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A particular lexical construction for “sun” composed of morphemes for
“eye” and either “day” or “sky” has been widely reported for Austronesian
languages. Urban (2010) made the case for this phenomenon as an areal
feature originating in Austronesian, with attestation in Austroasiatic and
Tai-Kadai varieties, but absent in Sino-Tibetan. A follow-up (Blust 2011)
argued for the possibility of independent genesis across the languages, while
reiterating the absence of the feature in Sino-Tibetan. This paper presents a
large scale survey of Tibeto-Burman language varieties. Data from this
region show widespread occurrence of the phenomenon in distinct
constructions, arguing against contact as the inciting factor. Instead, this
paper argues for multiple innovation events, with only small scale regional
spread through contact. Data are analysed from approximately 250
doculects from a wide range of sources, including newly elicited data for
Bodo-Garo, Maringic and Northern Naga varieties.
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1. Introduction

Urban (2010) presents an account of the distribution of a lexical phenomenon
found in multiple Southeast Asian languages, namely the use of a lexical com-
pound for “sun” which can be translated literally as “eye of the day”. This phe-
nomenon was described as limited to Austroasiatic, Tai-Kadai, and Austronesian
languages due to lack of attestation in other families. In an effort to address the
rarity of this phenomenon compared to a global sample, three proposals were
offered to explain the possible causes of the current distribution of “eye of the day”
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compounds in these languages. Based on this global data set with additional reso-
lution for languages of Southeast Asia, three explanations were proposed:

1. the independent development of the feature in unrelated languages,
2. a much older single development of the feature – suggested as Austronesian –

which then spread areally throughout the mainland Southeast Asian linguistic
area (MSEA), and

3. a single development within Malayo-Polynesian (MP), which then spread
through MSEA languages, but not into non-Malayo-Polynesian Austronesian
varieties.

This paper will argue in favour of the first of these three proposals, that the “eye
of the day” construction developed independently across not only Austronesian,
Tai-Kadai and Austroasiatic, but throughout a range of Tibeto-Burman varieties
as well, in a manner and geographic distribution which cannot be accounted for
on a macro scale as being due to contact.

Taking a tree-agnostic view regarding the grouping of Tibeto-Burman1 vari-
eties, data is presented from each of the “fallen leaves” proposed in van Driem
(2015). This model takes a tree-agnostic view regarding the higher level organ-
isation within the language family and instead presents each lower-level group
as an independent “leaf ”. In doing so, the model avoids the question of a Sinitic
and Tibeto-Burman bifurcation, as well as avoiding questions such as the degree
of relatedness between Kuki-Chin and the various Central and Southern Naga
languages, a group which taken together is otherwise sometimes known as Kuki-
Chin-Naga despite the as-yet uncertain and complex relationships within. The
model is useful when addressing typological questions, as representation of each
leaf may ensure a reasonably diverse sampling across Sino-Tibetan while also
avoiding complications which are not yet resolved regarding higher order group-
ings. This study therefore attempts to represent each of the major leaves for which
reliable data is available, with particular focus on the varieties along the India-
Myanmar border. The additional focus on Northeast India – the geographic cen-
tre of an Eastern Himalayan hotspot of ethnolinguistic diversity (Post 2020) – is
also in part due to the large amount of data from the region which has recently
become available. From these data it has become clear that the phenomenon is
particularly well represented but follow along genetic lines as one might expect.

As mentioned already, Tibeto-Burman was left out from the original descrip-
tion by Urban (2010: 572), quoted as follows:

1. Also known as Sino-Tibetan and Trans-Himalayan. For the purposes of this paper, Sino-
Tibetan and Tibeto-Burman may be considered as equivalent. The Sino-Tibetan label is used
in quotations from and references to cited sources.
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As to the geographical distribution of ‘eye of the day’ on the mainland, the map
based on the augmented sample reveals that ‘eye of the day’ is indeed a South-
east Asian phenomenon in the strict geographical sense: while well represented
in most Southeast Asian branches of Austroasiatic, as well as in Tai-Kadai lan-
guages, it is not attested … in Sino-Tibetan.

A response was published in Blust (2011), correctly pointing out that the phenom-
enon of “eye of the day” for “sun” is part of a much larger complex of “eye” in
compounds representing a range of concepts – to be discussed further on in this
paper – including the well-documented use of “eye” in compounds meaning ankle
bones, knots, navels, springs and sections of segmented grasses such as sugarcane
or bamboo. Excluded from Blust’s response was any mention of the “eye of the
day” term showing up in Tibeto-Burman. This can be readily forgiven, however,
as it is not found in the larger Tibeto-Burman languages with long written tradi-
tions such as Chinese, Tibetan or Burmese – the obvious exception of Burmese
eye /mjɛʔ/ in compounds such as “ankle” aside. Nor is it well attested in those
Tibeto-Burman varieties which are geographically closest to Austronesian. Nor
is it found in some of the previously best-described varieties such as Jinghpaw,
once treated as representative of Tibeto-Burman in larger typological works, as
reflected in the classification of the family by Benedict (1972: 6).

At the time of writing, now slightly over a decade after the original publi-
cation, the claim that within Southeast Asia this feature is limited to just three
language families can be more adequately assessed. This is thanks to a large num-
ber of more recently documented Tibeto-Burman languages of Southeast Asia.
The phenomenon of “eye of the day” or a similar construction involving the mor-
pheme for eye is now well attested across multiple branches of Tibeto-Burman,
with no immediate link to a single innovation or borrowing event.

An account of the distribution of this and closely related constructions across
varieties of the Tibeto-Burman language family is presented here, with a partic-
ular focus on those varieties spoken along the India-Myanmar border where the
phenomenon is most common. As mentioned, in recent years, many of these lan-
guages have received significant attention in the form of documentation, includ-
ing newly published grammars – many of which have been written by members
of the communities themselves – as well as a considerable amount of unpublished
lexical data. These data, in addition to data from the Tibeto-Burman Etymological
Dictionary (STEDT) and earlier published word lists, provide a much clearer pic-
ture of the distribution of this phenomenon.

This paper concludes with the argument that the phenomenon of “eye of the
day”, and the related construction “eye of the sun”, are in fact widespread across
Tibeto-Burman languages of the region, contrary to the reports found in Urban
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(2010) and Blust (2011), and that they are part of a larger cross-linguistic semantic
expansion of eye.

It should instead be taken as a more general feature of languages in the Main-
land Southeast Asian linguistic area (MSEA), having an even greater reach than
previously thought, as well as serving as an impetus for further attention on the
range of lexical concepts otherwise linked to MSEA among lesser-documented
Tibeto-Burman varieties of the region. However, despite the frequency of such
constructions in MSEA, the distribution cannot be readily attributed to contact.
Instead, the distribution of these forms for “eye of the day” and related concepts,
as well as the different forms these concepts take, support the explanation that
these developed independently, and that areal transmission is only reasonable on
a smaller scale such as what is seen in languages of Manipur. Additionally, despite
such expansion of the “eye” concept as seen in other language families in the
region, eye *mik in Tibeto-Burman has been much less broadly expanded than
suggested in Blust (2011) and remains largely restricted to cases such as bamboo,
knots in wood and ankle bones, with few if any examples of “navel” involving the
morpheme.

