherwise specified. The division into overall genetic families (i.e. Munda, 

Dravidian, Indo-Iranian or Sino-Tibetan) has been done based on the LSI. However, all 

languages but two are considered by the Glottolog to belong to the same family. The languages 

which deviate are Hruso, which the LSI considers a Tibeto-Burman language, and Nihali, which 

the LSI considers a Munda language. Both are unclassified/considered isolates by Glottolog.  

Finally, I would like to make some remarks on errors in the data. As I have touched on, 

there are several sources of error: the non-linguist collectors, the influence of the original text 

in using translations, the general inability to recheck data, the possibility of faulty analysis by 

Grierson and Konow, and of course, my own possible mistakes in interpreting the data. Errors 

are of course never desirable, but they are also unavoidable when dealing with large data 

samples. Any conclusion drawn from the data, therefore, should be aware of that, and not rely 

overly much on single data-points. 

Some more specific methodological issues are discussed under the individual questions.  

5. Background 

5.1. The language families of South Asia 

Within the area considered in the LSI and consequently in this thesis, languages of four major 

families are represented: the Munda branch of the Austroasiatic family, the Indo-Aryan and 

Nuristani branches of the Indo-European family, the Dravidian family and languages of the 

Sino-Tibetan family that are, by some scholars, grouped together in the branch Tibeto-Burman. 

There are also isolates spoken within the area, most famously perhaps Burushaski, which is not 

considered in this thesis. I will here give some brief background on each of the families. 

5.1.1. Munda 

The Munda languages are a subgroup of the Austroasiatic family spoken in central and eastern 

India by up to 10 million people. It is by some considered to be the original language in all 

areas where it is spoken and probably also to have historically extended further than its current 

area. However, India is not generally considered to be the homeland of the Austroasiatic family: 

this is usually placed further east, where the rest of the family – including Vietnamese, Mon 
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and Khmer – can be found. Two other subgroups of Austroasiatic can be found in India: Khasi 

and Nicobarese (Anderson 2008).  

The exact genetic groupings within both the Austroasiatic family as a whole and the Munda 

subgroup is somewhat contested. It is traditionally held that the Austroasiatic family has two 

(or sometimes three) branches: Munda and Mon-Khmer. However, some scholars have 

challenged this view, suggesting instead a “flat” language tree, where the around a dozen 

subgroups of Austroasiatic split at the same time depth (Sidwell & Blench 2011). Within 

Munda, the classifications are also contested, but the division into a North Munda group and a 

South Munda group is considered fairly secure by most (Anderson 2008). 

Linguistic features that characterize the Munda group include a distinction between 

animate and inanimate nouns and case marked subordinate clauses (Andersson 2007). 

5.1.2. Dravidian 

The Dravidian language family is, by number of speakers, the fourth or fifth largest of the 

world, with over 200 million speakers distributed over about twenty-five languages. The 

languages are spoken mainly in southern and central India (Steever 1998). The origins of the 

Dravidian languages are not known, with some suggesting that they are indigenous to India and 

others that they migrated there. It is known, based on loanwords, that people speaking Dravidian 

languages where present in north-western India at the time the Rigvedic Aryans immigrated, 

around the 15th century BC (Krishnamurti 2003). 

There is no accepted genetic relationship between Dravidian and any other language 

family, though many potential links have been suggested, e.g. Uralic or Japanese. Internally, 

the family is usually divided into three or four groups. Either, a Southern, Central and Northern 

group or a Northern, Central, Southern and Southern Central, with the last two having split off 

from a Proto-Southern Dravidian (Steever 1998, Krishnamurti 2003). The latter is the view 

adopted by the Glottolog (Hammarström et al 2018) and thus in this thesis.  

Some features that characterize the Dravidian languages are retroflex consonants of several 

articulation types and agglutination (Krishnamurti 2003). 

5.1.3. Sino-Tibetan 

By number of speakers, Sino-Tibetan is the second largest language family of the world. This, 

however, is due largely to Chinese, with 1.2 billion speakers (Egerod 2015), whereas the Tibeto-

Burman branch has around 57 million speakers (Matisoff 2015). Thurgood (2003) gives the 
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homeland of Sino-Tibetan as northern China in the Yellow River Valley, in the Yang-shao 

culture, while Matisoff (2015) suggests the Tibetan plateau.  

The Sino-Tibetan family is a group whose internal classification is contested. The 

mainstream view is that it is split into two main subgroups: Chinese or Sinitic and Tibeto-

Burman. The languages covered in this thesis all belong to the Tibeto-Burman branch, under 

that classification. However, some scholars question that there is enough evidence for a split 

like that, instead having the subgroups of Tibeto-Burman split directly from Chinese (e.g. 

Hammarström et al. 2018). Van Driem (2011) has suggested a “fallen leaves” model of the 

family that does away with the traditional tree and “challenges linguists to discover the structure 

of the family tree by working up from the firmer ground of lower-level subgroups to the higher 

levels of superordinate subgroups.” Also at lower levels in the tree there is controversy, and for 

instance the relationship between different subgroups or the classification of languages remains 

contested (Thurgood 2003).  

5.1.4. Indo-Aryan and Nuristani 

Indo-Iranian is a branch of the Indo-European language family and is generally thought to have 

three main branches, namely Iranian, Indo-Aryan and Nuristani. Languages from the latter two 

are included in this thesis.1 

The Nuristani languages are spoken in the Nuristan area in north-eastern Afghanistan and 

have historically been in close contact with the so-called Dardic Indo-Aryan languages. 

Nuristani’s status as an independent branch of the Indo-Iranian family is not accepted by all, 

and two alternative hypotheses are sometimes suggested: that they are a branch of Iranian or 

that they are a branch of Indo-Aryan (Degener 2002). 

The Indo-Aryan languages have been spoken in present-day India since at least 1500 BC. 

There are various theories as to how they got there. Historically, an invasion theory has been 

entertained, but this is largely discredited now. Some have also suggested that speakers of Indo-

Aryan were indigenous to the area, but this hypothesis brings with it its own set of problems. 

The theory most widely accepted is now a gradual migration by the Indo-Aryan speakers around 

1700-1200 BC (Jain & Cardona 2007, Masica 1991). 

The internal classification of the Indo-Aryan languages is a contested subject, with some 

claiming that current classifications are basically areal classification masquerading as genetic 

(Kogan 2016). The classification of Indo-Aryan is made difficult by the long and very intense 

                                                 
1 Throughout this thesis, “Indo-Iranian” should generally be taken as shorthand for Indo-Aryan + Nuristani 
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language contact in the area as well as the fact that the area is essentially “an enormous dialectal 

continuum” (Masica 1991:25).  

5.2. South Asia as a linguistic area 

Scholars have recognized for a long time that the languages of South Asia have many features 

in common, but the paper most often cited as the real starting point of the awareness of India 

as a linguistic area is Emeneau’s “India as a Linguistic Area” from 1956. In it, he gives the 

definition of a linguistic area (or Sprachbund) as “an area which includes languages belonging 

to more than one family but showing traits in common which are found not to belong to the 

other members of (at least) one of the families”. There are three main components of this 

definition. Firstly, and quite obviously, the areality: there needs to be a cohesive physical area. 

Secondly, the presence of languages from different families. This is often expanded to include 

subgroups of the same family, as in the Balkan linguistic area. The third component – that the 

features should not be shared by family members outside of the area – excludes features that 

are due to coincidentally similar inheritance. That is, the shared features must be due to the 

languages’ close proximity to and contact with each other.  

The area that makes up the South Asian linguistic area has the nation India at its centre but 

is usually taken to expand also to e.g. present-day Pakistan and other neighbouring countries. 

According to Masica’s (1976) survey of several features the area where the most features are 

found and thus presumably the core of the South Asian linguistic area is in southern, western 

and north-western India. The language families included are Indo-Aryan (Indo-European>Indo-

Iranian), Dravidian, Munda (Austroasiatic) and by some also Tibeto-Burman.  

Several features have been suggested as defining of the South Asian linguistic area and in 

this section some of them will be mentioned. For a list of suggested features and an evaluation 

of them, see Masica (1976).  

Discussed already by Emeneau (1956), the presence of retroflex phonemes has long been 

considered characteristic of the area. He places them as proto-Dravidian but probably not proto-

Munda. Masica (1976) considers some further phonological features, e.g. aspirated consonants 

and nasalized vowels, but concludes that they cannot be considered Indian areal features.  

Other features include the presence of conjunctive participles (also known under a number 

of other names, e.g. gerund, absolutive). These are non-finite verb forms that have the same 

basic function as co- or sub-ordinated sentences. There is also the use of compound verbs, e.g. 

the stringing together of one semantically light verb with a semantically heavier verb, e.g. Hindi 
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le jaanaa ‘to take away’, literally ‘take and go’. A final feature that is often cited is the use of 

reduplication and/or echo word formations (Emeneau 1956, Masica 1976). 

As Masica (1976) points out, there is something beyond genetic relationships that needs to 

be considered before concluding that similarities are due to contact, namely the typological 

profile, so to speak, of the languages. In particular, the word-order. It is well known that the 

SOV order that dominates in South Asia correlates strongly with various other features. That 

these secondary features are also shared by the languages of the area needs to be considered in 

light of this. However, as Masica points out, far from all the features of the South Asia area are 

plausibly connected to SOV word order.  

In his attempt to establish the boundaries of the Indian linguistic area, Masica notes that it 

is often the case that the areas are not sharply cut off, but rather bounded by what may be called 

transitional zones, where the traits of the area are present to a somehow lesser degree. Most 

interesting from the point of view of this thesis is the fact that for many of the features he 

discusses, the Tibeto-Burman languages seem to constitute such an area. For instance, the word 

order of these languages partly but not wholly agrees with the norm of the Indian area and many 

of them have morphological causatives, but not in the prototypical Indian way (Masica 1976).  

5.3. Copulas 

Despite being very common in the languages of the world, as well as occurring in both 

descriptive and theoretical work, the category of ‘copula’ is often allowed to stand undefined 

and there is no generally agreed upon definition, although there is a general consensus that one 

of the copula’s defining characteristics is that it is “semantically empty” (Pustet 2003:1). 

Many definitions begin in the notion of predication. Hengeveld (1992:25) defines 

predication as “the application of a predicate to an appropriate number of arguments, where the 

predicate specifies a relation or a property” and Stassen (1997:15) gives the similar definition 

that “predication consists in the association of a particular, individual entity with a general state 

of affairs”. 

The next step in Hengeveld’s path to a definition of copulas is non-verbal predication, 

which he defines as predication of a non-verbal predicate. This is defined as a predicate which 

is not verbal, which, in turn, is defined “as a predicate which, without further measures being 

taken, has a predicative use only”. The next term needed for the definition of copulas is 

auxiliary, which, in Hengeveld’s definition, copulas are a subclass of. Auxiliaries “are 

recognized by the fact that they do not show the features characterizing lexical predicates, such 

as selections restrictions and valency.” There are two main types of auxiliaries, in Hengeveld’s 
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definition: those that are combined with verbal predicates and those that combine with non-

verbal predicates. Of the latter, copulas are one subgroup, the other being semi-copulas. What 

distinguishes the copulas from the latter is that it “makes no independent contribution to the 

meaning of the sentence”, as opposed to the semi-copula which adds some kind of meaning, 

very often aspectual in nature (e.g. “become”). (Hengeveld 1992:25-45) 

Stassen (1997) gives a largely similar definition of the copula. He distinguishes four kinds 

of intransitive predication, corresponding largely to the main lexical parts of speech in 

traditional grammar: a) event predicates, i.e. prototypically verbs, b) property predicates, i.e. 

prototypically adjectives, c) class membership predicates, i.e. prototypically nouns and d) 

location predicates, i.e. prototypically adverbials. Except for the property predicates, these 

groups of predicates each have a prototypically associated form of predication. For the class 

membership predicates, the prototypical strategy is either a zero copula (i.e. juxtaposition) or a 

full copula, i.e. a linguistic form that functions as a “supportive” element.   

Two other strategies discussed by Stassen are also of interest here. First, what he calls the 

locational strategy. This involves the use of an item which is morphosyntactically verbal and 

may also have some ‘posture’-meaning. However, in many languages in Stassen’s sample, this 

strategy is not limited to locational predicates, but has spread to, for instance, the encoding of 

nominal predicates (Stassen 1997). 

