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While the Tibeto-Burman languages of Southeast Asia are primarily characterized by agglutinative morphology, the Kuki-Chin subgroup of India and Myanmar provides a notable exception in its widespread use of verbal stem alternations. These alternations (a type of fusional morphology comparable to English irregular verbs such as ring-rang-rung) exist as verbal pairs which differ only by the addition or alteration of one phoneme (e.g., pe-pek). Unlike the English examples given, however, tense does not govern the choice of stem. From the time verbal stem alternations were first noted (as early as 1898), many attempts have been made to define when stem 1 and stem 2 are used. Historical evidence indicates that stem 2 developed from nominalizing and valence-increasing morphemes, and these functions still exist today. However, some Kuki-Chin languages have—to use Cooreman's terminology (1994)—"co-opted" stem 2, adapting it for the structural function of subject/object disambiguation in relative clauses and WH questions. A few Kuki-Chin languages have also developed a pragmatic function, using stem 2 in ergative independent clauses to topicalize the object argument. This paper surveys several major Kuki-Chin languages and compares and contrasts their use of stem alternations by analyzing which stem is used in various contexts. The pertinent contexts are: independent, indicative clauses; relative, complement, and adverbial clauses; yes-no and WH questions; nominalizations and non-finite verbs; negatives; and imperatives. The results indicate that the languages surveyed are in four basic stages of language evolution: 1) Thadou has the nominalizing function only; 2) Tiddim and Sizang use the stems for subordinate clauses as well; 3) Mizo has added the structural function of disambiguation in relative clauses and WH questions; and 4) Lai and Falam have added the pragmatic function for topicalization. In conclusion, I suggest that the uses divide naturally by agent focus vs. object/oblique focus. Thus, I propose that verbal stem alternations are in fact the morphosyntactic manifestation of what has been called the agent-focus antipassive, or agentive voice (Campbell 2000), and its logical counterpart, the nonagentive voice.