The organisation of this paper is as follows. Section 1.2 provides background
to the methodology used in data collection and analysis. Section 2 gives an
overview of eye constructions in Tibeto-Burman. Section 3 provides a number
of language-specific examples from within the family that use a construction
which may be translated as “eye of the day” (or “eye of the sun”, given the pol-
ysemous nature of the stem *nyiʔ), broken down by subgroup or geography. In
Section 4, examples are given of languages using a similarly interesting construc-
tion which may be translated as “mother of the day”. Section 5 further expands
on contact being the least likely of the proposed causes of the frequency of such
eye-based constructions. Section 6 gives examples of the eye stem in compounds
with meanings other than “sun”, and finally the paper concludes with a brief
overview of the main points discussed.

1.1 Conventions used in this paper

Words in small caps refer to etyma where the reconstructed form may not be con-
sistent across branches. Thus sky may refer to proto-Tani *doŋ, Northern Naga
*rɐŋ or a Manipur-area stem #noŋ, but not necessarily a single one of those. This
is done rather than giving the reconstructed form to prevent confusion where
reconstructed forms are similar or identical between concepts. When a single
proto-language etymon is the focus, a reconstructed stem will be given in the tra-
ditional fashion with a leading asterisk, or, where sound correspondences are not
able to be worked out, with a leading hash (#).
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Lexemes are presented in inverted commas. Thus day refers to a single mor-
pheme, typically PST *nyiʔ, while “day” would refer to the concept in a given
language variety regardless of the composition of the lexeme, such as proto
Tangsa-Nocte *rɐŋ2.nɪiʔ4 as a compound of sky and day.

Superscript numerals refer to tone contours following the system of Chao
(1930), while subscript numerals refer to tone categories. All tone values are from
the cited sources. Tones have been omitted from varieties for which only a rough
phonetic transcription was available, such as data collected in field notes.

1.2 Methodology

Cross-linguistic data were taken from a number of sources. For many Sal and
Maringic languages, data was directly elicited or provided in the form of unpub-
lished fieldwork notes. Other data sources are cited in the text blow. Sal data in
particular comes from a larger typological database on Sal, including location
information.

Geographic coordinates are otherwise taken from Glottolog where available
(Hammarström, Forkel & Haspelmath 2022). When not present in Glottolog, geo-
graphic locations are based on descriptions in the cited sources or discussions
with community members directly.

Data have been collected for approximately 250 varieties across Tibeto-
Burman, with an effort to have each of van Driem’s fallen leaves represented where
data were available. Terms for the concepts sun and eye were collected, with addi-
tional terms covering mother, sky and day stems where available to determine
the likelihood of homophony between concepts. Particularly, in order to establish
the presence or absence of an eye morpheme as part of “sun”, in cases where the
onset of eye has undergone a common change from *m to /n/ or /ȵ/ resulting in a
homophonous or near homophonous form to that of day/sun *nyiʔ, syllable rime
and tone categories were also taken into consideration. In particular, varieties in
which sun had a palatal initial, these additional concepts were generally able to
resolve whether or not it was such palatalisation of eye or if it was instead the
more common *nyiʔ stem which is found throughout Tibeto-Burman. These data
were then combined into a single database, coded for cognacy across variety and
concept, and then processed and mapped in R (R Core Team 2022).

Certain areas of Northeast India and neighbouring Myanmar may appear
be over-represented in the data. This study follows the collection of data from
around 225 Sal doculects including newly collected wordlists from some under-
described varieties from this area as part of a separate study on internal sub-
grouping within some languages of the region. Many of these doculects were
intentionally excluded from this study, being very closely related to others which
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are included. The number of varieties were not stripped down further due to
the presence of such eye-based compounds found among some these varieties
or those which were closely related, such as the presence of sky+eye in parts of
Northern Naga but generally not elsewhere within Sal. These data were included
to further punctuate the self-contained nature of such innovative compounds.
Doculects for which no eye compounds were found are shown in Figure 1 as black
dots.

It should perhaps be mentioned that the grouping of varieties within the dis-
cussion that follows is not intended to reflect claims of genetic relationship to the
exclusion of other varieties. Grouping is instead meant to assist the reader to gain
a general understanding of the overall situation.

2. Eye in Tibeto-Burman “sun” constructions

Due to the well-attested occurrences of this phenomenon in other languages fam-
ilies of Southeast Asia including Tai-Kadai and Hmong-Mien, the majority of this
paper maintains a focus solely on languages of the Tibeto-Burman family. The
presence of “eye of the day” – or indeed any compound involving eye – is not con-
sistent within individual subgroups of Tibeto-Burman; it may be found to occur
in a handful of languages, but then be absent in many of the most closely-related
languages. Due to the high degree of stability of the eye etymon *mik, it is not easy
to determine the reasons for the distribution within Tibeto-Burman languages
of the region when taken as a whole, although contact alone seems unlikely due
to cases such as K’man where it is present, and Tawrã, spoken in the same area
and often classified under the same sociopolitical umbrella grouping as K’man
(despite considerable linguistic differences), in which it is not found. Additionally,
there are cases such as the Rangpang (Pangwa) sub-grouping of Tangsa-Nocte Sal
varieties, where such compounds are found in the southern lowland branch but
not the upland branch. This is in spite of a relatively recent common ancestor and
considerable cultural similarity and a long history of living in close proximity with
regular exchange and exogamous marriage. In many cases, geography seems to be
a significant factor in determining the presence or absence of eye in the term for
“sun” in that the presence of eye compounds tends to occur in clusters. However
in many cases, it seems that a high degree of language contact and similarly high
mutual intelligibility have not been sufficient conditions for the spread of the term
to any great degree.

A common etymon is found throughout Tibeto-Burman languages for “eye”,
namely *s-mik ~ *s-myak (Matisoff 2003). In many modern varieties, the final /k/
has become /t/, or the stem has undergone some other minor sound change, but
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often only to a small degree, and cognacy is still readily identifiable across vari-
eties, at least impressionistically.

Similar to the stability of *mik, the common etymon for “sun/day” is quite
stable in Tibeto-Burman, reconstructed as *nyiʔ in Coblin (1986). In Sinitic, this
is reflected in日, rì in Standard Mandarin and Shanghai Wu /ȵiɪʔ11/ < MC *nyit
< OC *C.nik (Baxter & Sagart 2014) < PST *nyiʔ, and is found in many Tibeto-
Burman varieties, reconstructable in many sub-families such as in PTani *ñi, PKC
*nii, PCN *nəj, PLB *ʔnəy1/3 and PKar *nejA.

Figure 1. Overall distribution of compounds for “sun” which include the stem for “eye”
*mik in Tibeto-Burman languages

Figure 1 shows the overall distribution of constructions for “sun” in the region,
with the exception of Dura (dura1244) in Nepal in which it is also found. Varieties
marked “mother” have a sun compound involving either the morpheme for
mother or one which is homophonous, likely a general agentive marker as seen
elsewhere in Tibeto-Burman. This is also the case for the geographically distant
Chang (pea green) and Hani (teal) varieties. The ASKG (Andro-Sengmai and
Kadu-Ganan, orange) and Sak-Cak (purple) groups are the Asakian languages
which have a compound of *sal.mik sun+eye. The Tangsa group (pink) have
reflexes of *rɐŋ.mɨk sky+eye, while the “Manipur” group has forms of #noŋ.mit
sky+eye. Finally, three Chin varieties from the sample have forms similar to
/kʰo.mik/, nature+eye. Black dots indicate other languages in the sample which
have neither a mother nor eye morpheme in the term for “sun”.
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For this study, approximately 250 Tibeto-Burman language varieties of Main-
land Southeast Asia were surveyed. These data come from published grammars,
dictionaries, unpublished word lists, recent fieldwork in the case of many Sal
varieties, as well as through personal communication with speakers. The follow-
ing sections will investigate the terms used in many of these varieties, while not
directly addressing those groups which were included in the survey but which do
not offer anything of particular interest for the occurrence of “eye” in the term
for “sun”. The primary goal is to address the presence of absence reflexes of “sun/
day” *nyiʔ and “eye” *mik ~ *myak – hereafter referred to as *mik for the sake
of brevity – and “sky”, both as a previously unreconstructed proto form which
occurs in Tani as *doŋ, Northern Naga as *rɐŋ and in the languages of Manipur
as *noŋ, as well PTB *r-məw. Finally, a separate etymon for “sun” #pui is found in
Burmish and perhaps in Karenic as *mɨᴮ and also possibly cognate with “sun” as
found in Qiangic as /bʉ/, although this connection has not been fully established.