The second is forms used for identity statements (i.e. statements of the kind “Karl XVI 

Gustaf is the king of Sweden”). In traditional grammar, the ‘is’ here is a copula, but according 

to Stassen this is not a case of predication and should be considered separately from instances 

of nominal predication. And, indeed, in his sample many languages do have a special kind of 

encoding for these statements. However, according to his findings it is also the case that if a 

language has a unique strategy for encoding nominal predicates, this strategy will be derived 

from the encoding of identity statements (Stassen 1997). 

These kinds of diachronic developments are not taken into consideration in this thesis. If a 

form originated as, for instance, a locative verb is irrelevant: what matters is if it currently is 

used as a copula.  

Pustet, in her survey of copulas cross-linguistically, gives a more concise but basically 

similar definition: “A copula is a linguistic element which co-occurs with certain lexemes in 

certain languages when they function as predicate nucleus. A copula does not add any semantic 

content to the predicate phrase it is contained in” (Pustet 2003:5). 

Thus, the main defining features of copulas identified in the literature seem to be that they 

i) are semantically empty 
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ii) occur as a linking morpheme when some classes of lexemes are to function as 

predicates 

The definition used in this thesis is somewhat different: instead of using abstract conditions it 

is defined as a linguistic form (prototypically) used in encoding statements with the meaning 

“X is a NOUN”, e.g. “The woman is a doctor”. Depending on the language, the same form can 

also occur in the encoding of meanings “X is PROPERTY” and “X is AT LOCATION”. If the 

encoding of such meanings always consists of simply juxtaposition (i.e. “the woman a doctor”) 

the languages is said not to have a copula. The forms classified as copulas using this definition 

will mostly coincide with those classified using a more conditions-based definition, but this has 

the advantage of being more transparent as well as a greater degree of theory-independence.  

5.4. Copulas in non-copula constructions 

Apart from appearing in their prototypical functions as a kind of linker between certain 

predicates and their argument, it is well known that copulas in many languages also appear 

together with event predicates which normally do not require an additional supportive item, i.e. 

they also occur in non-copula constructions. Generally, they are then considered to have taken 

on the role of an auxiliary. This is the focus of this thesis, as stated in the introduction. 

Stassen (1997) explains this phenomenon by what he calls switching. As described in 

section 5.3. on copulas above, he associates three kinds of intransitive predication with three 

prototypical ways of encoding them. The prototypical encoding for verbal predicates is without 

a supportive item, with person marking and with TAM marking. However, even in languages 

which have this prototypical verbal encoding, this may in some instances be taken over by one 

of the other strategies, i.e. locational or nominal. If the language uses a copula in these forms, 

it will also be used in these alternative, periphrastic constructions. 

Both kinds of takeover, or switch, are basically a kind of metaphorical extension. In the 

switch to the locational strategy, the extension goes from being in a physical location to being 

in the state of doing something. In Stassen’s sample of languages, this is very common and in 

almost all of them, the construction expresses some kind of progressive aspect.  

The second kind of switch consists of the nominal strategy being used with verbal 

predicates.  

Stassen notes that this switching is very common in the languages of the world, but he does 

not indicate in his list of his dataset which languages employ it unless it is part of the “core 

verbal system”.  
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Hengeveld (1992) gives a similar explanation for the phenomenon, which he calls non-verbal 

predication. Following Dik (1987) he writes that “from a diachronic perspective, these 

[=auxiliary predications] can be analysed as non-verbal predications, and that, consequently, 

verbal copulas used as auxiliaries in aspectual predications may be treated in the same way as 

copular verbs used in basic non-verbal predication types.” Hengeveld argues that this analysis 

holds not only for aspectual predications, but can be extended to all uses of the copula in non-

copula constructions.  

The explanation given by Heine (1993) is similar, but is not limited to copula auxiliaries, 

instead explaining them in a framework that could, theoretically, account for all auxiliaries. The 

key idea is the notion of event schemas, which Heine defines as being basically the same as 

Langacker’s proposition, which is “a simple semantic unit consisting of a predicate and 

associated variables, e.g., x SEE y” (Heine 1993, quoting Langacker 1978:857). By structuring 

our complex experiences around various event schemas, we can make sense of the world. 

According to Heine, they are also where we should look for the source of grammatical 

constructions. He gives the following schemas as particularly relevant for the 

grammaticalization of auxiliaries: 

 

Table 3: Event schemas common in grammaticalisation after Heine (1993) 

Conceptual form Label Grammatical functions 

X is at Y Location Progressive, ingressive, continuous 

X moves to/from Y Motion Ingressive, future, perfect, past 

X does Y Action Progressive, continuous, ingressive, completive, perfect 

X wants Y Volition Ingressive, future 

X becomes Y Change-of-state Ingressive, future 

X is (like) a Y Equation Resultative, progressive, perfect, future 

X is with Y Accompaniment Progressive 

X has Y Possession Resultative, perfect, future 

X stays in a Y manner Manner Progressive 

 

Note specially the schemas labelled Location and Equation, which in many languages are 

encoded as copula constructions. When these function as sources for grammaticalisation, the 

result will be a copula auxiliary. These event schemas prototypically take for the Y argument 

an entity that this either of the object or space categories. However, in cases of auxiliation, they 

instead take an argument of the activity category. Heine calls this “conceptual shift”.  
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To summarize, then, despite some variation in the exact details of the explanation, there seems 

to be a general agreement that the use of copulas in non-copula constructions is basically a case 

of metaphorical extension. 

5.5. The world-wide distribution of copulas in non-copula constructions 

Scholars agree that the best features for defining a linguistic area are those that are typologically 

uncommon, or at least not common. Showing that all languages of a certain region have oral 

vowels and then claiming this as evidence that the area constitutes a linguistic area is unlikely 

to be taken seriously. Thus, it is of interest to get some idea as to how common the phenomenon 

of using the copula in non-copula constructions is. 

As stated above, Stassen (1997) notes that what he calls verb switching is very common. 

Most cases are not, however, indicated in his list of languages. He only includes those that 

encode forms that are part of the core verbal system (defined as past and non-past for tense-

oriented languages and perfective and imperfective for aspect-oriented languages), which 

means that it is not directly comparable to the results of this thesis. They are also not directly 

comparable since Stassen considers nominal and locational strategies, rather than the copula as 

such. Here I include both categories in my discussion. Out of the 410 languages in his global 

sample, 24 use one of the two strategies to encode verbal predicates, i.e. about 6 %. However, 

the distribution is not even across the various language families. In table 4 below I give the 

numbers for the families considered in this thesis, as well as an additional table for the relevant 

subgroups. YES in this table indicates that the language either uses the nominal or locational 

strategy to encode verbal predicates. 

 

Table 4: Verb switching per language family after Stassen (1997) 

 Total Austroasiatic Dravidian Indo-European Sino-Tibetan 

# of languages 410 15 6 38 16 

# YES 24 2 0 6 1 

% YES 6% 13% 0% 16% 6% 

 

Table 5: Verb switching per subgroup after Stassen (1997) 

 Munda Indo-Aryan Tibeto-Burman 

# of languages 4 6 15 

# YES 2 2 1 

% YES 50% 33% 7% 
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Again, it should be stressed that these numbers concern the core verbal system and are only a 

“narrow subset” of all languages that use one of the two strategies with verbal predicates.  

Next, I will give some figures from Bybee et al.’s (1994) survey. They use a 94 language 

global sample to investigate the distribution of various constructions (or “grams”) and trace 

their paths to grammaticalization. The result is a survey of several grammatical constructions 

in the world’s languages, but what is of the most interest from the point of view of this thesis is 

the connecting of grammatical markers to other forms in the language, such as lexical verbs. 

Based on tables presenting these findings, it is possible to see how many languages have 

constructions that at least seem to have their origin in the type of construction discussed in this 

thesis.  

Below I give a table summarising some of their results. In it, TOTAL corresponds to the 

number of languages Bybee et al. give as having the particular construction and YES 

corresponds to “related strings” that are given either as “be” or as “copula”. The definitions of 

the categories are not given, as they mainly correspond to the accepted usage in linguistics and 

the main interest is the number of languages with copula sources for the constructions. The 

column Total refers to the total number of languages that is noted as having at least one of these 

constructions and use the copula in at least one of them. It should be noted that these numbers 

too are not directly comparable with those of my thesis since 1) the categories used are not the 

same and 2) Bybee et al. is study of grammaticalisation and thus allows more distantly related 

forms.  

 

Table 6: Copula sources of constructions after Bybee et al. (1994) 

 Anteriors (=perfect)2 Simple Past3 Progressives  Primary Futures4 Total 

TOTAL 54 26 38 29 71 

# YES  14 4 15 7 31 

% YES/TOTAL 26% 15% 39% 24% 44% 

% YES/SAMPLE  15% 4% 16% 7 % 33% 

 

This suggests, then, that we can conclude that the use of the copula in various non-copula 

constructions occurs in around a third of the world’s languages, although the data from Stassen 

(1997) suggests there is considerable intra-family variation.  

                                                 
2 This includes both what the authors refers to as Young Anteriors and Old Anteriors 
3 Note that the authors’ definition of a Simple Past is quite narrow, which is why there are so few forms 
4 This refers to future that primarily have a future meaning, not an aspectual one etc.  
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6. Results 

In the following sections, I will present the results of the empirical study where I examine the 

questions described above in section 4. In general, the results are presented family by family. 

Maps are included at the end of each section, as well as when they are needed to illustrate the 

geographic distribution of a certain group of languages.  

6.1. Existence of copulas 

In this section I present the results for question 1 “Does this language have a copula?”. 

As can be seen in table 7 below, almost all languages in the sample do in fact have a copula. 

The one language that does not is Karbi (Sino-Tibetan > Kuki-Chin-Naga > Naga > Karbic). In 

the description of this language the LSI specifically states that there is no copula, and there is 

nothing in the specimens speaking against this.  

 

Table 7: Existence of a copula 

 
MUNDA DRAVIDIAN INDO-ARYAN NURISTANI SINO-TIBETAN 

YES 7 9 102 3 81 

NO 0 0 0 0 1 

ND 0 0 0 0 3 

 

In map 1 the geographical distribution can be seen. The deviating language (Karbi) is found in 

the north-east where, as will be seen below, much of the variation occurs.  

 

 

Map 1: Existence of copulas 
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For the Indo-Iranian languages, it is unsurprising that all languages have copulas. However, in 

the other families it is not so clear that this is the expected result and it must be considered that 

this predominance of YES values may be a result of Grierson’s and the other LSI-workers’ bias 

toward the familiar Indo-European. However, in the languages where the value is given as YES, 

the copula can be seen in use in the sample texts.  

Some results from the literature that might be of interest here are Stassen (1997) where 14 

out of his 410 languages (i.e. around 3%) definitely do not have an item that would be classified 

as a copula. However, as I have mentioned, his classification of copula is not completely 

identical to that in this thesis. The fourteen languages mentioned are therefore those that use 

only either the verbal or zero strategy for all classes of predicates. Also of interest is Stassen 

(2013) which describes the obligatoriness of copulas when nominals function as predicates. Of 

the 386 languages in his sample, 211 obligatorily has a copula when encoding nominal 

predicates, i.e. around 55%. In the remaining languages, however, are included both those 

languages where the copula can be left out in a restricted set of circumstances (e.g. Hungarian 

where it can be zero in the present with third person subjects) and those where zero marking is 

obligatory in all circumstances, e.g. many Australian languages. Thus, even if no exactly 

corresponding world-wide figures can be given for the existence of copulas, it is safe to say that 

it is very far from uncommon.  

In summary, the answers to this question does not reveal that much of interest. The 

languages of South Asia agree very closely in all having copulas, but this is a not a rare feature 

cross-linguistically. 

6.2. Copulas in non-copula constructions 

In this section the results for question 2 “Does this language use the copula in non-copula 

constructions?” are presented.  

In the Munda family, almost all languages use the copula in non-copula constructions. The 

language that does not (Kharia) belongs to the South Munda group. Geographically, it is close 

to the centre of the group.  

 

Table 8: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the Munda languages 

MUNDA 
 

YES 6 

NO 1 

ND 0 
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For the languages with enough data to get an answer (7 languages out of a total of 9), the 

Dravidian family all have YES. The same is true of the Indo-Aryan and Nuristani languages. 

