
Constructionalization Areas: The Case of Negation in Manchu

Heine & Kuteva (2005: 182) proposed the concept of a grammaticalization area, “a
group of geographically contiguous languages that have undergone the same
grammaticalization process as a result of language contact.” Given the recent appearance
of the concept of constructionalization (e.g., Trousdale 2014), it seems reasonable to ask
whether there are constructionalization areas, too. This talk exemplifies this concept
with the help of the negative construction within the Tungusic language Manchu that was
influenced by Mongolian. Manchu does not have the common Tungusic negative verb
meaning ‘to do not’ but rather employs the negative existential aqo ‘to not exist/have’ for
standard negation as well (Wang 2005). In the latter function it developed into a verbal
suffix (aqo > -qo), which has an identical development (ugwai > -gwai) in Mongolian
(Janhunen 2012). This development, which has previously been described as an instance
of grammaticalization (Croft 1991) strongly depends on the original construction. In
Manchu the negative existential or possessive construction has the schematic form
‘(pro)noun-LOC noun aqo’. Consider the following example from modern Manchu (Wang
2005: 225):
mon-i bo-dǝ tǝrǝ dʐaqa aqo.
1PL-GEN house-LOC that thing not_exist
‘We do not have (anything like) that at home.’

The second part ‘noun aqo’ of the original construction was the source of the subsequent
grammaticalization. But note that aqo negates nouns which is why a direct negation of a
finite verb was impossible and participles were employed instead. The problem is thus
also connected with the noun-verb continuum in Tungusic languages as described by
Malchukov (2013). The result of this development is itself a new construction of verbal
negation and may thus be described as an instance of constructionalization that was
triggered by Mongolian.

Manchu is unique among Tungusic language in having a written language that dates
back to the early 16th century and thus allows the investigation of small scale corpora
over the course of about 400 years. In addition, several dialects recorded mostly during
the 15th as well as the 20th century give further hints to reconstruct the exact process that
took place.
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