Languages are grouped below according to genetic relationship as well as geo-
graphic proximity and cultural classification, even in cases where there is not sup-
port for close genetic relatedness.

C+corV+back+midŋ as sky in Tibeto-Burman

It is of some note that PTani *doŋ – a stem referring to the sky and celestial events
and object – has at least some superficial resemblance to *rɐŋ, sky in North-
ern Naga. Seen as well in Western Tani “lightning” *doŋ-rjak (cf Northern Naga
*rɐŋ-ljap). The *doŋ morpheme occurs regularly with other sky-based phenom-
ena such as thunder and clouds, but is described in Post (2007) as a “weather pre-
fix” and is not used as the general term for “sky”.

This stem was reconstructed as STEDT #3570, a Northeast Indian Areal stem
(NEIA) *doŋ, with the only attested language varieties being either in the Tani
family, where it is common across varieties in terminology related to weather or
celestial features, and Tawrã (diga1241) where it occurs as a stem for rain. How-
ever, it is likely this is related to the form *rɐŋ found in Patkaian languages such
as Tangsa-Nocte and Wancho, as well as #noŋ in Uipo-Maring; in each subgroup,
the phonetics are similar in terms of the onset place of articulation mid-back-ness
of the vowel, while also sharing a velar nasal coda. Furthermore, in each group
the patterns of compounding in lexemes for which these stem is a part are the
same. In each variety, this stem is found forming sky-muk compounds for thun-
der, sky-*g-ləy (as reconstructed for PTB) for wind, and other common weather
related terms.

While the sound correspondences have not been fully worked out, given the
similarities in both form and semantics, this stem is taken as common across the
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varieties in which it occurs for the sake of this paper, where it is thus labelled as
sky. This may prove related to Ao niŋ sky.

3. Occurrences of “eye of the day” by language group

Tani

The phenomenon is not found in Tani, or for that matter any languages west of the
Patkai Mountains.2 In Milang, “sun” is /mə-ruŋ/ < PTani *doŋ(-ɲi < PST *nyiʔ).
The proto Tani form is better preserved in Galo /dooɲí/, but compare “eye” /ɲɨ
́k/. Likewise, other Tani languages also lack compounds with *mik “eye” for “sun”.
Apatani /dà-ñi/, Bengni /doː-ñi/, Bokar /duŋ-ñi/ (Sun 1993a, 1993b) and Tagin
<do nyi> (Das Gupta 1983).

Meitheilon, Uipo (Khoibu) & Maring

Maring, Meitheilon and Uipo (also known by the exonym Khoibu) are three lan-
guages spoken in central Manipur. Meitheilon often forms the lingua franca and
has outsized influence on the lexicon of other languages in the region as a result.
Both Maring and Uipo have a form of “eye of the day”, as does Meitheilon. In all
three cases the forms are the same, and it has been reported by speakers (Khaling,
p.c.)3 that this is due to borrowing. The classification is still under investigation,
as is the potential genetic relationship between the two varieties.

As with most other TB languages, Uipo retains the stem for “eye” *mik as
<mid>. In Uipo, there are two terms for “sky”. One term, <nuongthlou>, refers to
the space above the earth but below the heavenly bodies, i.e. the atmosphere. The
other term <thangwuan>, refers to the sky inclusive of heavenly bodies. “Sun” has
its own stem, <ani> < PST *nyiʔ or <kani>, transcribed /kǝni/ in Singh (2015).

An interesting borrowing in Uipo is that of “sunflower”. This may occur either
as <kalipur> (Singh’s /kǝnipar/) < “sun” <kani> + “flower” <pur> or as <nuong-
midpur> (Singh’s /nauŋmitpar/). The latter is believed to be a loan from Mei-

2. Kho-Bwa languages may have some form of the “mother” morpheme discussed in Section 4,
but resources were not sufficient for their inclusion there. No “eye” morphemes were found for
Eastern Bodish or Tamangic languages, but here too further investigation may turn up some-
thing relevant.
3. For an account of the phonology of Uipo see Sæbø (2020). Orthographic forms are given
here, provided by Mr. Khaling (p.c.), the primary consultant for both Sæbø (ibid) and Singh
(2015), between which small differences may occur. Obstruent codas are voiceless in Uipo, but
not represented as such in the orthography due to being unreleased.
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Figure 2. Forms for “sun” in varieties in and around Manipur, India

theilon, with /nauŋmitpar/ coming from Meitheilon <numidlei>, replacing /lei/
“flower” with the native Uipo word /par/ (M.S. Khaling p.c.). In spoken Uipo
today, /nauŋmit/ “eye of sky” has shifted to mean “day”, the period of 24 hours,
but is no longer used in writing. It has thus lost any transparent sense of “eye of
the day”. Furthermore, <ni> is still the most commonly occurring term for “day”
in its role as a numeral classifier.

In older sources, <nongmit> is also given as “sun” for Uipo, as in Brown
(1837), with “day” as <nongyáng>, and “sky” as <thatngwán>. For Maring, Brown
(1837) gives <nung thau> for “sky” and <nung mit> for “sun”. This is also given in
Marrison (1967) with some phonological reduction, /numit/.

As with many other languages of the region, the <nong> stem for “sky” or
weather also is attested as meaning “rain” specifically. This is also the case for
earlier descriptions of central Sal *rɐŋ, and shows parallels to Tani *doŋ where
appearing in weather terms. It may have shifted in Maring to be a more general
word for “day”, as seen in Konyak “day” <nyi nüng> (Marrison 1967) and Phom
“day” /ñiʔ33 nɯŋ33/ (Burling 1998), both compounded with PST *nyiʔ. In Maring,
it is present in the compounds for “day”, “sky” and “sun”, as in the Uipo forms. It
may also share come connection to PTani *doŋ used in the same set of words, and
*raŋ in central Sal varieties.

As mentioned, there is also considerable pressure on Maring and Uipo from
Meitheilon, in which the form is also found as /numit/ < *nong-mik (Marrison
1967).
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Tangkhulic

In Tangkhulic languages as well as many of those spoken in close proximity to
Tangkhulic, the term for “sun” often involves *mik “eye”. This includes varieties
such as Koireng and Champhung, as well as Suansu, a language of uncertain clas-
sification which has only recently begun to receive attention, for which the form
is /θa.mok/ (Ivani 2019), the final morpheme matching “eye” /mok/ < PST *mik.

An additional stem, *tsiŋ “sky/heaven” is also common in Tangkhulic varieties
(Mortensen and Miller 2013). This is considered by Matisoff (2003) to be a North-
east India Areal (NEIA) stem, however its distribution is mostly limited to
Central-Southern Naga, Tangkhulic and neighbouring language varieties.

Tangkhulic languages show considerable internal diversity regarding the form
of “sun”, although in most cases the forms still include *mik. In a word list pro-
vided in Brown (1837), many different Tangkhulic languages are represented, with
only Southern Tangkhul having a different form, <ani> < PST *nyiʔ.