The exact distribution is shown in tables 9, 10 and 11.  

 

Table 9: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the Dravidian languages 

DRAVIDIAN 
 

YES 7 

NO 0 

ND 2 

 

Table 10: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the Indo-Aryan languages 

INDO-ARYAN 
    

 
Bihari Central Eastern Northern Northwestern Southern 

YES 3 28 12 25 29 3 

NO 0 0 0 0 0 0 

ND 0 0 0 0 1 1 

 

Table 11: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the Nuristani languages 

NURISTANI  

YES 2 

NO 0 

ND 1 

 

In the Sino-Tibetan family, the situation is not as clear-cut. The family as a whole is still 

dominated by YES values, but with a large portion on NO in some subgroups.  

 

Table 12: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the Sino-Tibetan languages 

SINO-TIBETAN 
      

 
Bodic Brahmaputran Dhimalish Himalayish Kuki-Chin Naga Various 

YES 21 3 1 8 12 9 2 

NO 0 5 0 4 7 1 0 

ND 0 2 2 0 4 0 1 



22 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the Sino-Tibetan languages 

 

In the Brahmaputran group, a majority of languages have NO. The three languages with YES 

are all from the Nuclear Bodo subgroup, as can be seen in the figure below. While this is 

certainly a tendency, it is perhaps not as dramatic as it seems at first glance: Nuclear Bodo with 

its four members (in this dataset) makes up close to half of the overall number of languages and 

if the distribution was entirely random would therefore be expected to contain more YES 

languages than the other subgroups. That said, that all three languages come from this group 

suggests more than chance.  

 

 

Figure 3: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the Brahmaputran languages 

 

In the Himalayish group, languages with YES dominate, but with four languages with NO. 

These are evenly divided between the Kiranti and Newari groups. Given the sizes of the groups 
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(Kiranti seven languages and Newaric three languages) this means the proportion is somewhat 

higher in the Newaric group.  

 

Figure 4: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the Himalayish languages 

 

As can be seen in the map below, there also appears to be some geographical divide, with the 

language with NO-values being located along the southern edge of the group. 

 

 

Map 2: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the Himalayish languages 

 

In the Kuki-Chin group about a third of the languages with enough data for an answer (7 out of 

19) have NO. It is most common in the Central subgroup, with four NO-language. The other 

two groups have one NO-language each.  
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Figure 5: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the Kuki-Chin languages 

 

In the Naga group, there is only one language that has a NO-value (Rongmei Naga). In map 3 

below the geographic distribution of the Kuki-Chin-Naga languages can be seen. Note that the 

languages with NO-values are mostly located at the south-western edges of the group. 

 

 

Map 3: Copulas in non-copula constructions in Kuki-Chin-Naga languages 

 

Finally, below is a map which shows all language families. Note the concentration of languages 

which do not use the copula in non-copula constructions to the northeast.  
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Map 4: Copulas in non-copula constructions in South Asian languages 

 

6.3. Tense distinctions 

As discussed above, to investigate what a language does in a particular tense, the first step is to 

establish what tense distinctions that language makes. That is the purpose of this section, where 

the results for question 3 “What tense distinctions does this language make?” are presented.  

Tense can be defined as the grammaticalized linguistic encoding of location in time (Dahl 

and Velupillai 2013a, citing Comrie 1985). The requirement that it be grammaticalized means 

that adverbials such as yesterday or in the year 1779 are excluded: they are linguistic encodings 

of location in time, but they are not part of a closed system.  

Most descriptions of tense go back to the terminology coined by Reichenbach (1947) where 

tenses are described using three parameters: situation time (S), event time (E) and reference 

time (R). Situation time refers to the moment of speech, event time to the moment in time when 

the event described in the utterance takes place and reference time to the point in time the event 

time is related to. The default and most unmarked situation is for S and R to overlap: we speak 
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of events as they relate to the speech situation. This is referred to as absolute tense. When S and 

R are different, we speak of relative tense (de Haan 2010). 

The different absolute tenses can be depicted as in figure 6. 

 

 

Figure 6: Absolute tenses (from Givon 2001:286) 

 

The past tense is characterised by the event time preceding the speech/reference time, the 

present tense is characterised by event time being identical to or overlapping with 

speech/reference time and the future tense by event time following speech/reference time (de 

Haan 2010). 

Some languages make a distinction between all three absolute tenses, and some even make 

more, making remoteness distinctions either in the past of the future. Others only make a two-

way distinction, between past/non-past or between future/non-future (which can in some cases 

also be characterised as an irrealis/realis distinction) (de Haan 2010). Additionally, some 

languages make no tense distinctions (Whaley 1997). 

In this thesis, judgment has been made on the following principle: A language is said to 

make a tense distinction if it can express the time associated with that tense using verbal means, 

be it inflection or auxiliaries. 

This principle differs in two main ways from what is common when determining what tense 

distinctions a language makes: 1) the lack of a requirement that the tense be part of an obligatory 

paradigm (e.g. in a past/non-past language, every time a verb is used it necessarily has to be in 

either the past or the non-past tense) and 2) allowing auxiliary constructions to be counted (Dahl 

and Velupilla, for example, only count inflectional futures in their survey (2013c)). The reasons 

for these considerations have to do with the research questions and the material, and should not 

be seen as a claim that this is the correct general way of counting tenses.  

The choice to include auxiliaries is mainly due to the research question: since part of what 

is investigated is auxiliaries, it would make little sense to exclude such forms from 
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consideration. Also, it is not always possible to determine from the data what are bound 

inflections and what are particles or auxiliaries of some sort. 

The reasons for also including what appear to be, from the LSI’s description, optional 

tenses also stem both from the research questions and from the nature of the data. Since the 

focus of the thesis is to investigate whether and how copulas are also used in non-copula 

constructions in various tenses, it is of secondary interests whether these tenses are obligatory 

or not. The main focus is if the copula can be used in non-copula constructions in, for instance, 

the future. Thus, it is of secondary interest whether the future must be expressed. In addition, 

the LSI is often vague or non-committal on whether a certain form is part of an obligatory 

category or not. 

For the results presented in this section, I have relied mainly on the LSI’s analysis. That is, 

if the LSI claims that three tenses can be distinguished, the value is THREEWAY, and if, on 

the other hand, the LSI claims either that the present is identical either to the past or the future, 

the values are taken as FUTURE/NON-FUTURE and PAST/NON-PAST, respectively.  

It is also assumed that the tenses are the same for the copulas and non-copula verbs unless 

something else is mentioned, which it never was.  

I will now begin by considering the results for the seven Munda languages. As can be seen 

in table 13 below, the languages are about evenly divided between making a three-way tense 

distinction and a past/non-past distinction. We can see no particular genetic patterns: the 

languages are from different subgroups.  

 

Table 13: Tense distinctions in Munda languages 

MUNDA 
 

THREEWAY 4 

PAST-NONPAST 3 

FUT-NONFUT 0 

ND 0 

 

Geographically, there appears to be a division along the northeast-southwest direction, as can 

be seen in the map below. 
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Map 5: Tense distinctions in Munda languages 

 

Next, we consider the nine Dravidian languages. The distribution is not as even here with a 

greater overweight of languages that make a three-way distinction. Both languages (Telugu and 

Khondi) that instead make a distinction between past and non-past come from the South 

Dravidian subgroup, but it is uncertain if this is significant as this subgroup makes up 7 out of 

9 languages in my data set.  

 

Table 14: Tense distinctions in Dravidian languages 

DRAVIDIAN 
 

THREEWAY 7 

PAST-NONPAST 2 

FUT-NONFUT 0 

ND 0 

 

Geographically, we can note that the languages making a past/non-past distinction are both 

located close to where the Munda languages with the same distinction are located.  

 

 

Map 6: Tense distinctions in Dravidian languages 
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Next is the Indo-Aryan group, which is quite homogenous. The only languages deviating from 

the overall profile of three-way distinction are found in the Northwestern group, all of them 

concentrated at the periphery of the group (see map 7). 

 

Table 15: Tense distinctions in the Indo-Aryan languages 

INDO-ARYAN 
      

 
Bihari Central Eastern Northern Northwestern Southern 

THREEWAY 3 27 12 25 25 4 

PAST-NONPAST 0 0 0 0 5 0 

FUT-NONFUT 0 0 0 0 0 0 

ND 0 1 0 0 0 0 

 

 

Map 7: Tense distinctions in the Northwestern IA languages 

 

The Nuristani languages show a similar picture, with all three languages making a three-way 

distinction.  

 

Table 16: Tense distinctions in the Nuristani languages 

NURISTANI  

THREEWAY 3 

PAST-NONPAST 0 

FUT-NONFUT 0 

ND 0 
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Finally, we consider the Sino-Tibetan group, which is the most diverse. The Bodic and 

Himalayish both have portions of past/non-past languages, and in the Himalayish group they 

are in the majority. In the Kuki-Chin-Naga group there is a portion of future/non-future 

languages, more so in the Naga subgroup than in the Kuki-Chin group.   

It should be noted that in particular the Kuki-Chin-Naga group might in fact have a greater 

proportion of languages with a default future/non-future distinction. For several languages, the 

LSI first states that some forms can be used for both the present and the past but not the future, 

but then goes on to give “suffixes of the present” and of the past. In this case it would seem (if 

the LSI’s analysis is correct) that there exists a fundamental distinction between future and non-

future. However, based on the principles discussed above such a language is still classified in 

this thesis as making a three-way distinction. Of course, closer analysis of the languages in 

question might reveal that the affixes that at first glance appear to tense markers are in fact 

some kind of aspectual or evidential markers, but this lies outside the scope of this survey, and 

is also difficult or impossible to do based only on a few short texts. 

 

Table 17: Tense distinctions in the Sino-Tibetan languages 

SINO-TIBETAN 
      

 
Bodic Brahmaputran Dhimalish Himalayish Kuki-

Chin 

Naga Various 

THREEWAY 17 10 1 2 21 7 2 

PAST-

NONPAST 

4 0 0 10 0 0 0 

FUT-NONFUT 0 0 0 0 2 6 1 

ND 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 

 

 

Figure 7: Tense distinctions in the Sino-Tibetan languages 
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In the Kuki-Chin group there seems to be some genetic tendencies: the two languages (Khumi 

Chin and Anal) with a future/non-future distinction are from the Peripheral Kuki-Chin group. 

In the Naga group, the future/non-future languages seem divided over the different subgroups. 

Geographically, there seems to be a preponderance of future/non-future languages to the north 

and languages with three-way distinctions to the south, as seen in map 8 below.  

 

 

Map 8: Tense distinctions in the Kuki-Chin-Naga group 

 

In the Bodic subgroup, there is no real genetic pattern: the languages with past/non-past come 

from different subgroups. There is some areal patterning, with past/non-past languages found 

along the southern edge of the group, as seen in map 9.  

 

 

Map 9: Tense distinctions in the Bodic languages 

 

Finally, in the Himalayish group it is the past/non-past languages that dominate with only two 

languages making a three-way distinction: one lacks further classification (Lepcha) and one 

which is classified as Himalayish > Mahakiranti > Kham-Magar-Chepang (Eastern Magari). 

The latter is the only language from this subgroup in my dataset, although all the rest are also 
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Mahakiranti languages. The tense distinctions therefore may seem to show some divide along 

genetic lines, but it is impossible to say if this is due to more than chance. Geographically, one 

three-way language (Lepcha) is at the periphery of group but the other is right in the middle of 

it. 

Below is a map that shows the distribution. Note the close geographic clustering of the 

categories, with groups of past/non-past languages in the northwest, in present-day Nepal and 

a number of languages in central India. The future/non-future languages are found in the 

northeast.  

 

 

Map 10: Tense distinctions in the languages of South Asia 

 

6.4. Three-way tense distinction languages 

In this section, languages which make a three-way tense distinction (i.e. past-present-future) 

are considered – in total 170 languages. In addition, the two languages where it was not clear 

which tense distinction were made are included here, making the total number of languages 
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considered in this section 172. These latter two are included since the reason for their ND values 

was that it was impossible to decide if two constructions (e.g. the future and the present) where 

identical or nor. Later, languages which only make a two-way distinction will be considered. I 

will here consider only those languages that have the answer YES to question 2, i.e. those 

languages that do use the copula in non-copula constructions. Necessarily, any language that 

has NO in that question has NO also in this question.   

