


















































































Morphosemantics of the Proto-Tibeto-Burman *a- prefix: glottal and nasal 
complications 

(with an Appendix offering analogies with the English preformative a-) 
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The body of this paper (to be published in CAAAL) is concerned mainly with the 
morphophonemics of the PTB *a- prefix, as diagrammed in Fig. 1 above ("Putative 
historical development of the PTB *glottal/nasal prefix"). These morphophonemics are 
indeed quite interesting, including stressed vs. unstressed variants, nasal and palatal 
increments, and variation between homorganic final stops and nasals. However, the 
semantic developments are equally crucial to the discussion, even though they were not 
diagrammed in the original paper. That lack is remedied in Fig. A: 

Fig. A. Semantic flowchart of the PTE *a- prefix 
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If anyone should think that the morphosemantics of this PTB prefix are 
excessively complicated, I feel it would be instructive to consider the issues involved in a 
prefixal element at a much shallower time-depth than PTB, in a language whose history 
is known in much more detail than is true for almost all ST/TB languages. This is an 
element which appears at the beginning of dozens of English words, but with such an 
elusive meaning that nearly all native speakers are unaware that it exists. I chose this 
comparison since the English morpheme in question, a-, is coincidentally identical to the 
PTB prefix that is the subject of this paper. 
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The English preformative a-

This element, for which I usually use the neutral term 'preformative' rather than 'prefix', 
derives from the Old English locative morpheme an ~ on, with meanings like the Modem 
English prepositions 'in/at/on'. Since the morpheme occurred in unstressed position, its 
pronunciation was reduced at an early date to a (pronounced schwa). It occurred before 
both nominal and verbal roots, and became so widespread that it has been attached to a 
number of loanwords. In fact several different Germanic and Romance etyma were 
conflated and reduced to this initial a-. 

Fig. B. General semantic history of the English preformative a-
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Semantic categories of English nouns with this preformative 

1. Nautical terms 
aback, abaft, abeam, aboard, aground, alee, aloft, aloof, aport, asea, ashore, astern, 
athwart, atrip, awash, aweigh 

Notes: 
•aback is now mostly used in the expression take aback, i.e. 'surprise someone'. 
•adrift and afloat are nautical, but are built on verbs, not nouns. 
•ahoy is a widespread inte:rjection used to hail ships at sea; the variant without a- is 
attested in many languages of the world. 
•atrip means 'just clear of the bottom (of an anchor); 
•avast is a loan from Dutch houdfast! "hold fast"). 
•avaunt is a loan from Old French avant. 
•aweigh occurs mostly in the imperative expression "anchors aweigh!" (i.e., 'Raise the 
anchors clear of the sea-bottom!'), title of a patriotic naval song during World War II (to 
'weigh anchor' means 'to raise an anchor'). Like 100% of American children of that era, I 
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misinterpreted this expression to mean "anchors away", i.e. 'get rid of the anchors', which 
in fact means about the same thing. 

2. Genera/locatives 
about, above, abreast, abroad, across, afar, afield, afoot, against, ahead, along, 
amid, among, anear, anent, apeak, around, aside, aslant, aslope, astride, asunder, 
atop, away 

Notes: 
•abreast, afoot, and ahead are built on bodypart terms. afoot is now used mostly in the 
sense of 'in preparation', e.g. "\Vbat plans are afoot for tonight?" 
•afore is an archaic or dialectal variant of before. 
•akimbo is from Middle English in kenebowe (lit. keen bow) 'in a sharp curve' 
•anear is archaic, although its opposite, afar, is still in common use. 
•anent is archaic, meaning "on a level with". 
•aslant is now archaic, but it was still current in Shakespeare's time. Cf. the verse "There 
is a willow grows aslant a brook" (Hamlet, Act IV, Scene 7). 
•astraddle and astride usually refer to position on horseback. 
•atop is in current use, but its opposite, *abottom, does not exist. 

3. With stative verbs or acijectives 
abide, ablaze, acock, adrift, afloat, aflutter, afoul, afraid, afresh, agape, agleam, 
agley, aglitter, aglow, ajar, alive, aloud, amiss, anew, ashamed, askew, asleep, astir, 
atilt, await, awake, aweary, awry 

Notes: 
•acock means 'in a cocked position, as a firearm'. 
•afeared is a dialectal variant of afraid. 
•agley is a Scottish word meaning 'all fouled up', as in Robert Burns' famous verse, 
"The best laid schemes of mice and men gang oft agley" (i.e. often go wrong). 
•await is from Old North French awaitier (a- < Lat. ad 'toward' + waitier 'watch' < 
Germanic. 
•aweary is now archaic, but appears in Shakespeare: 
"I 'gin to grow aweary of the sun 
And wish th' estate o' th' world were now undone" (Macbeth, Act V, Scene 5). 

4. With action verbs 
In earlier stages of English, a- seems to have been freely used with action verbs to 
convey a durative/progressive meaning. The OED cites forms like aswim, aswoon, 
aswing, i.e. 'in the act of swimming/swooning/swinging'). Nowadays this usage survives 
dialectally or humorously, but only if the verb-phrase has the copula auxiliary plus the 
main verb in the gerundial/participial form with the suffix-ing, always pronounced [in] in 
this context, 1 and written normatively with the apostrophe, -in': 

1 This is usually called 'dropping the g' in deference to the orthography, but it is really 
substituting one nasal for another, the dental instead of the velar. 



I'm just a-sittin' in the sun, a-warmin' my old bones. 
They were a-runnin' and a-shoutin' like a bunch of lunatics. 