Zemeic

For Rongmei, Marrison (1967) gives <neih> from *nyiʔ. However, Brown (1837)
offers <nai-mhik>, a compound of *nyiʔ and “eye” <mhik>. This is consistent with
Liangmai and Zeme which both use the same construction, /nai mik/. Marrison
(1967) also offers up forms for Maram and Puiron varieties within the Zeme
group. These are <laimik> and <rimik>, both feasibly derived from *nyiʔ+*mik.
Finally, Marrison also provides <tamik> for Khoirao, although without further
investigation, the origin of the first syllable is unclear.

Kiranti

Kiranti languages do not typically have compounds involving the eye morpheme
for sun. One notable exception is Dura, part of the Kham-Magar-Chepang branch
of Mahakiranti (Greater Kiranti), a sister branch to Newaric and Kiranti proper.
In Dura, the form for “sun” is ma mī, explicitly listed in the source as a compound
of ‘sky’ ma < PTB *r-məw and eye mī (Schorer 2016: 402). However Chepang, a
closely related variety, lacks such a construction (Caughley 2000), as is the case
elsewhere in Mahakiranti where such forms are not attested. It may thus be the
case that the Dura compound is an independent innovation.
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South central (Kuki-ChinNaga)

In general, the Central-Southern Naga languages do not appear to have any form
of “eye” for “sun”. For example, Ao Naga has /anɯ/ < PST *nyiʔ (Nishida 1988).
Sumi (Sema) Naga has [kʰetsɨ ́ nʱè] (Teo 2009). This is similar to the Mongsen
Ao form /tsəhŋi/, possibly a borrowing from Khasian (Bruhn 2014). As with
Mongsen Ao and indeed much of Tibeto-Burman, the Makuri stem for “sun” is
/ni/ < PST *nyiʔ (Shi 2009).

Within the Chin varieties, only a small number have a form with “eye”. These
are Daai, Matu, and Ngmüün. Each of these has a form similar to /kʰomik/ for
“sun” (So-Hartmann 1988). The source of the /kho-/ morpheme is unclear, but it
is not “heaven” PKC *waan, or “sky” *gaːn, and “day” is PKC *nii.

However these are in the minority with Kuki-Chin languages, and Van Bik
(2009) gives no such stem for the Kuki-Chin languages presented therein. None
show the phenomenon of “sun” involving the stem for “eye”, PKC *mik. “Sun” is
reconstructed for PCK as *nii, with cognate forms given for a range of varieties.

The compound kho-mik ‘sun’ (lit. “NATURE + EYE”) is reminiscent of Indone-
(So-Hartmann 2009: ii)sian mata hari ‘sun’ (lit. “EYE + DAY”).

Sal

The Sal languages, so named for the *sal < PTB *tsyar etymon for “sun” being an
apparent innovation in the group, might not be expected to exhibit the “eye of the
day” phenomenon. However, there are a number of varieties in which it is found.
The stem for “sky” in Tangsa-Nocte, belonging to the central branch of Sal, is *rɐŋ
and is often the first syllable in multi-morphemic compounds relating to weather
phenomenon and some celestial bodies. In many varieties, “sun” is compounded
as *raŋ-sal, while others have instead *rɐŋ2 mit4, “sky+eye”.

Bodo-Garo languages are spoken primarily in Northeast India and
Bangladesh. Of the approximately sixty Bodo-Garo doculects surveyed for this
study, none had any attested cases of the eye morpheme as part of the word for
“sun”. All varieties had a form of (raŋ)sal without exception.

Jinghpaw varieties – spoken from southwestern China through northern
Myanmar into Northeast India and formerly in Manipur – also lack constructions
with eye. In Myitkyina Jinghpaw, “day” is /ní/, “sky” is /lamù/ and “sun” is /jan/
(Kurabe p.c.). In Turung, a Singpho variety within the Jinghpawic languages but
having a significant Tai substratum, “sky” is /muʔ1/ < PTB *məw, and “sun” is
/jaan1/, as in Jinghpaw (Morey 2010). STEDT gives this as a reflex of PTB *tsyar
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“sunshine”, which may also be the source for the *sal stem found throughout the
Sal languages, to which the Jinghpaw-Sak varieties also reconstruct.

Asakian (formerly known as Luish) varieties differ considerably in this regard.
Something similar to “eye of the day” does appear in Cak. Huziwara (2008) gives
/cəmíʔ/ for “sun” (glossed as 太陽 in the source). Due to the weakening of the
first syllable in the compound, it is unclear what /cə-/ might be reduced from.
“Sky” (glossed as空•天) is listed as /kóŋgəláʔ/, and “day” (日) as /jaʔ/ (or in some
compounds /naʔ/), and the classifier for days is /-taiʔ/. None of these are candi-
dates for /cə-/. The same compound is found in all Asakian languages including
Andro and Sengmai, two extinct varieties spoken in Manipur, as well as Sak / Cak
spoken in Rakhine and Bangladesh, and Kadu / Ganan spoken in western Myan-
mar. In the case of the Asakian languages, this is almost certainly a lexical inno-
vation which, among others, can contribute to defining it as a branch distinct in
the Jinghpaw-Asakian group against a Jinghpawic branch. Additionally, the con-
sistency between the varieties regarding this compound – regardless of their soci-
olinguistic environment – strongly suggests contact not having a significant role
in the formation of this stem, at least in recent centuries.

Figure 3. Presence of “eye” *mɨk4 in Tangsa-Nocte varieties (pink) and chang (green) in
upper sagaing division and Nagaland

While most Tangsa-Nocte varieties have some variation of *sal2 or *rɐŋ2
sal2, a handful use the form *rɐŋ2 mɨk4, “eye of the sky”. These include Gaqlun,
Rera (Ronrang), Ringkhu, Raqsa (Yaqsawa), Konnu (Yawngkon), Shokrang and
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Lakkhi. For example in Rangsi, the form is /rəŋ2 mik4/. There is another variety,
Hakhi, which uses the *mɨk4 stem alone, not compounded with either “sun” or
“sky”. Figure 3 shows a close-up view of the map from Figure 1 showing the Patka-
ian languages across the India-Myanmar border. Pink indicates varieties which
have a compound involving eye, generally *rɐŋ2 mɨk4, sky+eye, with the excep-
tion of Haqkhi which has *sal2 mɨk4, day+eye. The green dot represents Chang
which has a compound with the mother morpheme. All other varieties have a
form *rɐŋ2 sal2. The northernmost point with an “eye” morpheme is Rera and rep-
resents a more recent settlement from some time after the 1930s.

Locations are approximate. Eastern Rangpang varieties have a much higher
incidence of eye morphemes for sun, while Upland Rangpang varieties do not
tend to show this construction. Among the Tangsa-Nocte varieties, the Upland
Rangpang and non-Rangpang varieties which are found in India will tend to have
*sal2 or *rɐŋ2 sal2, while those in the southern area are more likely to incorporate
“eye” *mɨk4 into the word for “sun”. One exception to this pattern is Rera, a vari-
ety now spoken only in India, which has rɐŋ2 mɨk4. Migration patterns for Rera
communities are not well established, however early maps from the British Sur-
vey of India indicate a region marked Angran, believed by speakers to be a form
of the exonym Ronrang, and thus indicating somewhat recent migration through
the upper reaches of the Namchik River around the town of Manmao (van Dam
2019). Notably for the case of contact, this is an area which has historically been
populated by speakers of other Rangpang varieties which do not use the eye mor-
pheme for “sun”.