The definitions of the various tenses are here semantic, based on the theory of tense 

described in section 6.3 above. A construction is said to be in the present tense if the moment 

of the event described in it is identical to or overlapping with the moment of speech, and so on. 

Both relative and absolute tense are considered, if the relationship between S and E and R and 

E is the same regarding being before or after. For instance, constructions corresponding to “I 

will have done it” are not included, since the E (event time) is located after S (situation time) 

but before R (reference time). These constructions thus have features both of being past tense 

constructions and being future tense constructions.  

6.4.1 Copulas in non-copula constructions in the present tense  

In the Munda family, YES is the completely dominant value for this feature. That is, if a Munda 

language uses the copula in non-copula constructions, it will do so in the present. 

 

Table 18: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the present tense in Munda languages 

MUNDA 
 

YES 3 

NO 0 

ND 0 

 

For the Dravidian family, YES is still the dominant value, but not completely. One language 

(Kurux [Dravidian>North Dravidian>Kurux-Malto>Kurux]) has NO. This language is located 

to the northeast (see map 11) where, as we will see, much of the variation occurs.  

 

Table 19: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the present tense in Dravidian languages 

DRAVIDIAN 

YES 3 

NO 1 

ND 1 
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Map 11: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the Dravidian languages 

 

In the Indo-Aryan languages, YES is also the dominating value. In the Central and 

Northwestern group there is one language each that instead has no (Western Gujuri and 

Southeast Pashai, respectively). The Eastern group also has a couple of NO languages and the 

Northern group has the largest group, with four NO-languages.  

 

Table 20: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the present tense in Indo-Aryan languages 

INDO-IRANIAN 
     

 
Bihari Central Eastern Northern Northwestern Southern 

YES 3 27 7 17 22 3 

NO 0 1 2 4 1 0 

ND 0 0 3 4 2 0 

 

Both Nuristani languages have NO, setting them apart from the Indo-Aryan languages.  

 

Table 21: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the present tense in the Nuristani languages 

NURISTANI 

YES 0 

NO 2 

ND 0 
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Figure 8: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the present tense in the Indo-Iranian languages 

 

Both languages with NO (Eastern Bengali and South-Eastern Bengali) in the Eastern group 

come from the Gauda-Banga group, but this is also by far the largest of the groups, in this thesis. 

In the Northern group, all four NO-languages are from the Himachali group and three of them 

from the Nuclear Himachali subgroup. (Not shown in the figure is one YES languages that 

belongs to the Himachali group, not further specified.) 

 

Figure 9: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the present tense in the Northern IA group 

 

The Sino-Tibetan languages are fairly homogenous: almost all have YES with a few exceptions, 

all in the Kuki-Chin group. Two are from the Northwestern Kuki-Chin group and one is from 

the Central group.  
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Table 22: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the present tense in the Sino-Tibetan languages 

SINO-TIBETAN           

  Bodic Brahmaputran Himalayish Kuki-Chin Naga Various 

YES 16 3 2 8 5 2 

NO 0 0 0 3 0 0 

ND 1 0 0 1 0 0 

 

 

Figure 10: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the present in the Kuki-Chin languages 

 

Geographically, the languages with NO are not particularly separated from the group.  They are 

located in the northern end of the group, but no more so than languages with YES. 

 

 

Map 12: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the present tense in the Kuki-Chin languages 

 

Finally, a map that summarizes the situation. Note the cluster of Indo-Iranian languages to the 

north-west that do not use the copula in non-copula constructions in the present tense. These 

are the Nuristani languages and some Indo-Aryan languages. Moving south-east there continues 

to be a few Indo-Aryan languages with NO-values scattered among the dominating YES-value 

languages, which are both Sino-Tibetan and Indo-Aryan. To the east, we have another cluster 
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of NO-languages. This consists of the two Eastern Indo-Aryan languages mentioned and the 

Kuki-Chin languages. Note also the lone Dravidian NO-language (Kurux). 

 

 

Map 13: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the present tense 

 

6.4.2. Copula in non-copula constructions in the past tense 

Beginning with the Munda languages, we can see that unlike the in question 4a, regarding the 

present tense, the languages are divided here. Of the two languages with enough data to get an 

answer, one has YES (Santali [Austroasiatic > Mundaic > North Munda > Kherwarian > 

Santalic]) and one has NO (Mundari [Austroasiatic > Mundaic > North Munda > Kherwarian 

> Mundaric > Ho-Mundari]).  
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Table 23: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the past tense in Munda languages 

MUNDA 
 

YES 1 

NO 1 

ND 1 

 

For the Dravidian languages the picture is clearer: all languages have YES.  

 

Table 24: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the past tense in Dravidian languages 

DRAVIDIAN 

YES 5 

NO 0 

ND 0 

 

The same is true of the Indo-Aryan languages: all languages where there is enough data for an 

answer have YES. 

 

Table 25: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the past tense in Indo-Aryan languages 

INDO-ARYAN 
     

 
Bihari Central Eastern Northern Northwestern Southern 

YES 3 24 11 24 25 3 

NO 0 0 0 0 0 0 

ND 0 4 1 1 0 0 

 

In the Nuristani group, both languages have YES.  

 

Table 26: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the past tense in the Nuristani languages 

NURISTANI 

YES 2 

NO 0 

ND 0 

 

For the Sino-Tibetan family, the situation is not as clear-cut. YES is the dominant value, but 

several groups have smaller portion of NO-languages. In the Naga and Brahmaputran groups, 

NO is the dominant value, albeit by only one language.  
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Table 27: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the past tense in Sino-Tibetan languages 

SINO-TIBETAN             

  Bodic Brahmaputran Himalayish Kuki-Chin Naga Various 

YES 14 1 2 9 2 2 

NO 2 2 0 2 3 1 

ND 1 0 0 1 0 0 

 

 

Figure 11: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the past tense in the Sino-Tibetan languages 

 

In the Kuki-Chin group the languages with NO are from two different groups: Northwestern 

(Chiru) and Peripheral (Asho Chin). The situation in Naga is similar: one language is not further 

classified (Meitei) one is from the Tangkhul-Maring group (Maring Naga) and one is from the 

Angami-Ao group (Tengima), to which the two YES languages belong, but all to different 

subgroups. In short, it is difficult to see any clear genetically determined distribution, but it is 

also impossible to say that there is none. Geographically, the situation isn’t much clearer, as 

map 14 shows.  

 

 

Map 14: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the past tense in the Kuki-Chin-Naga languages 
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Also in the Bodic subgroup the two languages with NO values are from different subgroups: 

Bodish (Spiti Bhoti) and Tibeto-Kanauri (Bunan). However, geographically, the two languages 

are very close to each other.  

 

 

Map 15: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the past tense in the Bodic languages 

 

Again, a final map summarizes the situation. Almost all languages that do not use the copula in 

non-copula constructions in the past tense are clustered in the east. Note also the two Bodic 

languages to the north-west.  

 

 

Map 16: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the past tense 
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6.4.3. Copulas in non-copula constructions in the future tense 

It should be mentioned here that there is no requirement that the copula is the languages’ only 

way of expressing the future or that it should be a “general” future – in many cases, in particular 

in the Indo-Aryan languages, the copula is used as an auxiliary to make a kind of future 

progressive, in addition to some other future tense. This is counted as YES in this thesis. In 

these cases, generally the auxiliary itself will be in the future tense. An example of a language 

like this is Odia (Indo-European > Indo-Iranian > Indo-Aryan > Indo-Aryan Eastern zone > 

Oriya-Gauda-Kamrupa > Macro-Oriya), where we have the form dēkhu-thibi see.present 

participle-be.fut ‘I may be seeing, I shall be seeing’ (LSI 5.2:381).  

There are also cases, however, where the copula is in its present form and the meaning 

appears to be more of a simple future. These are also assigned the value YES if they are given 

as part of the verbal system distinct from forms with present meaning. An example of this is 

Braj Bhasha (Indo-European > Indo-Iranian > Indo-Aryan > Indo-Aryan Central zone > 

Subcontinental Central Indo-Aryan > Western Hindi), with the form mārihaũ strike.nonfinite-

be.1SG.present ‘I shall strike’ (LSI 9.1:81). This form is distinct both from the present 

indicative (also used as present subjunctive) māraũ strike-1SG ‘I strike, I may strike’ and the 

“definite present” (~present progressive) māraũ-haũ strike-1SG-be.1SG.present or māratu-haũ 

strike.present.participle-be.1SG.present ‘I am striking’. In cases such as these it seems safe to 

assume that we are in fact dealing with future forms, since the present forms differ from it, even 

if the copula is in the present tense. The distribution of the different constructions is not 

something this thesis looks at.  

The results of this question differ somewhat from the previous ones in that the dominant 

value here is NO rather than YES: that is, most languages appear not to use the copula in non-

copula constructions in the future.  

This is true for the Munda languages, where all languages have NO.  

 

Table 28: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the future tense in Munda languages 

MUNDA 
 

YES 0 

NO 3 

ND 0 

 

It is the same for the Dravidian languages. 
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Table 29: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the future tense in Dravidian languages 

DRAVIDIAN 

YES 0 

NO 5 

ND 0 

 

The situation is similar for the Indo-Aryan languages: most languages have NO, but in several 

groups there are exceptions.  

 

Table 30: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the future tense in Indo-Aryan languages 

INDO-ARYAN 
     

 
Bihari Central Eastern Northern Northwestern Southern 

YES 0 5 1 1 3 0 

NO 3 20 11 24 20 3 

ND 0 3 0 0 2 0 

 

 

Figure 12: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the future tense in the Indo-Iranian languages 

 

In the Central group, three of the five YES-languages come from the Western Hindi group and 

two from the Gujarati-Rajasthani group. However, since the Western Hindi group is smaller the 

languages make up a larger portion of it.  
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Figure 13: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the future in the Central IA languages 

 

Geographically we can see that unlike in previous features where deviating values often seem 

to be scattered at the periphery (see sections 6.2, 6.4.1, 6.4.2), in this case the languages with 

NO are clustered in the middle of the group.  

 

 

Map 17: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the future tense in Central IA languages 

 

In the Northwestern group, the three languages that have a YES value all come from different 

subgroups. One is not further classified (Kashmiri), one comes from the Sindhi-Lahnda group 

(Sindhi) and one comes from the Shinaic group (Shina – Dah Hanu). Geographically, they do 

not appear to act as the languages of the Central group – clustered in the centre – but instead 

are more similar to previous questions and are found at the periphery. 
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Map 18: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the future in Northwestern IA language 

The situation for the Nuristani group is clear, with no exceptions from the NO value. 

 

Table 31: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the future in the Nuristani languages 

NURISTANI 

YES 0 

NO 2 

ND 0 

 

NO is the dominant value in the Sino-Tibetan family as well, though the portion of languages 

with YES is much larger than in the other families considered. In the Bodic group and Naga 

groups, it is the dominant value. 

 

Table 32: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the future tense in Sino-Tibetan languages 

SINO-TIBETAN           

  Bodic Brahmaputran Himalayish Kuki-Chin Naga Various 

YES 8 0 0 4 3 0 

NO 7 3 1 8 2 2 

ND 2 0 1 0 0 0 

 

 

Figure 14: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the future in the Sino-Tibetan languages 
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Considering the two subgroups of the Bodic group in which there are more than one language 

(there is also Gurung (Sino-Tibetan > Bodic > Kaike-Ghale-Tamangic > Ghale-Tamangic > 

Tamangic > Gurungic) which has the value YES) we can see that there is an overweight of YES 

languages in the Bodish group (five languages) whereas both the number and the proportion is 

smaller in Tibeto-Kanauri (two languages).  

 

 

Figure 15: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the future in the Bodic languages 

 

There appears to be some geographic tendencies in the distribution: the languages with NO are 

mainly clustered to the northwest end of the group, but this tendency is not absolute.  

 

Map 19: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the future tense in the Bodic languages 

 

In the Kuki-Chin group, the languages with NO are distributed over all three subgroups: one 

each in the Central and Peripheral groups and two in the Northwestern. The Naga group is, as 

discussed in the section on the past tense, divided into groups in such a way that it is difficult 

to say anything about possible genetic tendencies and the same is true here: the two NO 

languages are from different groups.  
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Figure 16: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the future tense in the Kuki-Chin languages 

 

Geographically, we also cannot see any clear pattern. The languages may show some clustering 

into groups based on values, but it is difficult to say anything certain. 

