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DeLancey (2010, 2011) has recently argued that there are two main mechanisms that account for the 

loss of verb agreement in Tibeto-Burman languages: clausal nominalization (an old verb form 

inflected for person and number is replaced by a periphrastic construction consisting of a 

nominalized verb and a copula) and creolization (the agreement features 'person' and 'number' are 

lost due to intensive language contact). In my presentation, I will adduce evidence for a third 

mechanism which transforms the agreement feature 'person' into a grammatical category that has 

been referred to as 'volitionality' (DeLancey 1986), 'conjunct-disjunct' (Hale 1980) or 'egophoricity' 

(Tournadre 1991). In the course of this process, the feature values '1st person' and '3rd person' are 

reanalyzed as expressing 'volitionality' and 'non-volitionality', respectively.  

So far, this transitional mechanism has only been documented for the Newaric language Dolakha 

Newar (Genetti 1994), where the epistemic use of person agreement suffixes is, however, optional 

and rare. I will argue that the same process has affected the West Himalayish language Bunan and 

completely transformed its original agreement system into an epistemic system, which ultimately 

implies that Dolakha Newar and Bunan reflect different stages of a gradual transition from verb 

agreement to epistemic marking.   

The causes that give rise to the functional reanalysis of verb agreement morphology are not fully 

understood yet. In Dolakha Newar, agreement mismatches are not only used to distinguish volitional 

and non-volitional actions, but also to express coreference between subjects in subordinate 

constructions. This suggests that the two phenomena might be related in some way (DeLancey 

1992).  
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