There is one significant exception to this trend, which can be seen in
Muishaung Tangsa. Muishaung is a variety with *rɐŋ2 sal2 (as /rauŋ2 ʃal2/) for
“sun” rather than *rɐŋ2 mɨk4. However, there is one construction which does use
the *mɨk4 morpheme relating to the sun in the phrase /ʃal2 mɨk4 tset/, “sun-eye-
turn.over”, to describe the momentary appearance of the sun between rain clouds.
Thus the eye connection is more to do with the appearance and less the sun itself.
However, these first two morphemes are the Muishaung equivalent of the general
term for the sun found in Asakian.

Aside from the Tangsa-Nocte varieties in which the phenomenon appears as
“eye of sky” *rɐŋ2 mɨk4, it is not found in other central Sal (Northern Naga) vari-
eties such as Wancho, Chang, Konyak, Khiamniungan or Phom. How it came
into the few Tangsa-Nocte varieties in which it is found is unclear. It may have
been through contact with Tai languages, although the term does not appear to
be present in the various Southwestern Tai varieties with which Tangsa-Nocte
speakers would have come into regular contact such as Shan or Hkamti, nor is
it found in the Jinghpawic varieties with which Tangsa-Nocte communities had
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considerable historical contact. It is therefore most likely an independent innova-
tion within Southern Rangpang. Other compounds for “sun” other than *sal and
sky+*sal are uncommon in Sal, attested only in Northern Naga varieties: Chang
and Leinong have *sal +/ɲu/, for which the latter morpheme is a common aug-
mentative. Makyam has a single morpheme /ɲy44/, while Lama has a form *sal +
/pʰo/ of uncertain origin. Other compounds are otherwise unattested in Sal.

In addition to the use of “eye” in some varieties to refer to the sun, “eye” also
occurs in a wider context within the language – even in varieties for which it is not
used in reference to the sun. This includes such things as the “eye” of bamboo, the
ankle bone (“foot eye joint”) or the small criss-cross patterns in the woven longyi
garment worn by Tangsa men shown in Figure 4.

Figure 4. An “eye”, the #-shaped cross, on a modern Tangsa longyi

Digarish & K’man-Meyor

K’man, Idu and Tawrã are often classified together under the label “Mishmi”.
This is not a linguistic grouping but rather official recognition from the state of
Arunachal Pradesh. Despite cultural similarities and geographic proximity, the
languages differ considerably and are not closely related. Idu and Tawrã may be
more closely related than they are to K’man, but this has not been conclusively
determined at the present time.

In K’man (Miju), a single stem *mik is used for both “eye” and “sun”, without
any compounding for “sun”. There is, however, a tonal difference between these
words (Blench & Kri 2017), with /mìk/ for “sun” and /mīk/ for “eye”. This sort of
tonal split from a common etymon is not uncommon in the area; the same sort of
tonal split is also attested in the neighbouring Northern Naga languages where a
semantic distinction has developed between what were once a single concept (van
Dam, in press).
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This differs considerably from Tawrã (Taraon, Digaru), despite the two lan-
guages being spoken in the same general area. Tawrã has <b’lum> for “eye”,
<ring> for “sun”, <hing> for “day”, and <tym> or <tum> for “sky”.

In Idu, the common Tibeto-Burman stem *nyiʔ is used for “sun”, /īnyī/, the
same stem also serving for “day” /ìnyī/ (Blench & Lingi 2018). Note however that
in Idu, “eye” has lost any connection to *mik, and is now /ēlō/ < PTB *b-lum “eye,
eyeball, round object”, a stem found in many TB varieties as part of a compound
for “eye ball”, e.g. Naxi /miə31 ly33/ < PTB *mik-lum.

The fact that these languages differ so significantly despite being spoken by
what is classified as a single Scheduled Tribe may serve as some support for the
resistance of this feature being adopted through areal contact.

Karenic

For Karenic languages, a PKar stem *mɨᴮ has been reconstructed for “sun”
(Matisoff 2003), possibly related to #pui in Burmish. This is distinct from the
PTB etymon for “sky” *r-məw, which is also found in Karenic varieties. Compare
Kayen /mò/ “sky” with /mə̄n/ “sun” (Manson 2010). A similar pattern is seen
across Karenic varieties such as Pwo, Bwe, Pa’O, Kayaw, Kayah and S’gaw.

4. Possible occurrences of “mother of day”

Perhaps as interesting as the metaphorical expansion of eye is the frequency with
which a “mother”-like agentivising marker is found in terms for celestial bodies.
It is quite common among Tibeto-Burman varieties of Northeast India to have
“moon” as “mother of the month”, as is the case in Chang and other Southwest
Patkaian varieties including Chuyo-Gaqkat, Karyaw and Wancho and Konyak.
Much less common in Tibeto-Burman is “sun” as “mother of the day”. However, a
number of varieties do show such a construction or one in which a general agen-
tive marker which is homophonous with “mother” is used. As pointed out by an
anonymous reviewer, some such examples are the result of irregular sound change
and not truly derived from the morpheme for “mother”. In other language groups,
there has either been a parallel development of this irregular change in line with
that for “mother” or the use of “mother” as an agentiviser. In many cases, such a
distinction may be indiscernible for some languages at the present time.
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Lolo-Burmese

In general, the Burmish languages do not show much evidence of the “eye of the
day” phenomenon. In the majority of Burmish varieties, the term used for “sun”
is simply from PST *nyiʔ. In modern Burmese, this is /nèi/ < OB *niy < PST
*nyiʔ. No cases of “eye” /myeʔ/ in a compound for “sun” are attested for Burmese,
although the eye stem does appear for “ankle”.

No such compound is present in Hpun (Htun Aung Kyaw 2007) or Zaiwa, the
latter using a different etymon for “sun” entirely, /pui51/ (Xú 1984). The #pui stem
is fairly common among Burmish varieties such as Zaiwa, Ngochang, and Bola.
Zaiwa otherwise has a very typical Tibeto-Burman inventory for related words:
“sky” is /mau11/ < PTB *məw, “eye” is /mjoʔ1/ < PTB *mik, and “day” is /ŋi35/ <
PST *nyiʔ (Lustig 2010).

In many of the varieties having a similar morpheme as part of the compound
for “sun”, the morpheme is not always homophonous with the stand-alone stem
for “mother”. Sun (1991) give no other stems with the shape /mɔ31/ for Ngochang,
for example. The compound is also attested in Hani as /nu55 mɔ33/ (Sun 1991)
and in Akha /nɔ̃55 ma33/ (Hansson 1989); /nɔ55 ma33/ is attested for Hani in
Edmondson and Ziwo (1999). It has been pointed out by an anonymous reviewer
that this /mɔ33/ form is only similar to “mother” due to coincidence as the result of
irregular sound changes. Instead, it is a general nominalising stem with a separate
origin.

For Hani, there are additional compounds in Li and Wang (1986), focusing
on the variety spoken in Gélǎnghé Hani Township in Yúnnán. The same second
syllable as found in “sun” /naŋ55 ma33/ is also the homophonous with “mother”
/a31 ma33/, but is also found in compounds for words like “stomach” /bɔ33ma33/,
likely derived from “birth” /bɔ33/, again compounding with the general nominal-
ising stem /mɔ33/. There are additional cases where /ma33/ appears as a feminine
marker on animal names, similar to the use of mǔ母 in some Sinitic varieties.