 

 

Map 20: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the future tense in Kuki-Chin-Naga languages 

 

Finally, a map that summarizes the situation is shown. Note once again the presence of 

deviating values (in this case YES) to the east. We also appear to have what looks like a band 

of languages with YES-values along the northern edge. Finally, there is also several languages 

with YES in the very centre of the group. 
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Map 21: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the future tense 

 

6.4. Past/non-past languages 

This section concerns the languages that make a past/non-past distinction: in total 24 languages. 

Here, as in the previous section, only languages that have the answer YES to question 2 (“Does 

this language use the copula in non-copula constructions?”) are considered.  

6.4.1. Copulas in non-copula constructions in the non-past 

Given the relatively small number of languages considered here, I will not follow the pattern of 

going through the language families one by one and instead present all of them in a single table, 

below (table 33). As can be seen, the absolute majority of languages have YES. In the Munda 

family, we have one language with NO (Korku [Austroasiatic > Mundaic > North Munda]) and 

in the Indo-Iranian family two languages (Kalasha and Khowar). Both belong to the Chitral 

subgroup of the Northwestern group.  
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Table 33: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the non-past tense 

 
MUNDA DRAVIDIAN INDO-IRANIAN SINO-TIBETAN 

YES 2 2 2 10 

NO 1 0 2 0 

ND 0 0 0 1 

 

Below is a map of the situation. Note that the two Indo-Aryan languages with NO are located 

to the extreme northwest, close to where we find the languages that make a three-way 

distinction in tense and do not use the copula in non-copula constructions in the present. The 

Munda language that has NO, on the other hand, is located close to the centre.  

 

 

Map 22: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the non-past tense in South Asia 

 

6.4.2. Copulas in non-copula constructions in the past 

YES is the dominating value also here: even more so than in the non-past, in fact. All of the 

languages that make a past non-past distinction and use the copula in non-copula constructions 

do so in the past tense.  
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Table 34: Copulas in non-copula constructions in the past tense 

 
MUNDA DRAVIDIAN INDO-IRANIAN SINO-TIBETAN 

YES 2 1 3 8 

NO 0 0 0 0 

ND 1 1 1 3 

 

6.5. Future/non-future languages 

In the classification of the languages done here, there are only five languages that make a 

future/non-future distinction and also use the copula in non-copula constructions, all either of 

the Naga subgroup and one isolate (according to Glottolog (Hammarström et al. 2018) 

classification: according to the LSI it is Tibeto-Burman). All of them use it in the non-future 

tense and none use it in the future tense.  

6.6. Intermediate summary 

In the previous sections I have presented the results of my study. They show that the languages 

of South Asia agree closely in having a copula. Most also use the copula in non-copula 

constructions. This is most common in the present and past tense, and not as common in the 

future. There appears to be a tendency for languages with deviating values to be located at the 

periphery of the area, with the exception of the future. In the following three sections, I will 

present some further analyses of the data. First, I will investigate the apparent tendency for 

deviating languages to be scattered at the periphery more closely. Secondly, I will give some 

figures describing the genetic distribution. Finally, I will make some comparisons between the 

genetic classifications of the LSI and of Glottolog (Hammarström et al. 2018) based on my 

results.  

6.7. Quantification of distances 

I have so far graphically considered the geographic distribution of the values. The impression 

seems to be that languages with deviating values are located at the periphery. In this section 

this hypothesis is preliminarily tested by calculating the distance of each language from the 

midpoint of the languages. This calculation was done by treating the co-ordinates as points on 

a two-axes plane. Given that the earth is not flat but round, this means that the measurements 

are not completely accurate,5 but since 1) the main interest of the distances are their relation to 

                                                 
5 The co-ordinate system used here is WGS84 using decimal degrees. One degree latitude is about 111 km (with 

some variation, as the Earth is ellipsoid rather than spherical).The length of longitude degrees varies more. At the 

southernmost language in my sample with a latitude of about 9,5 the length of one longitude degree is about 110 
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each other and 2) the co-ordinates of the languages cover a relatively small surface (in 

comparison to the whole world), this should not be an issue. Making this assumption of an 

idealised co-ordinate plane, the distance between two points can be calculated simply by using 

the Pythagorean theorem. All distances are given in decimal degrees.  

The midpoint of all languages was decided by taking the midpoint between the 

southernmost and northernmost languages and the midpoint between the westernmost and the 

easternmost: latitude 22.796 and longitude 80.813.6 It is marked in the map below.  

Given these limitations, it should be clear that the results presented here should only be 

seen as preliminary and the purpose is to get an overview of the data presented in the preceding 

sections rather than making any claims as to statistically proven correlations.  

 

 

Map 23: Midpoint of the languages 

  

 First, the results for question 2 “Does this language use the copula in non-copula 

constructions?” are shown.7 

 

                                                 
km and at the northernmost language (36) it is about 90 km. The length at the midpoint chosen (latitude 22.796) 

is 102 km.  (Calculated using the National Hurricane Center’s Latitude/Longitude Distance Calculator) For a full 

technical description of WGS84 see NIMA (2000), for an overview e.g. Soler & Hothem 1988).  
6 There are other possible ways of calculating the midpoint. The one chosen here gives the geographical centre of 

the region covered by the languages. Another possible method would be the mean of the languages (which gives 

lat 27.26 and long 82.36) or the median (which gives lat 26.85 and long 79.92). As can be seen, there is some 

difference in the longitutde, where the mean is more east than the geographic midpoint while the median is more 

west. This is due to the fact that there is a concentration of languages relatively far to the east, as compared to the 

westernmost languages that are closer to the middle. The latitude varies more: both the mean and the median places 

it considerably further north than the midpoint chosen for this study. The reason for this is of course that there are 

fewer languages (in my sample) in the south.   
7 The results for the previous question, about the existence of a copula, is not discussed, as there is only one 

language with a NO. 
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Table 35: Average distances by value in Q2 

 
MUNDA DRAVIDIAN INDO-IRANIAN8 SINO-TIBETAN ALL 

YES 5.080866 7.794828 9.435808 10.83725 9.715006 

NO 3.532311 --- --- 11.1611 10.71235 

 

The only family with a substantial amount of NO languages is Sino-Tibetan. There is one 

Munda language with NO and this is closer to the midpoint than the YES languages, but given 

that it is only one language it’s hard to know if anything can be concluded from this. In the 

Sino-Tibetan family, the average distance of the NO languages is greater than the YES 

languages. The same is true for all the languages considered as a single group. The impression 

gained from studying the maps, that the NO languages are more peripheral, thus seems to be 

supported by these quantifications.  

Next, the average distances for question 4a (“Does this language use the copula in non-

copula constructions in the present tense?”) are presented. As in the discussion above, only 

those language that have YES to question 2 (i.e., do use the copula in non-copula constructions) 

are considered. The midpoint used, however, is the same as before (see map 22). 

 

Table 36: Average distances by value in Q4a 

 
MUNDA DRAVIDIAN INDO-IRANIAN SINO-TIBETAN ALL 

YES 5.672 11.5669378 8.646548 11.18259 9.406008 

NO --- 5.89621241 12.1539 12.962 11.96482 

 

Munda has no languages with NO and Dravidian has only one, which, as mentioned, makes it 

hard to say if this is the sign of a tendency or just chance. In both the Indo-Iranian and Sino-

Tibetan the distances of the NO languages are greater than the YES languages. The difference 

is greater in the Indo-Iranian group, but this is likely just a result of the Sino-Tibetan languages 

in general being farther from the midpoint. The averages for all the languages considered as 

group is also greater for NO than YES, again supporting what the consideration of the maps 

hinted at. 

The situation is basically the same for question 4b (“Does this language use the copula in 

non-copula constructions in the past tense?”) but with slightly smaller differences in the average 

distances. That is, the tendency for NO-value languages to be peripheral appears to be present 

also here but it seems to a somewhat lesser degree. 

 

                                                 
8 In this table and the rest in this section Indo-Iranian refers to Indo-Aryan + Nuristani 
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Table 37: Average distances by value in Q4b 

 
MUNDA DRAVIDIAN INDO-IRANIAN SINO-TIBETAN ALL 

YES 7.353156 8.668258 9.393812 11.17599 9.761931 

NO 6.750431 --- 11.29997 11.97601 11.50618 

 

For question 4c (“Does this language use the copula in non-copula constructions in the future 

tense?”) the averages look a little different. The tendency seen in the maps of a central group 

of YES-languages in the Indo-Aryan group is supported: YES languages in that group have a 

shorter average distance. In the Sino-Tibetan family, the distance of the NO languages is 

slightly greater than of the YES languages, but the difference is somewhat smaller than in the 

previous questions. In the Dravidian group, there is only one language with YES. This is farther 

from the midpoint than the NO-languages, but as mentioned, we cannot know if this is 

indicative of something or simply chance. For all the languages considered as a group, the 

distance is somewhat greater for the YES languages than the NO languages, but the difference 

is smaller than in the previous questions. In conclusion, these distances support the observed 

tendency of Indo-Aryan YES languages to be clustered in the middle but other than that, nothing 

is entirely clear.  

 

Table 38: Average distances by value in Q4c 

 
MUNDA DRAVIDIAN INDO-IRANIAN SINO-TIBETAN ALL 

YES --- --- 7.27423 11.42489 9.619265 

NO 5.672 8.668258 9.569596 11.70616 9.874623 

 

Since the number of languages is so small there, I will not give the numbers for the languages 

that do not make a three-way distinction.  

To summarise: for all questions but question 4c (“Does this language use the copula in non-

copula constructions in the future tense?”) these numbers appear to support the observed 

tendency for languages with “deviating” values (in these cases, NO) to be located farther from 

the centre of the group than languages that have the dominant value (in these cases, YES), but 

as mentioned, these are preliminary results that should not be taken as statistically proven 

correlations and more work is needed to prove or disprove the hypothesis, ideally including 

geographic factors, such as for instance elevation.  

6.8. Distribution over genetic groups 

In this section, I will present some numbers quantifying the predictive power of the genetic 

classifications. That is, I will answer the question: if we know that a certain language belongs 
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to a certain genetic group, how much greater are our chances of guessing its behaviour with 

regards to copulas in non-copula constructions? For instance: not knowing anything about a 

language in our sample, there is a 9.7 % percent chance that is has the NO value for question 2 

(“Does this language use the copula in non-copula constructions?”) (number of languages with 

NO/total number of languages = 20/206). If we knew, for instance, that our language belongs 

to the Brahmaputran group of the Sino-Tibetan family, how much greater would the chance be 

that it has NO? The easiest way to quantify this is simply to take the proportion of languages 

with a particular value in a group as representing the probability of a language from that group 

having that value. In the case of Brahmaputran languages with NO, this would give us 5/10 = 

50%.  

These numbers will give us an idea if what was observed in the above sections regarding 

genetic tendencies are borne out. This section therefore serves more the purpose of further 

chiselling out the observations made above and making tendencies clearer than adding new 

observations.  

The numbers for ND values are included. This doesn’t tell us much about the families in 

question, but it does give an indication as to how reliable the numbers of a group are (that is, if 

for instance, more than half of a group’s languages has ND, it is doubtful how much we can say 

about the group as a whole). 

It should also be mentioned that the general probability refers to the general probability 

among the languages in the sample, and not the general probability in all of the world’s 

languages. However, I reproduce here table 6 from section 5.5 above describing the results of 

Bybee et al’s (1994) global survey. As I mentioned there, the general probability that a language 

uses the copula in non-copula constructions seems to be around 33 %. Usage in individual 

categories is lower. For purposes of comparison I have here added a fifth row, where the number 

of languages with YES are given as percentages of the total number of languages that use the 

copula (or copula-derived forms) in non-copula constructions.  

