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Abstract 
 
 After over a century of research, the subclassification of the Trans-Himalayan or Sino-
Tibetan family remains uncertain and controversial, from the highest level (is there a Tibeto-
Burman clade?) to the lowest (are Chepang and Magaric a subbranch within a larger Himalayan 
branch, or two sisters?). This is partly a result of external historial events, as many languages and 
branches have been subject to intense contact of one kind or another, resulting in pervasive 
creolization (DeLancey 2013, 2014a). 
            I have recently presented evidence that the Trans-Himalayan languages spoken from 
western Yunnan across northern Myanmar and Northeast India constitute a distinct Central 
branch of the family (DeLancey 2015, to appear). This is not a new suggestion, but is difficult to 
demonstrate due to the chaotic patterns of correspondence among the various languages, and the 
dramatic typological innovation of the languages of the Naga Belt – a portion of the Indo-
Myanmar borderland, about 350 km north to south, in which all the languages share the 
transparent, shallowly-grammaticalized morphological profile of Bodo-Garo to the west and 
Burmese to the east. The other Central languages share a typologically unusual verbal 
construction which is reconstructable as a defining Central innovation (DeLancey 2014b, 2015). 
Between NW Kuki-Chin in southern Manipur and conservative Northern Naga in Arunachal 
Pradesh is a belt about 350 km. 
 In the first part of this talk I will review the kinds of evidence which support the unity of 
the Central branch, and the ways in which the distribution of corresponding forms across the 
languages and groups makes it difficult to construct a tree for the internal genetic structure of the 
branch. In the second I will argue that we can explain the latter in terms of the external history of 
the languages, particularly the rise and fall of the Pyu and Chin city-states in Burma during the 
1st millennium CE. 