The use of this morpheme in the term for “sun” may be considered an areal
feature of language varieties spoken in the region around southern Sìchuān and
northern Yúnnán. It is not found in many other language varieties discussed here,
although there are interesting parallels, such as the presence of a similar mor-
pheme in “sun” in Chang, a central Sal language. The connection between this
morpheme in Lolo-Burmese and that for “mother” may be coincidental, but such
a semantic connection between this kind of agentive marker and feminine mark-
ers is not at all rare. For example, in Muishaung Tangsa, a Sal language variety
spoken in Myanmar and Northeast India, the term for “thumb” /ʃi2 kɯu2/ is a
compound of “finger” /ʃi2/ and /kɯu2/, a morpheme which is both a feminine
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marker for animals and a numeral classifier for both female animals and animals
of unknown gender, much like the use of the “mother” morpheme in Ersuic as a
non-gender-marking part of many animal names, as discussed below.

Naic

Within the Naic languages, a compound involving “eye” may have some support
in at least a couple of varieties. However, due to phonological changes in some
varieties, the evidence is not terribly strong cross-varietally, and often is in direct
opposition to an analysis involving “mother”, as discussed in the previous para-
graphs.

This pattern is less apparent in Yongning Na, where “sun” is /ɲi˧ mi˧/, but
“eye” is /njɤ˩˧/, again showing a common m→ȵ/#_j sound change. While it is per-
haps possible that change has happened to the morpheme for “eye” when in iso-
lation but not as part of the compound “sun”, it is more likely that Yongning Na
is instead using a different morpheme, similar to if not immediately cognate with
the nominalising morpheme /mɔ33/ seen in Burmish. This makes Laze (laze1238,
Michaud 2006) something of an outlier, in this case; Laze has mother as
homophonous with eye, as well as potentially the nominalising morpheme. Based
on the languages in the group, it is almost certainly not a compound with eye but
rather the nominaliser, which is only similar to eye due to an additional sound
change.

Naxi has a similar term for “sun”, /ȵi33 me33/, as does Namuyi. In Namuyi,
there is a native term “sky” /mu54/ < *r-məw PTB, but also a loan from Tibetan
/nam54/ (Lakhi 2018), perhaps cognate with a morphemes seen in some Manipuri
languages discussed in other sections. “Day” is /ȵi33/, a common etymon through-
out the family; “eye” is /mjɛ54/ and “mother” /a55mi55/. Namuyi has a compound
for “sun”, /ȵi33mi33/. This is not an “eye” compound, but again one of day and the
nominalising morpheme or “mother”. Additionally in Namuyi, /mi33/ serves as
something like a feminine-marking suffix, as discussed for Burmish and many of
the languages spoken nearby to Namuyi.

In Laze (Michaud 2006), the surface forms of “sun” /ɲi˧ mie˧/ and “eye”
/mie˧/ appear to match up well, at least initially. However, this is unlikely, since
“mother” /æ˧ mie˧/ and “eye” are homophones. Whether speakers of Laze have in
their minds the sun being the eye of the day or not is uncertain, however given the
similarity to other geographically close and closely related languages, Laze cannot
be considered a clear case of “eye of the day”. This points to “sun” as derived from
“sky/day” with the second morpheme serving as something like an augmentative
in the Naic languages.
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Ersuic

The situation in Ersuic languages is similar. For proto Ersuic (Yu 2012), recon-
structed forms are *mja1 for “eye”, *niumæ1 for sun. Ersuic also has a marker *
mæ1 similar to that of Lolo-Burmese, homophonous with “mother” and occurring
and as part of gendered terms such as “sister” but also as an agentive in words
such as “thumb” (hand + mæ1). This may be a prototypical “mothermorph” in
Matisoff ’s (1991) definition regarding the names of principal digits. The *-mæ1
morpheme also occurs on animal names such as “fox”, “frog” and “louse”, but
without any clear gender marking, thus providing a possible example of the
bleached “mother” morpheme which has lost its original meaning and is there to
satisfy other phonological demands.

Qiangic

Shǐxīng (also referred to as Xùmǐ), like Ersuic, also incorporates the “mother”
morpheme in the term for “sun”. Quoting from Chirkova (2009: 5):

Feminine gender and agentive suffix [-mi] … denotes the natural feminine gender
in some nouns referring to people or animals … [and] it appears to be a deriva-
tional suffix with restricted productivity, which at its more productive stage prob-
ably served to derive agentive nouns from both nouns and verbs. … it is
conceivable that [-mi] is a conflation of two suffixes with distinct origins.
… as a feminine gender suffix, [-mi] appears to be semantically and functionally
close to the nominal feminine gender suffix [me33] in Naxi (He & Jiang
1985:27–28). … Similar to Naxi (as well as many East and Southeast Asian lan-
guages, Matisoff 1991: 299–330), the suffix [-mi] in Shǐxīng can be used as an
augmentative, as in the names of celestial bodies, e.g. [Hɲɜ-Hmi] ‘sun’, [Lɬi-Hmi]
‘moon’.

For Prinmi (Pumi), Sun (1991) gives /by55/ for “sun” in the Qìnghuā variety, and
/bʉ53/ for Táobā. These bear a passing resemblance to #pui seen in Burmish and
*mɨᴮ for proto-Karen. No forms with the “mother” morpheme are attested in
either Sun (1991) or Ding (1998) for the Niúwōzi variety, which uses /bʉF/.

5. Against contact as an explanation

Manipur is one place where the case for contact is easier to make. The compound
is found in Meitheilon, as well as Uipo-Maring and Suansu. It is found throughout
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Tangkhulic languages as well, while typically absent in Kuki-Chin.4 It is suspi-
ciously missing in Sorbung given the geographic proximity with other languages
of Manipur. Despite this absence, the clustering of eye compounds in Manipur
across family lines, in an area with considerable historical contact across lan-
guage groups, may suggest that this construction has spread through contact, at
least locally. In Uipo-Maring in particular, examples such as “sunflower”, sky-eye-
flower, are identified by speakers as borrowings from Meitheilon.

Outside of Manipur, contact becomes more difficult to argue. Eastern Rang-
pang Tangsa has a high incidence of the EYE stem in “sun”, but was not in contact
with any other language family with this construction; it is not found in Jinghpaw-
Singpho or elsewhere in neighbouring Sal varieties, nor is it in Southwestern Tai,
a source of many loans in Tangsa-Nocte otherwise. The only other Sal group
with eye is Asakian, which has *sal2.eye rather than *rɐŋ2.eye as in Tangsa-
Nocte. Asakian is considerably distant from Tangsa-Nocte – both geographically
and phylogenetically. The only other nearby language with an eye construction
is K’man (Miju Mishmi), sharing little in common with Tangsa-Nocte and for
which no traditional narratives of contact between the groups are known.

Furthermore, while languages of Manipur may be a good case for spreading
through internal contact, it cannot as readily be given as evidence for the initial
introduction of the compound. As with Tangsa-Nocte, Manipur does not border
other language communities from which the compound may have been bor-
rowed. A similar situation may be Asakian, where an eye-based construction is
rather more likely to be a lexical innovation for the family, and not one which it
shares with Tangsa-Nocte varieties.

6. Expanded uses of eye: Ankles and navels

Indeed the larger point of interest is not only the role of the eye stem as a com-
pound for sun, but rather the much wider expansion of eye into other com-
pounds. The use of eye in such compounds is not unique to sun. It may be better
understood as an emergent feature – rather than one developed through contact –
when considered as part of a larger set of eye compounds.

The Vietnamese lexeme mắt cá (eye+fish) for “ankle” is a perhaps now
a well-known example of such metaphorical extension. Much like Vietnamese,

4. Uipo-Maring and the recently described Suansu are both tentatively classified as
Tangkhulic. However, at least in terms of lexical similarity, Uipo-Maring has much more in
common with Kuki-Chin than it does Tangkhulic, despite sky+eye being typically absent in
Kuki-Chin.