 

Table 39: Table 6: Copula sources of constructions after Bybee et al (1994) 

 Anteriors (=perfects) Simple Pasts Progressives  Futures Total 

TOTAL 54 26 38 29 71 

# YES  14 4 15 7 31 

% YES/TOTAL 26% 15% 39% 24% 44% 

% YES/SAMPLE  15% 4% 16% 7 % 33% 

%YES/COPTOTAL 45% 13% 48% 23%  
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I will begin by discussing Question 2 (“Does this language use the copula in non-copula 

constructions?”).9 There is a large majority of languages with YES. In both the Munda and 

Dravidian groups, the probability is around the average. In the Indo-Iranian family, the 

probability is even higher. For several subgroups in that family the probability reaches 100 

percent. This mainly confirms what is already known: the YES value is dominant in the Indo-

Aryan groups. The few groups of Indo-Iranian where the probability for YES languages goes 

below the general value, the non-YES languages have ND.  

Of perhaps more interest is the Sino-Tibetan group. As a whole, the group is more prone 

to NO-values than the others, but we can also observe a clear difference between the various 

subgroups of the family. For instance, the Bodic languages all have YES. Another deviation 

from the average is the high proportion of NO languages in the Brahmaputran group – even 

compared to the average for Sino-Tibetan as a whole it is more than doubled. Himalayish, Kuki-

Chin and Naga all have proportions higher than the general average, but not much higher than 

the average for the Sino-Tibetan family.  

 

Table 40: Proportion of languages using the copula in non-copula constructions 

 
P(Q2YES) P(Q2NO) (PQ2ND) 

General 83% 10% 7% 

AA 86% 14% 0% 

DR 78% 0% 22% 

II - General10 97% 0% 3% 

IA-Bihari 100% 0% 0% 

IA-Central 100% 0% 0% 

IA-Eastern 100% 0% 0% 

IA-Northern 100% 0% 0% 

IA-Northwestern 97% 0% 3% 

IA-Southern 75% 0% 25% 

Nuristani 67% 0% 33% 

TB - General 66% 22% 12% 

TB-Bodic 100% 0% 0% 

TB-Brahmaputran 30% 50% 20% 

TB-Himalayish 67% 33% 0% 

TB-Kuki-Chin 52% 30% 17% 

TB-Naga 69% 23% 8% 

 

Next, I will consider the numbers for question 4a-4c, i.e. the use of the copula construction in 

various tenses. Here, only the languages that have YES in the previous question are included in 

                                                 
9 Question 1 (“Does this language have a copula?”) is not considered since there is only one deviating language. 
10 Here, as in the following tables, this refers to the Indo-Aryan + the Nuristani languages  
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the count. That is, the question is “if a language uses the copula in non-copula constructions 

and belongs to a certain genetic group, how likely is it that the language will use it in a particular 

tense”. Due to this, the number of Indo-Iranian languages considered is much greater than the 

Sino-Tibetan languages. Therefore, an observation that the average of the Indo-Iranian group 

is closer to the general average than, for instance, the Sino-Tibetan group needs to be considered 

with some caution.  

First, I consider the situation for the present tense. What is perhaps most striking is the fact 

that the Nuristani languages all have NO in this feature, contrasting with the average of the 

Indo-Iranian family. We can also note the fairly large portions of NO-languages in the Eastern 

and Northern groups. In the Sino-Tibetan family, the groups are generally quite small, but it is 

nevertheless noteworthy than several of them show homogenous behaviour. We can also note 

that Kuki-Chin in addition to being the only subgroup with NO-languages, as was noted above, 

has a proportion of NO-languages that is considerably higher than the average.  

 

Table 41: Proportion of languages using the copula in non-copula constructions in the present tense 

 
Q4aYES Q4aNO Q4aND 

General 82% 10% 8% 

AA 100% 0% 0% 

DR 60% 20% 20% 

II-General 81% 10% 9% 

IA-Bihari 100% 0% 0% 

IA-Central 96% 4% 0% 

IA-Eastern 58% 17% 25% 

IA-Northern 68% 16% 16% 

IA-Northwestern 88% 4% 8% 

IA-Southern 100% 0% 0% 

Nuristani 0% 100% 0% 

TB-General 88% 7% 5% 

TB-Bodic 94% 0% 6% 

TB-Brahmaputran 100% 0% 0% 

TB-Himalayish 100% 0% 0% 

TB-Kuki-Chin 67% 25% 8% 

TB-Naga 100% 0% 0% 

TB-various 100% 0% 0% 

 

Next are the numbers for the past tense. As already discussed, the Indo-Iranian languages show 

a uniform picture, the only exceptions from YES values being a few ND values here and there. 

For the Sino-Tibetan family, the portion of YES values is instead somewhat lower than the 

average, although there is much variation between the subgroups. As mentioned, several of the 
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subgroups are here represented by a small number of languages, and too far-reaching 

conclusions shouldn’t be drawn from individual values. However, the overall impression that 

Sino-Tibetan also here is a varied group, but with a stronger leaning towards NO than in the 

present tense seems to be confirmed.  

 

Table 42: Proportion of languages using the copula in non-copula constructions in the past tense 

 
Q4bYES Q4bNO Q4bND 

General 86% 7% 6% 

AA 33% 33% 33% 

DR 100% 0% 0% 

II-General 94% 0% 6% 

IA-Bihari 100% 0% 0% 

IA-Central 86% 0% 14% 

IA-Eastern 92% 0% 8% 

IA-Northern 96% 0% 4% 

IA-Northwestern 100% 0% 0% 

IA-Southern 100% 0% 0% 

IA-Nuristani 100% 0% 0% 

TB-General 71% 24% 5% 

TB-Bodic 82% 12% 6% 

TB-Brahmaputran 33% 67% 0% 

TB-Himalayish 100% 0% 0% 

TB-Kuki-Chin 75% 17% 8% 

TB-Naga 40% 60% 0% 

TB-various 50% 50% 0% 

 

Finally, I discuss the situation for the future tense. As has already been noted, the situation here 

differs from the other tenses in having a majority of languages with NO. This tendency is 

especially true in the Indo-Iranian family where the numbers are close to the reverse of what is 

the case in previous questions. In the Sino-Tibetan family, the distribution is more even, though 

there is an overweight of NO languages.  
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Table 43: Proportion of languages using the copula in non-copula constructions in the future tense 

 
Q4cYES Q4cNO Q4cND 

General 18% 78% 5% 

AA 0% 100% 0% 

DR 0% 100% 0% 

II-General 10% 85% 5% 

IA-Bihari 0% 100% 0% 

IA-Central 18% 71% 11% 

IA-Eastern 8% 92% 0% 

IA-Northern 4% 96% 0% 

IA-Northwestern 12% 80% 8% 

IA-Southern 0% 100% 0% 

IA-Nuristani 0% 100% 0% 

TB-General 37% 56% 7% 

TB-Bodic 47% 41% 12% 

TB-Brahmaputran 0% 100% 0% 

TB-Himalayish 0% 50% 50% 

TB-Kuki-Chin 33% 67% 0% 

TB-Naga 60% 40% 0% 

TB-various 0% 100% 0% 

 

Since the number of languages in the categories of past/non-past and future/non-future 

languages is small enough to be easily overviewed and also to be potentially misleading to 

consider as percentages, I will not present those figures here. 

In conclusion, it seems clear from the data considered here that genetic affiliation has 

impact on how a language behaves regarding the copula in non-copula constructions, both when 

it comes to overall family belonging but also at a closer level.  

6.9. The Glottolog classifications vs. the LSI classifications 

In this final section of the results, I will briefly discuss the differences between the genetic 

classifications of the Glottolog (Hammarström et al. 2018) and the LSI and, where there are 

differences, which grouping my data supports. Of course, this is not to be taken as an argument 

that one or the other classification is better – no-one would suggest that genetic classification 

be made on the basis of one linguistic feature alone.  

In order to make this comparison, I will first give an overview of similarities and 

differences between the two classifications. The full family trees can be seen in Appendices 2 

and 3.  

Regarding the Munda languages, as already mentioned, one of the differences between 

LSI’s and the Glottolog’s classification is the language Nihali. The LSI classifies it as a Munda 

language, whereas the Glottolog classes it as unclassified/isolate. Asuri, Mundari and Santali 
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are in both classification schemes grouped together as a Kherwari/Kherwarian group. In the 

LSI scheme, this group branches out directly from the Munda group, whereas in the Glottolog 

classification there is a prior divide into North and South Munda, with Kherwarian being a 

subgroup of North Munda. No analogue exists in the LSI classifications where the remaining 

North Munda language (Korku) and the South Munda languages are simply grouped directly 

under Munda.  

Nihali does not differ from the Munda languages regarding the treatment of the copula. 

The South Munda group – which the Glottolog distinguishes, but the LSI does not – is 

distinguished by containing the one Munda language that does not use the copula in non-copula 

constructions. However, the one other language in this group in my sample follows the expected 

profile of the group entirely. In conclusions, my data provide equally good (which, however, is 

not very good) evidence for the Glottolog and the LSI classifications.   

For the Dravidian family, the divisions are mostly the same but with somewhat different 

labels given to the groups and with greater detail in the Glottolog classifications. The main 

differences are the LSI’s lack of an immediate binary branching into North and South Dravidian 

and the fact that the LSI’s Intermediate group contain languages that by the Glottolog are 

classified both as North and South.   

The North – South Dravidian divide leaves no traces in my data, but as has been seen in 

the previous section, the Dravidian family as a whole is fairly homogenous. The LSI’s 

Intermediate group also is not distinguished in any way in my data.  

The most dramatic differences between the LSI’s and the Glottolog’s classification of the 

Indo-European South-Asian languages comes from the LSI’s positing of a Dardic branch of the 

Aryan family, distinct from the Indo-Aryan branch, consisting of the Dard, “Kafir” (=Nuristani) 

and Khowar branches. This divide is generally now held to be obsolete, with only the Nuristani 

languages being considered a separate branch of the Indo-Iranian group. The other languages 

of the group are generally considered Indo-Aryan. (Degener 2002, Masica 1991)  

The LSI’s Dardic branch consists in part of the Glottolog’s Nuristani branch and several 

languages from the Northwestern group. What is interesting is that of the three languages that 

the LSI puts in its “Kafir” group other than the Nuristani languages, two do not use the copula 

in non-copula constructions in the present or non-past tense (the remaining has ND), which, as 

was seen above, is a strong feature of the Nuristani group. In the Dardic group as a whole, there 

are two more languages that have NO in this feature. In fact, all of the Glottolog’s Northwestern 

languages that have NO in this feature are by the LSI put in the Dardic group. However, there 

is a greater number of Northwestern languages with YES that are also put in the LSI’s Dardic 
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group. In conclusion, then, several of the languages which the LSI groups as Dardic but the 

Glottolog considers Indo-Aryan do appear to align with this group. 

The LSI also does not recognise the Bihari group as branching directly from Indo-Aryan, 

instead classing it as a subgroup of the Eastern Indo-Aryan group. The Bihari group is very 

homogenous, with the three languages behaving identically. The LSI’s Eastern group, on the 

other hand, is more varied, in particular in the treatment of the present. The classification 

supported by my data, therefore, appears to be that of the Glottolog, as the Bihari group behaves 

differently from the Eastern group the LSI groups it with.  

Another difference is that the small group of Eastern Hindi languages is by the LSI considered 

to make up the Mediate branch of the Indo-Aryan group while the Glottolog considers these 

languages to be a part of the Central zone. This group is not in my data distinguished in any 

particular way from the other Central languages.  

The remaining differences concern solitary languages. 

For the Sino-Tibetan languages, the major difference is that the LSI recognises a Tibeto-

Burman group that all the languages in my sample are part of, while the Glottolog considers the 

subgroups to branch directly from Sino-Tibetan. The two classifications’ Kuki-Chin and Naga 

groups are basically identical, as is the Glottolog’s Brahmaputran group to the LSI’s Bara or 

Bodo group. The differences are that two Brahmaputran languages (Nocte Naga and Singpho) 

are grouped into the Naga group and that one Glottolog Naga language (Meitei) is grouped into 

LSI Kuki-Chin. Given the very varied behaviour of these groups, it is impossible to say which 

group they would better fit in.  

The LSI North Assam group is made up of one language considered by Glottolog an 

isolate/unclassified (Hruso) and two languages that are both the sole representatives of their 

respective branches in the data (Digaru- Mishmi [Sino-Tibetan > Mishmic] and Nyishi [Sino-

Tibetan > Macro-Tani > Tani > Pre-Western Tani > Western Tani > Subansiri]). The languages 

are all fairly similar, although one language deviates in being future/non-future, and the two 

languages with a distinct past tense disagree there.  