•For a more classic example, we may turn again to Shakespeare: 
"I killed the slave that was a-hanging thee!" (King Lear, Act V, Scene 3? 
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•The word ahold functions as a noun in expressions like 'get ahold of, i.e. get a firm grip 
on, a grip that lasts duratively. 

Relationship of the a- ''prefzx" to independent prepositions in modern English 
•a- and on 
afire is still used, but on fire is now much more common. 
atop is rather literary; on top is much more common. 

•a- and at 
asea is still in use, but at sea is much more common now. Asea now occurs mostly in the 
metaphorical sense of "bewildered". 
atone 'make up for a sin' is a case where the -t of at survives before a vowel, since the 
word derives from the phrase at one 'in agreement'. 3 

asleep is now the usual and only way to express this concept, but historically it derives 
from a prepositional phrase like *at sleep or *on sleep. 

•a- and of 
akin< of kin 
anew is said to derive from the obsolete phrase of new. The OED considers afresh to 
have been created later by analogy with anew, probably because fresh is of French origin. 

•a- and out 
aloud is still in common use, but out loud now seems to be overtaking it in American 
English. 

•a- and in 
abed now sounds quaint; the usual expression is in bed. 
abloom sounds poetic; the usual expression is in bloom. 
aflame is still in use, but in flames is now much more common (always with the plural 
form of the noun). 

Con.flation with other etyma 
There are a number of verbs where the initial a- is said to derive from a different 
Germanic morpheme: ME a- 'up, out, away' < OE a-, a reduced form of PGmc ar- ~ or-. 
The prefix contributes a meaning of outer-directed or intensified action: 
alight (1), alight (2), aghast 'struck by shock' <a- 'intensive'+ gasten 'frighten'< gast 
'ghost'), amaze, arise, arouse, awaken 

2 Edmund Spenser (1552-1599), author of the great epic poem The Faerie Queene, is said 
to have used preverbal a- as an archaizing element. 
3 Another case where the form with a- derives from two root morphemes is alone ( < all 
one). 
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There is an interesting ambiguity between two different words written and pronounced 
the same (alight), both reflecting the same intensifying prefix (OE a) although their roots 
have distinct Proto-Indo-European etymologies: 
alight (1) 'come to rest on'< OE a 'intensive'+ lihtan 'relieve of a burden'< liht 'light in 
weight' <PIE *legwh-; 
alight (2) 'lit up' < OE a 'intensive' + lihtan 'shine' < leoht 'a light' <PIE leuk-. 

•The word anneal'subject (glass or metal) to heat and a slow cooling in order to toughen 
it' comes from OE on-oe:lan 'set fire to'. 

•Dozens of English words beginning with a- derive from Romance words reflecting the 
Latin prefix ad- 'to, toward' (or less commonly ab- 'from', ex- 'from' or in- 'inion'). A 
small sample: 
abase, abash, abate, abet, abort, abound, abrade, abridge, abuse, abut, accelerate, 
acute, adapt, adept, adore, adorn, adroit, allot, allow, alloy, allure, ally, amass, 
amount, amuse, annex, anoint (< Lat. in-unguere 'smear onto'), announce, annoy, 
apply, appoint, arraign, arrange, arrest, arrive, ascend, ascribe, assail, assault, 
assay, assent, assert, assess, assets (< Fr. assez 'enough (to satisfy creditors'), assign, 
assist, assuage, assume, assure, astonish ( < Lat. ex- + tonare 'to thunder'), attach, 
attack, attain, award, attempt, attend, attest, attract, avenge, avert, avow. 

•Some loans from French are of special interest: 
across < Fr. a croix or en croix 
afraid< Fr. effrayer 
agog < Fr. en gogues 'in merriment' 
apart < Fr. a part 
apace < Fr. a pas 
apiece < Eng. a 'indefinite article' +Fr. piece 'piece' 
astray < Fr. estraier 

•As a curiosity, the word amok (often spelled amuck) 'running wild' is a loan from 
Malay. 

Differences and Similarities between TB *a- and English a-

Differences: 
•Both prefixal elements may be traced back to the same proto-semantic entity, though of 
course this is different in the two cases: inalienable possession for PTB, and locative for 
English. 

•There are different etymological statuses among the various examples that exemplify the 
English preformative, but I claim that all the morphophonemic variants of the PTB prefix 
are etymologically related. 

• In the English case the origin of the preformative is clear. In TB/ST, on the other hand, 
no independent morpheme can be identified as the form that was reduced to become 
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the prefix. 

•Both prefixal elements involve nasal variants, although this is entirely accidental. In the 
case of English, the nasal final (as in Modern English in and on), was original, but 
disappeared in unstressed position. In the PTB case, on the other hand, the nasal element 
is claimed to be secondary, a product of "rhinoglottophilia". 

•There is no particular connection with colors in the history of English a-, although this is 
a crucial semantic category in the case of the PTB prefix, since it has both nominal and 
verbal characteristics. 

Similarities: 
• Both stressed and unstressed variants of the prefix must be reconstructed in both the TB 
and English cases. 

• In both TB and English, the pre-nominal use of the prefix seems to have been basic, but 
in both cases their privileges of occurrence widened to include pre-verbal usage as well. 

•Once these prefixal elements were well established, they were generalized to be affixed 
to loanwords as well as to native material. 

•By coincidence, both the PTB and the English prefixes have affinities to the notion of 
stativity. Something which is inalienably possessed stays put; something that has a 
locative meaning often refers to a more or less permanent position in space. 