254 Kellen Parker van Dam



such compounds are also found throughout Tibeto-Burman varieties, in partic-
ular for “ankle”. eye-related compounds for “ankle” are found in Tani, suck as
Bokar lə mik, “leg eye” as well as a cognate term in K’man (plɑ55 min55) as well as
Muishaung Tangsa /ʒa1 mɨk4 lɐuk4/, literally “leg eye joint”. Such compounds are
also found throughout Chin varieties, Sorbung, Lotha, Angami, Zeme, Tangkhul,
Meitheilon, Dimasa, Tiwa, Garo, Tangsa-Nocte, Chang, Konyak, Sak, Lepcha,
Limbu, rGyalrong, Burmese, Pa’O, and many others.

Uipo has /wáŋ-mid/, with a different stem for “leg”, but additionally applies
navel mә̀lai5 to indentations, thus the eye of bamboo would be where a new
branch would sprout, while the navel of the bamboo is the small indent just above
the eye. Likewise, the navel of the hand is the central-most part of the palm, and
the navel of a pumpkin or apple will be the recessed centre, creating a sort of
convex-concave opposition between eyes and navels.

Lotha uses an additional compound with eye for “wrist”, although this was
not otherwise found in the data. Likewise, similar eye-based compounds for
“navel” are much harder to find in the family. One possible candidate is ok naik
in Yamphu (Rutgers 1998), likely “bird eye”, but this is otherwise unattested in the
data.

Additional uses of an eye etymon are also attested, not only in Tibeto-
Burman but in neighbouring languages as well. For example, a boil or sore such
as that of small pox is in Shan (Tai-Kadai) a compound of bear.fruit /maak2/
and eye, /taa1/, thus /maak2 taa1/. Shan likewise applies eye in many of the ways
an English speaker would, such as in describing the eye of a bamboo segment.
This is also found in Sal languages such as Muishaung Tangsa, with “eye of bam-
boo” as /βɔ2 mɨk4/. Perhaps surprisingly, no cases of terms such as wart or mole
are attested in Muishaung Tangsa.

Conversely, certain concepts which may be widespread in other language
families involving an “eye” morpheme are uncommon in Tibeto-Burman. In
Leinong, /dʷi/ refers to both the navel and umbilical cord, with /dʷi mok/ to
specify navel. However, eye has undergone palatalisation in Leinong and become
/ɲiuʔ/, and so is unlikely to be the source of /mok/. No other central Sal varieties
suggest any connection between “navel” and eye, nor are any apparent cases evi-
dent from the data available through STEDT.

7. Conclusion

Returning to Urban’s original proposal, two questions were asked in the introduc-
tion, which may be of value here:
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[F]irst, can any areas be identified where Austronesian languages with this pat-
tern cluster more tightly than elsewhere, and second, and perhaps more impor-
tantly, is ‘eye of the day’ specifically Austronesian or is it found in other linguistic

(Urban 2010)families of the world.

The latter of course was answered already: The phenomenon is not at all limited
to Austronesian. The former, however, is of some use regarding the reason behind
of the distribution of the feature. Within Tibeto-Burman, where do we see the
clusters more clearly and what might that tell us of the spread or innovation?
From a sample of around 250 Tibeto-Burman language varieties spoken in a
broadly-defined Southeast Asian area, quite a few show a construction for “sun”
with eye as a component. These generally form three clusters, two of which are
geographic and one of which is strictly familial.

Geographically we see a strong grouping in Manipur, to include Meitheilon,
Tangkhulic varieties, and a handful of as-yet poorly classified or under-described
varieties including Uipo-Maring and Suansu – languages with no known history
of contact or present-day awareness of each other – but not, notably, Sorbung.

The second geographic cluster are the southeastern branches of Rangpang
Tangsa-Nocte. Notably, this construction is not found in Pinkhu or in any of the
southeastern Patkaian varieties (as defined in van Dam, forthcoming). Nor is it
found in the surrounding Jinghpaw or Tai varieties. This suggests a possible inno-
vation within Eastern Rangpang which may have spread locally, but not widely
enough to be found as the most general term for “sun” elsewhere within Rang-
pang Tangsa. In such cases where cases where eye is involved in sun-related
compounds Upland Rangpang, it is restricted to specific meteorological events,
and not as the most basic term for the concept. One such example is /ʃal2 mɨk4
ʦet4/, literally “sun eye tip-over” and refers to the sun shining just before rainfall
(Mossang 2022), used in a variety of Upper Rangpang which does not otherwise
have an eye-related form for “sun”.

The final cluster is not geographic but rather indicative of an innovation at a
higher node on the family tree, specifically at a point around where proto-Sak and
proto-Jinghpaw would have split apart. Indeed, Taman data also suggest a similar
construction, but with different stems. “Eye” in Taman was /pəkkwe/ (Luce 1985)
while “sun” was /pupek/. Taman data is insufficient to confidently place it within
the Jinghpaw-Sak tree (Huziwara 2016), but is a tempting thought all the same.

A definition distinction exists in the original proposal of Urban (2010)
between “eye of the day” and “eye of sun”. Within Tibeto-Burman, this is com-
plicated by the polysemy of *nyiʔ often meaning both “day” and “sky”. Thus in
the case of many Tibeto-Burman varieties, such a clear distinction cannot easily
be drawn; many varieties use *nyiʔ for “sun” – in particular the roughly three-
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quarters of the languages included in this study which use some form of that –
while others use *nyiʔ for some form of “day”, either the period during which the
sun is out, or a period of 24 hours. This is the case in Konyak, Chang and Phom,
where “day” is simply *nyiʔ. Thus it seems reasonable to include *nyiʔ-mik com-
pounds under the category of “eye of the day” and not draw a line between that
and “eye of sun”. Furthermore, among the Sal varieties, it is not at all uncommon
in the sample for the *sal stem to mean both “sun” and “day”, mirroring the senses
of PST *nyiʔ.

In the case of Tangsa-Nocte varieties, they are an exception among the larger
Sal family, in which the form “eye of the sky” is not otherwise found beyond these
few cases. Seven language varieties were found to have some other form of *mik
in the compound for sun but not combined with either “sun/day” *nyiʔ or “sky”.

And finally, scattered cases of eye such as in K’man are to be found. In K’man,
a mono-morphemic *mik > /min35/ is used for “sun”, with a tone change distin-
guishing it from “eye” *mik > /min55/. K’man is geographically isolated from the
other varieties using eye, and the other so-called “Mishmi” varieties lack such a
construction. Thus contact – at least anything remotely recent – can be ruled out.

Overall, approximately one fifth of the language varieties consulted for the
current work include some form of eye *mik in the lexeme “sun”, with potentially
more depending on the status of the Naic and Ersuic languages, which have not
been counted toward those having *mik but may have at an earlier stage. Addi-
tionally, none of the varieties in which “eye” occurs in this context are to be found
west of the Patkai mountains; no variety of Bodo-Garo or Tani was found to
include this morpheme in “sun”. Whatever the areality of the phenomenon may
be, at least for Northeast India a clear line can be drawn at the eastern edge of the
Brahmaputra River valley.