The remaining languages are of the LSI Tibeto-Himalayan, which corresponds to the 

Glottolog’s Bodic, Dhimalish and Himalayish groups. The LSI divides this groups into three 

further subgroups: Tibetan, Pronominalized Himalayan and Non-Pronominalized Himalayan. 

The latter two groups are based on Hodgson and appear to be mainly typological in nature. The 

LSI is not entirely clear on whether it considers this division genetic or just typological.  The 

Pronominalized Himalayan also has a further division into Eastern and Western. 
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The Tibetan subgroup of the LSI is identical with the Bodic > Bodish > Old-Modern Tibetan 

of the Glottolog, and the Western Pronominalized Himalayan group with the Bodic > Tibeto-

Kanauri. The Bodic > Kaike-Ghale-Tamangic > Ghale-Tamangic > Tamangic languages are 

placed in the Non-Pronominalized group.  

The remaining classification do not seem to have any pattern. The languages of the 

Glottolog Himalayish group are divided between Pronominalized and Non-Pronominalized 

without any seeming pattern and of the two Dhimalish language there is one in each group. The 

Himalayish languages placed in the Pronominalized group show no particular similarities in my 

data. The languages put into the Non-Pronominalized group, however, may show some 

tendencies. The two Himalayish > Mahakiranti > Newaric languages are identical, and do not 

use the copula in non-copula constructions, whereas the remaining three, non-Newaric but from 

different subgroups, are identical to each other, but different from the Newaric languages.  

7. Discussion and conclusions 

The aim of this thesis has been to survey the use of the copula in non-copula constructions in 

the languages of South Asia and to look at possible genetic or areal tendencies. In this section 

I will discuss the results. First, some general conclusions: the languages of South Asia agree 

closely in having a linguistic form that can be defined as a copula. However, as I pointed out in 

the section presenting those results (6.1), this is not surprising from a cross-linguistic 

perspective and it is therefore doubtful how far-reaching conclusions can be drawn from this. 

Another general observation is that the languages, especially of the Munda, Dravidian and 

Indo-Iranian families, agree closely in having high proportions of languages that use the copula 

in non-copula constructions. This too is not an uncommon feature cross-linguistically, but as 

can be seen from the data from Bybee et al. (1994) presented in section 5.5 it appears to be 

more common in the languages of South Asia. Even in the Sino-Tibetan group, which has the 

smallest proportion of languages with this feature, it appears to be more common than an 

estimated global average.  

There are four further points I wish to discuss here: the relative lack of copulas in non-

copula future constructions, the genetic distribution in my data, the question of aspect and 

finally if the tendencies observed in the results can plausibly be thought to be due to contact.  
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7.1. The lack of the copula in future constructions 

The languages in my sample closely agree in generally using the copula in non-copula 

constructions in the present, past, non-past and non-future tense, but generally not in the future 

tense. This agrees with what has been previously been found in the literature (see e.g. Bybee et 

al. 1994). This tendency was strongest in the Munda, Dravidian and Indo-Iranian groups, 

whereas the Sino-Tibetan group showed more variation, with an overall higher proportion of 

languages that use the copula in non-copula construction in the future.  

We also saw that of the five Sino-Tibetan languages that in this thesis’ classification make 

a future/non-future tense distinction, no language uses the copula in non-copula constructions 

in the future. This even though in the family they are from (Naga) the proportion of YES in the 

future is quite high (60%). This might suggest that there is some difference between the futures 

of three-way systems (which, in this thesis, as I’ve mentioned, include auxiliary forms and 

forms that are not obligatory) and futures in future/non-future systems. This of course, would 

go well with the hypothesis that most or even all so-called future/non-future languages are better 

characterised as realis/irrealis. There is nothing in theory prohibiting copulas from occurring in 

irrealis constructions, but it seems intuitively reasonable to say that copulas generally have a 

realis-connotation (unless, of course, they themselves are put into an irrealis mood).  

The future tense is different in another way as well: that the languages with deviating values 

in the Indo-Aryan languages, in this case YES, do not share the tendency that can be observed 

in the other features investigated of being concentrated to the periphery. I will suggest an 

explanation for this. As I noted in the section on the future, there are in the Indo-Aryan 

languages two main kinds of constructions: one where the copula is in the future tense, 

indicating a future progressive or similar, and one where the copula is in the present tense, 

indicating a simple future. I suggest that these are expansions of the use in the present tense, 

thus explaining their presence in the centre of the area.   

7.2. Genetic distribution 

First, for the two small families in my data, Munda and Dravidian, it is, as I have mentioned, 

precarious to make any statements about genetic tendencies due to the small number of 

languages. We can, however, say that these two groups as wholes behave fairly homogenously 

and in accordance with the general profile of the region, as established here. 

The Indo-Iranian languages too are fairly homogenous, with some exceptions that can, in 

several cases, be explained at least partly along genetic lines. An example is that the Nuristani 

languages do not appear to use the copula in non-copula constructions in the present tense, thus 
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setting them apart from the Indo-Aryan languages. They are joined in this by some Indo-Aryan 

languages, from various subgroups.  

The Sino-Tibetan group is the most diverse. This is perhaps not that surprising, given its 

greater time depth, compared to the Indo-Aryan family. In general, the distribution within the 

group is also difficult to explain by genetic factors. There are certainly tendencies, such as the 

high number of languages that do not use the copula in non-copula constructions in the 

Brahmaputran group, but in general there is considerable variation even within subgroups.  

7.3. Aspect 

As I touched on in the section on method, characterising a language only from the perspective 

of tense is usually to simplify the situation: in many, probably most, languages, categories such 

as aspect and mood interact with “pure” tense. The constructions that contain a copula will often 

encode not simply, for instance, the present tense, but also progressive aspect. This thesis does 

not look systematically at this. However, I will here present some observed tendencies. 

The first observation is that in the languages in my sample where the copula is used in non-

copula constructions in the present tense, it is extremely common for it to be with what the LSI 

refers to as “present definite”, i.e. approximately progressive, meaning. There are factors that 

make it difficult to say exactly how common it is, among them that the LSI appears to use the 

term “present definite” both for constructions that have that meaning, but also for constructions 

where the form is that of a canonical present progressive. Nevertheless, the commonness agrees 

with what has been found in previous studies, e.g. Bybee et al. (1994) and Stassen (1997). 

Constructions that are by the LSI described as “imperfects”, which often seem to correspond to 

what today would be called past progressives, also very commonly contain a copula. There is 

also a strong, but not absolute, tendency for the languages in the sample to use the copula in 

both these constructions, i.e. if they use it in one of them they will also do so in the other. This 

is of course not very surprising, given that it is often the same construction except for the tense 

marking on the copula. 

The second observation is that in the categories referred to by the LSI as perfect and 

pluperfect (also known as past perfect), the copula is also very common, but not as common as 

in the progressive. Also with these constructions, there is a tendency for the copula to be used 

in both of them.  

For all of these categories, however, there are large numbers of Sino-Tibetan languages 

(from around half to up to 90%) where there is simply no mention made of the category. Also 

for the Munda and Dravidian there is often a high percentage of languages where no mention 
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is made of the categories. Given when the LSI was written and the still limited knowledge of 

these categories, it cannot simply be assumed that there is no, for instance, perfect in these 

languages, especially since this would in many cases be contrary to the results of previous 

studies. For instance: in a global sample of 222 languages Dahl and Velupillai (2013b) found 

that 114 did not have a perfect, i.e. around 51%. Additionally, they note a strong areal tendency 

for South Asian languages to have a perfect. Thus, it seems a more reasonable assumption that 

some constructions that would today be considered, for instance, perfects are not identified as 

such in the LSI due to the biases of the time.  

For this reason, and since the usage of the categories even for the Indo-Aryan languages 

cannot be expected to fully reflect the views of today, it would be valuable with a more thorough 

investigation of the copula being used with such categories in the languages of South Asia.  

7.4. Are the similarities due to contact? 

Based on the results of this thesis, the languages of South Asia appear to show considerably 

similarity in how the copula is used in non-copula constructions. The question, then, is if this 

similarity is due to contact. I will here give three pieces of evidence that I argue support that it 

is, although I make no claims as to have proving that it is so.  

Firstly, as I have discussed, the proportion of languages that use the copula in non-copula 

constructions in my sample is higher than what I have from various previous studies estimated 

to be a world-wide average. This in itself suggests that the similarities are at least not due to 

chance.  

The second point is more speculative. First, I assume, based on e.g. Bybee et al. (1994) that 

forms that encode highly general categories that are deeply integrated into the verbal system 

represent more grammaticalized and therefore older forms. Forms that are part of Stassen’s 

(1997) core verbal system can therefore be assumed to generally be older. Based on that, we 

may assume that constructions included in his table are relatively old and that, therefore, in 

languages families with high proportions of the feature he calls verb-switching (corresponding 

to what I refer to as copula in non-copula constructions) the phenomenon has been widespread 

for a long time. Accepting these assumption, we can hypothesize that the feature is old in Munda 

and Indo-Aryan (the latter which is supported by the fact that the Iranian group also has a high 

proportion). In Dravidian and Sino-Tibetan, on the other hand, it would seem that the feature’s 

spread is not as old. Both these groups have, however, according to my data uncommonly high 

proportions of the feature if non-core forms are included. This would support the hypothesis 
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that the high presence of these forms being contact-induced. Again, however, this is highly 

speculative, and needs to be confirmed (or rejected) by careful historical work. 

The third point is that the areal distribution seen in my results seems to support that the 

feature has spread through contact. In his survey of the South Asian linguistic area Masica 

(1976) found, as mentioned, that the area is not simply sharply cut off with complete presence 

of features being suddenly replaced by complete absence. Rather, the periphery of linguistic 

areas was characterised by showing some characteristics of the feature in question but not all. 

The apparent tendency in my data for deviating values to be found at the periphery of the area 

could be seen as a manifestation of this. For instance, the Nuristani languages and the near-

lying Indo-Aryan languages agree with the norm of the area in using the copula in non-copula 

constructions, but disagree in not doing so in the past tense. 

The variation in the Sino-Tibetan languages could be seen in the same way. More of these 

languages than average use the copula in non-copula constructions, but the distribution over 

tenses is more varied than in the core languages of the area. This concerns interlanguage 

variation, i.e. a language deviating in one or two features from the expected but still sharing 

some features with the core languages. However, as we saw, the complete lack of the 

phenomenon (copulas in non-copula constructions) also appears to be concentrated to the 

peripheral areas. It seems plausible that the kinds of transition zones could also manifest in the 

portion of languages that have a given feature at all. If the large portion of languages with a 

feature is contact-induced, in the regions at the periphery, where the contact with the core 

languages might be expected to be less intense, there will be languages that have not been 

influenced by the contact. As with the previous point, however, this too needs more work to be 

confirmed or rejected, and the tendencies described in this thesis should be taken as preliminary 

observations.  

7.5. Future research 

There are of course many questions raised by the results of this thesis. In this section I will 

outline some of those that need answering to make the conclusion suggested here more robust.  

Firstly, it would be valuable to have a detailed picture of the situation in other regions to 

compare with. I have gathered some figures on the commonness of the use of copulas in non-

copula constructions from the literature, but this has not answered such questions as the 

“normal” degree of variation in a genetic subgroup or a region, and thus there is to some degree 

difficult to say what conclusions can be drawn from the distribution in this thesis’ sample.  
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Secondly, closer qualitative analysis of the possibility of contact-induced change between 

language pairs or smaller language groups would be able to confirm the suggestions made here 

based on quantitative data. There is long written documentation for three of the families of the 

areas, and this should thus be doable. 

Thirdly, it would be valuable to make a more thorough study of a representative sample of 

languages from the thesis to look at such things as the interaction between tense and aspect, the 

formal characteristics of the non-copula constructions with copulas, the frequency of such 

constructions and so on. As I have mentioned, in order to make a large-scale comparison this 

thesis has reduced the facts of several languages into a few easy-to-handle questions and based 

on those, the languages behave similarly. If more factors are considered – e.g. aspect – are the 

similarities still there?  