It is clear from this study that the phenomenon of “eye of the day” as a term
for “sun” not only occurs in a handful of Tibeto-Burman languages, but that it is
found in multiple branches which are not closely related to each other. Further-
more, it is not found consistently in any one branch. Some Chin language varieties
have it, while most do not. The same can be said for Sal language varieties, for
which Tai contact is not a readily available explanation due to the feature being
found primarily in Southern Tangsa-Nocte but not at all in Jinghpaw/Kachin, the
latter having considerable linguistic and cultural exchange with the Tai communi-
ties of Myanmar. As described in Urban (2010), the phenomenon is more limited
to varieties such as Lakkia (Kra-Dai), or Northern and Central Tai varieties, but
not in Southwestern Tai varieties which make up the majority of contact scenarios
between Tai and many Tibeto-Burman varieties. Contact, then, seems incredibly
unlikely for the Tibeto-Burman cases, except perhaps in the case of transmission
within Manipur.
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Therefore one must consider independent innovations as the primary gene-
sis, with some cases of borrowing identifiable such as the case of Uipo from Mei-
theilon. Quoting the response from Blust (2011: 4):

…it becomes clear that the actual distribution is broader than initially conceived,
essentially leaving us with one of two choices: (1) assume that these agreements
are due to independent invention, or (2) assume that they are due to historical
relationship (common origin or diffusion). To the extent that the units of com-
parison are geographically discontinuous diffusion becomes more problematic,
and any claim of common origin requires support from basic application of the
Comparative Method. In the present case this leaves independent invention as
the preferred alternative.

This is supported by the distribution of the “eye of the day” phenomenon as seen
in the Tibeto-Burman data. It is no great leap to believe that semantic broaden-
ing of “eye” could occur cross-linguistically without any need for contact. In Eng-
lish, after all, we talk about the eye of the storm and the eye of the needle, where
other languages might use heart or navel, but where many also use “eye”. With
much of the human experience based on visual phenomena, it is easy to see how a
tiny but important organ of what is – at least in the concept of external anatomy –
a somewhat unique yet simple shape may lend itself to such broad metaphorical
expansion. The question of polysemy and the historical paths which polysemes
travel is one rift for additional research, with broad applications for a typology of
semantic features.
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Language varieties surveyed

Bodic

Baima baim1244, Bunan gahr1239, Chaudangsi chau1259, Darma darm1243, Dzongkha
dzon1239, Kanauri kinn1249, Rongpo rong1264, Sherpa sher1255, Tamang nucl1729, Thakali
thak1245, Tibetan Batang bath1249, Tshangla tsha1247
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Bodo-Garo

Abeng aben1247, Atong aton1241, Boro bodo1269, Debbarma Kokborok debb1238, Deori
deor1238, Dimasa dima1251, Garo garo1247, Koch koch1250, Moran, Mukchak, Reang Kau Bru
hala1254, Rupini Kok, Tiwa tiwa1253, Usoi usui1238, Wanang wana1265

Lolo-Burmese

Akha akha1245, Burmese nucl1310, Hani ngoc1235, Hpon hpon1238, Jinuo jino1236, Katso
kats1235, Lisu lisu1250, Maru (Langsu) maru1249, Ngochang ngoc1235, Nusu shix1238, Yi
sich1238, Zaiwa zaiw1241

Digarish

Idu idum1241, Tawrã diga1241

Jinghpaw-Sak

Andro andr1246, Cak cakk1238, Dehong Jingpo, Duleng Jingpo dulo1242, Ganan gana1267,
Kadu kadu1254, Myitkyina Jinghpaw jing1260, Sak sakm1234, Sengmai seng1275, Singpho,
Taman tama1328, Turung turu1252

Karenic

Karen bila1257, Kayan Lahta kaya1315, Pa’O paok1235, Sgaw sgaw1245

Kuki-Chin-Naga

Amri Karbi amri1238, Angami anga1288, Ao aona1235, Asho asho1236, Chinbon chin1478, Daai
daai1236, Falam fala1243, Hakha Lai haka1240, Hills Karbi karb1241, Huishu nort3286, Kachai-
Padang phad1238, Khumi khum1249, Kom Rem komi1270, Liangmai lian1251, Makuri
maku1273, Mara mara1382, Maram mara1379, Maring mari1416, Meitheilon meit1246, Mizo
lush1249, Nga La ngal1291, Ngmüün munc1235, Rongmei rong1266, Sizang siyi1240, Sorbung
sorb1250, Suansu suan1234, Tedim tedi1235, Thado thad1238, Tusom, Uipo khoi1251, Ukhrul
ukhr1238, Wakung mroc1235, Yimchungrü yimc1240, Zeme zeme1240, Zotung zotu1235

Mahakiranti

Athpariya athp1241, Bantawa bant1281, Baram bara1357, Belhare belh1239, Chepang chep1245,
Dumi dumi1241, Dura dura1244, Kulung kulu1253, Limbu limb1266, Newar newa1247, Thulung
thul1246, Yamphu yamp1242
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Na-Qiangic

Caodeng tsho1240, Daofu daof1238, Ersu ersu1241, Ganzi Danba Bian’er rGyalrong, Guiqiong
guiq1238, Jiulong Pumi pumi1242, Khroskyabs guan1266, Lanping Pumi, Laze laze1238,
Maerkang maer1238, Muya muya1239, Namuyi namu1246, Naxi naxi1245, Qiang nort2722,
Rangtang Puxicun rGyalrong, Yongning Na yong1288

Northern Naga

Joglei yogl1238, Kimsing kims1240, Kyahi, Nyinshau, Ringkhu, Shokrang, Aasen-Yaqsawa, Bote
bote1240, Chamkok cham1335, Champhang cham1335, Chang chan1313, Cholim tong1312,
Chuyo, Gaji higt1238, Gaqha, Gaqlun, Gawkchung, Gongwan pony1234, Hahcheng hahc1235,
Haidley, Hakhun hakh1236, Haqchum, Haqkhi, Haqman, Haqsik hasi1235, Hawi have1240,
Henchin, Jiingi, Kaisan, Karyaw, Kasik khap1243, Khalak hkal1241, Khiamniungan khia1236,
Konnu, Kotlum, Kyan chen1256, Lainong lein1237, Lakki, Lama lama1296, Lao, Lochhang,
Longchang, Lonjung, Lumnu lumn1234, Lungri long1382, Lunkhai, Makyam maky1235, Meitei
Tangsa, Muishaung mosa1240, Muklom mukl1235, Mungre, Nahen nahe1239, Ngaimong
ngem1252, Nocte nucl1786, Phong pont1258, Pinku, Pongyon, Ponyo, Rangchin, Rangsi, Rera
ronr1238, Shangthi, Shangwal sang1326, Shecyu sank1250, Sheiknyo, Tanhai Konyak, Tikhak
tikh1244, Tutsa tuts1235, Wakching Konyak kony1248, Wancho wanc1238, Yangnaw, Yongkuk
yong1272

Nungish

Drung drun1238, Hpun hpun1238, Nung nung1282, Rawang rawa1265

Tani

Apatani apat1240, Bokar boka1249, Galo galo1242, Milang mila1245, Mishing misi1242, Padam
pada1257, Tagin tagi1241, Tangam tang1377

Other varieties

Bai jian1239 (Baic)
Dhimal dhim1246 (Dhimalish)
Hrusso Akha hrus1242 (Hruso)K’man miju1243 (K’man-Meyor)
Lepcha lepc1244 (Himalayish)
Miji miji1239 (Miji)
Mru mruu1242 (Mruic)
Puroik puro1234 (Kho-Bwa)
Raji raji1240 (Raji-Raute)
Tujia tuji1244 (Burmo-Qiangic)
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Abbreviations

PTani Proto Tani
PKC Proto Kuki-Chin
PCN Proto Central Naga
PLB Proto Lolo-Burmese
PKAR Proto Karen
PTB Proto Tibeto-Burman

PST Proto Tibeto-Burman
MC Middle Chinese
MSEA Mainland Southeast Asia
OC Old Chinese
OB Old Burmese
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