8. Summary 

In this thesis I have investigated the use of the copula in non-copula constructions in the 

languages of South Asia. It was found that these languages are more prone to this kind of 

constructions than the world-wide average and also that, at least for the Dravidian, Munda and 

Indo-Aryan groups, they use them in the same way, at least when it comes to in what tenses. It 

was also seen that there appears to be a tendency for languages with deviating values to be 

found mainly at the periphery of the group and this was taken to be an indication that these 

might be transitional boundary regions of a linguistic area.  
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Appendix 1. The languages in the study 

Language Name Languame name LSI Volume LSI Family 

Central Tibetan Tibetan_Central_Dialect 3.1 TB 

Tibetan Tibetan-Or-Bhotia 3.1 TB 

Spiti Bhoti Spiti 3.1 TB 

Ladakhi Ladakhi 3.1 TB 

Balti Balti 3.1 TB 

Purik Purik 3.1 TB 

Sikkimese Danjongka-Or-Bhotia-Of-Sikkim 3.1 TB 

Ha (Bhutan) Lhoke-Or-Bhotia-Bhutan 3.1 TB 

Kagate Kagate 3.1 TB 

Sherpa Sharpa 3.1 TB 

Gurung Gurung 3.1 TB 

Eastern Tamang-Murmi Murmi 3.1 TB 

Bunan Bunan 3.1 TB 

Rangkas Rangkas 3.1 TB 

Chaudangsi Chaudangsi 3.1 TB 

Byangsi Byangsi 3.1 TB 

Darma Darmiya 3.1 TB 

Kanashi Kanashi 3.1 TB 

Kinnauri Kanawari 3.1 TB 

Chamba Lahuli Chamba_Lahuli 3.1 TB 

Pattani Manchati_Or_Patni 3.1 TB 

Dhimal Dhimal 3.1 TB 

Toto Toto 3.1 TB 

Lepcha Lepcha-Or-Rong 3.1 TB 

Eastern Tamang-Magari Magari 3.1 TB 

Limbu Limbu 3.1 TB 

Khambu (Kulung) Khambu 3.1 TB 

Yakha Yakha 3.1 TB 

Athpariya Rai 3.1 TB 

Bahing Bahing 3.1 TB 

Sunwar Sunwar 3.1 TB 

Wayu Vayu 3.1 TB 

Newar Newari 3.1 TB 

Newar (Pahri dialect) Pahri-Dialect 3.1 TB 

Thangmi Thami 3.1 TB 

Nyishi Abor-Miri_And_Dafla 3.1 TB 

Digaru-Mishmi Digaru_Mishmi 3.1 TB 

Hruso Aka_Or_Hrusso 3.1 isolate 

Deori Chutiya 3.2 TB 

Tiwa (India) Lalung 3.2 TB 

Bodo (India) Bara_Standard 3.2 TB 

Dimasa Dima-Sa 3.2 TB 

Garo Garo_Or_Mande_Kusik 3.2 TB 
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Dimasa – Hojai Hojai 3.2 TB 

Tippera Tipura 3.2 TB 

Rabha Rabha 3.2 TB 

Singpho Kachin_Or_Singpho 3.2 TB 

Nocte Naga Namnsangia 3.2 TB 

Tengima Angami_Or_Tengima 3.2 TB 

Mao Naga Sopvoma 3.2 TB 

Southern Rengma Naga Rengma_Or_Unza 3.2 TB 

Sumi Naga Simi_Or_Sema 3.2 TB 

Ao Naga Ao_Or_Hatigorria 3.2 TB 

Lotha Naga Lhota 3.2 TB 

Zeme Naga Empeo_Or_Kachha_Naga 3.2 TB 

Karbi Mikir 3.2 TB 

Tangkhul Naga Tangkhul 3.2 TB 

Maring Naga Maring 3.2 TB 

Thangal Naga Khoirao 3.2 TB 

Rongmei Naga Kabui_Or_Kapwi 3.2 TB 

Haka Chin Lai 3.3 TB 

Fallam Chin a Hallam 3.3 TB 

Fallam Chin b Zahao_Or_Yahow 3.3 TB 

Miso Lushei 3.3 TB 

Ngente Ngente 3.3 TB 

Hmar Mhar 3.3 TB 

Hrangkhol Rangkhol 3.3 TB 

Zotung Chin Banjogi 3.3 TB 

Pankhu Pankhu 3.3 TB 

Chiru Chiru 3.3 TB 

Lamgang Hiroi_Lamgang 3.3 TB 

Koireng Kolren_Or_Koireng 3.3 TB 

Kom Kom 3.3 TB 

Langrong Langrong 3.3 TB 

Aimol Aimol 3.3 TB 

Khumi Chin Khami 3.3 TB 

Ralte Ralte 3.3 TB 

Siyin Chin Siyin 3.3 TB 

Anal Anal 3.3 TB 

Paite Chin Paite 3.3 TB 

Purum Purum 3.3 TB 

Thado Chin Thado 3.3 TB 

Asho Chin Sho_Or_Khyang 3.3 TB 

Meitei Manipuri_Or_Meithei 3.3 TB 

Mru Mru 3.3 TB 

Korku Kurku 4.1 AA 

Asuri Asuri 4.1 AA 

Mundari Mundari 4.1 AA 

Santali Santali 4.1 AA 



71 

 

Kharia Kharia 4.1 AA 

Gutob Gadaba 4.1 AA 

Nihali Nahali 4.1 isolate 

Brahui Brahui 4.1 DR 

Kurux Kurukh 4.1 DR 

Sauria Paharia Malto 4.1 DR 

Kannada Kanarese 4.1 DR 

Malayalam Malayalam 4.1 DR 

Tamil Tamil 4.1 DR 

Northern Gondi Gondi 4.1 DR 

Khondi Kui_Kandhi_Or_Khond 4.1 DR 

Telugu Telugu 4.1 DR 

Bengali Bengali 5.1 IA 

Kharia Thar Kharia-Thar 5.1 IA 

Northern Bengali Northern_Bengali 5.1 IA 

South-Western Bengali South-Western_Bengali 5.1 IA 

Western Bengali Western_Bengali 5.1 IA 

Sylheti Eastern_Bengali 5.1 IA 

Chakma South-Eastern_Bengali 5.1 IA 

Rajbangsi Rajbangsi 5.1 IA 

Assamse Assamese 5.1 IA 

Mayang Mayang 5.1 IA 

Magahi Magahi_Or_Magadhi 5.2 IA 

Maithili Maithili 5.2 IA 

Bhojpuri Bhojpuri 5.2 IA 

Odia Oriya 5.2 IA 

Awadhi Awadhi 6.1 IA 

Bagheli Bagheli 6.1 IA 

Chhatisgarhi Chhattisgarhi 6.1 IA 

Halbi Halbi 7.1 IA 

Konkani Konkani 7.1 IA 

Marathi Marathi 7.1 IA 

Marathi – Konkan Marathi_Konkan_Standard 7.1 IA 

Varhadi-Nagpuri Marathi_In_Berar 7.1 IA 

Western Punjabi – Salt 

Range 

Lahnda_Of_The_Salt_Range 8.1 IA 

Pothwari Pothwari 8.1 IA 

Chibali Chibhali_And_Punchhi 8.1 IA 

Northern Hindko-

Dhanni 

Dhanni 8.1 IA 

Northern Hindko-Dera 

Ghazi Khan 

Hindki_Of_Dera_Ghazi_Khan 8.1 IA 

Northern Hindko-Kohat Hindko_Of_Kohat 8.1 IA 

Peshawar Hindko Hindko_Of_Peshawar 8.1 IA 

Tinoli Hindko Tinauli 8.1 IA 

Western Punjabi Lahnda 8.1 IA 

Saraiki Multani_Of_Multan 8.1 IA 
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Kachchi Kachchhi 8.1 IA 

Lasi Lasi 8.1 IA 

Sindhi Sindhi 8.1 IA 

Kashmiri Kashmiri 8.2 IA 

Kishtawari Kashtawari 8.2 IA 

Poguli Poguli 8.2 IA 

Ramban Rambani 8.2 IA 

Siraji of Doda Siraji_Of_Doda 8.2 IA 

Kalasha Kalasha 8.2 IA 

Khowar Kho-War 8.2 IA 

Kalami Garwi 8.2 IA 

Torwali Torwali 8.2 IA 

Indus Kohistani Maiya 8.2 IA 

Gawar-Bati Gawar-Bati 8.2 IA 

Pashai Pashai 8.2 IA 

Shina-Dras Brokpa_Of_Dah-Hanu 8.2 IA 

Dras Brokpa_Of_Dras 8.2 IA 

Gilgiti Shina_Gilgiti 8.2 IA 

Gurezi Shina_Gurezi 8.2 IA 

Prasuni Wasi-Veri 8.2 Nur. 

Kati Bashgali 8.2 Nur. 

Waigali Wai-Ala 8.2 Nur. 

Braj Bhasha Braj-Bhakha 9.1 IA 

Kanauji Kanauji 9.1 IA 

Bundeli Bundeli_Or_Bundelkhandi 9.1 IA 

Dakhini Dakhini_Hindostani_Or_Musalmani 9.1 IA 

Hindi Hindostani 9.1 IA 

Dogri Dogra_Or_Dogri 9.1 IA 

Punjabi Panjabi 9.1 IA 

Malvi Malvi 9.2 IA 

Nimadi Nimadi 9.2 IA 

Dhundari Central_Eastern_Rajasthani 9.2 IA 

Rajasthani Rajasthani 9.2 IA 

Ahirwati Ahirwati 9.2 IA 

Gujarati Gujarati 9.2 IA 

Marwari Marwari 9.2 IA 

Mewati Mewati 9.2 IA 

Bhilali Bhili_Of_Ali_Rajpur 9.3 IA 

Bhili – Dar Bhili_Of_Dhar 9.3 IA 

Bhili – Rajpipla  Bhili_Of_Rajpipla 9.3 IA 

Bhili Bhili_Or_Bhilodi 9.3 IA 

Dhodia-Kukna Dhodia_Of_Surat 9.3 IA 

Labani – Punjab Labanki_Of_The_Punjab 9.3 IA 

Labani – Berar Labhani_Of_Berar 9.3 IA 

Labani – Mandla Labhani_Of_Mandla 9.3 IA 

Khandesi Khandesi 9.3 IA 
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Ajiri of Hazara Gujuri_Of_Hazara 9.4 IA 

Western Gujuri Gujuri_Of_Kashmir 9.4 IA 

Eastern Gujuri Gujuri_Of_Swat 9.4 IA 

Badhani Badhani 9.4 IA 

Kumaoni Central_Pahari_Kumauni 9.4 IA 

Garhwali Garhwali 9.4 IA 

Khaspariya Khasparjiya 9.4 IA 

Rathi Rathi_Or_Rathwali 9.4 IA 

Tehri Tehri_Garhwali 9.4 IA 

Nepali Khas-Kura_Or_Naipali 9.4 IA 

Jaunsari Jaunsari 9.4 IA 

Madeali Mandeali 9.4 IA 

Chambeali Chameali_Standard_Dialect 9.4 IA 

Gaddi Gadi 9.4 IA 

Pangwali Pangwali 9.4 IA 

Bhadrawahi Bhadrawahi_And_Bhalesi 9.4 IA 

Churahi Churahi 9.4 IA 

Padari Padari 9.4 IA 

Bhagati Baghati 9.4 IA 

Kiunthali – Handuri Handuri 9.4 IA 

Inner Siraji Inner_Siraji 9.4 IA 

Kiunthali Kiuthali 9.4 IA 

Kului Kului 9.4 IA 

Dharti Sirmauri_Dharthi 9.4 IA 

Giripari Sirmauri_Giripari 9.4 IA 

Sodochi Sodochi 9.4 IA 

Soracholi Soracholi 9.4 IA 
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Appendix 2. LSI classification of the languages in the data 

1. Munda languages 

 

2. Dravidian languages 
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3. Aryan languages 
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4. Tibeto-Burman languages 
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Appendix 3. Glottolog classification of the languages in the data 

1. The Munda languages 
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2. The Dravidian languages 

 

 

 

3. The Indo-Aryan languages 

3.1. Nuristani 

 

 

 

 



79 

 

 

3.2. Bihari, Central and Eastern 
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3.3. Northern, Northwestern, Southern 
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4. The Sino-Tibetan languages 

4.1. Bodic 
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4.2. Brahmaputran, Dhimalish, Himalayish, Mruic, Mishmic 

 


