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Chapter 1  Introduction 
 

1.1  General Background 

Rukai belongs to the Austronesian languages of Taiwan, commonly referred to as 

the “Formosan languages” in the literature.  The Rukai tribe is distributed in a rather 

small area in southeastern Taiwan (See Map1) with a total population of about 

10,0001.  In the subgrouping of Formosan languages, the position of Rukai has been 

debated over decades with no conclusive agreement being reached.  The notion that 

Rukai belongs to Paiwanic was proposed and supported by Dyen (1963), Ferrell 

(1969), and Ho (1983).  It was once suspected to be a transitional language between 

Tsouic and Paiwanic (cf. Li 1973).  Next, it was subgrouped to the Tsouic languages 

by Ferrell (1974), Tsuchida (1976), and Li (1990).  Recently, Rukai has even been 

considered to be the first offshoot of Proto-Austronesian (Starosta 1995).  As shown 

above, the issue regarding the subgrouping of the Formosan languages still remains 

controversial.  With more data or findings obtained, such subgrouping hypotheses 

can then be either modified or supported. 

                                                 
1 According to a recent announcement by the Council of Indigenous Peoples, Executive Yuan (http:// 
www.apc.gov.tw, 2003-12), the population of each indigenous tribe is as follows: Amis - 150,441; 
Atayal - 90,706; Paiwan - 70,450; Bunun - 41,776; Rukai - 10,792; Puyuma - 9,093; Tsou - 5,312; 
Saisiyat - 5,305; Yami - 3,267; Thao - 388. Recently, Kavalan is also added to the official list of the ten 
indigenous peoples in Taiwan, though without its population being indicated at the website. 
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Map 1 Geographical distribution of Rukai (cf. Li 1996a) 

 

Rukai includes six main dialects; namely, Maga, Mantauran, Tona, Budai, Tanan 

and Labuan.  With respect to the geographical distribution, Maga, Mantauran and 

Tona are spoken in the so-called “Lower Three Villages”.  They are located in 
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Maolin County, in the north of Kaohsiung Prefecture.  Budai and Labuan are spoken 

in Wutai County in the south of Pingtung Prefecture.  Tanan is situated in Peinan 

County, in the east of Taitung Prefecture. (See Map 2) 

 

 

Map 2 Geographical distribution of Rukai dialects 

 

Belonging to the same ethnic group, different dialect-speakers share similar cultures 

and customs.  However, as the Northern dialects (Mantauran, Maga and Tona) 

exhibit more striking phonological and morphosyntactic variations than the 

Southeastern dialects (Budai, Tanan and Labuan), the Rukai language has attracted the 

linguists’ interest for a long time.  Due to its overall complexity, the internal 

relationship of Rukai still remains controversial.  Li (1977) reports that Budai and 

Tanan form a subgroup while Tona, Maga and Mantauran form another subgroup 

(with Tona and Maga closer to each other than to Mantauran).  As for Labuan, Li 

(1977) mentions in the postscript that it is linguistically closer to Tanan.  An 

alternative grouping that treats Mantauran as the first offshoot of Proto-Rukai was 

mentioned in Li (1977) and was later supported by Tu (1994) and Li (1995).  (See 
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Figure 1)  Until recently, the criteria used to determine the subgrouping of the Rukai 

dialects were mainly drawn on lexical and phonological evidence2.  While it seems 

that syntactic properties can not provide positive evidence to support any of these 

hypotheses, the research on the comparative morphology seems more promising.  

Thus, Zeitoun (2003) proposes that Mantauran is actually closest to Labuan and Tanan 

than any other dialects because they share common morphological innovations. 

 
                                         Budai 
                                         Labuan 
                  Rukai                  Tanan 
                                         Maga 
                                         Tona 
                                         Mantauran 

Figure 1 A family tree of the Rukai language (after Li 1995) 
 

The dialect investigated in this thesis is Tona Rukai, whose tribe name is 

koadavan.  It is still spoken in Tona Village, Maolin County, Kaohsiung Prefecture.  

According to Mr. De-fang Yu, the chairman of the Tona Community Development 

Association Board, the population of the Tona Village approximates 600, over 99% of 

which is of Rukai.  Both Tona and Mandarin represent the means of communication 

in the village, with Tona being the main language for preaching in church and daily 

communication especially among the elder generations (over 50 years old).  

Mandarin is used for communication among the younger generations and tourists.  

Both languages can be heard in the announcement of the village chief through 

loudspeakers.  According to Mr. Yu’s observation, about 70 % to 80 % of the 

villagers can still speak Tona, regardless of their fluency.  About 60% of the high 

school teenagers have some knowledge of their language but may not be fluent 

                                                 
2 Zeitoun (1997b) points out that though Mantauran exhibits many innovations in its pronominal 
system, none of them can prove that Mantauran is the first offshoot of Rukai. 
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speakers.  However, nearly 98% of the elementary school children do not know how 

to speak their mother tongue except for some kinship terms and short expressions.  

Only those over 50 years old can really speak fluent Tona.  Like the languages of the 

other minority groups in Taiwan, this language is also undergoing rapid loss under the 

dominance of Mandarin.  In order to preserve these fading languages, the 

government has included the teaching of the mother tongue of each group in the 

courses of elementary school since 2001.  The Tona dialect is now taught 40 minutes 

a week by an enthusiastic local cultural worker in Tona Elementary School.  

However, no textbooks are available yet, although they are now under compilation.  

A website3 was recently built by the Kaohsiung Prefecture Government.  It provides 

teaching materials for the dialects of the “Lower Three Villages”, including a brief 

introduction to the Roman alphabet of Rukai, traditional rhymes as well as three short 

texts.  The pronunciation and Mandarin translation are available for each text, each 

sentence and each content word.  It is thus rather obvious that efforts have been 

made to preserve this language. 

 

1.2  Literature Review 

Previous studies concerning Rukai are abundant when compared with those on 

the other Formosan languages.  The topics cover subgrouping, reconstruction, 

phonology, verb classification, an overview of grammar, in-depth investigation of 

certain constructions, typological researches, dictionary compiling, and text 

collections.  The studies concerning subgrouping include Dyen (1963), Ferrell 

(1969), Li (1973, 1977, 1990, 1995), Tsuchida (1976), Ho (1983), Tu (1994), Starosta 

(1995) and Zeitoun (1995).  Those interested in reconstruction are Li (1996b) and 

                                                 
3 Its IRQ is www. lukei.ks.edu.tw entitled “The Mother Tongues in Kaohsiung Prefecture - Rukai” (高
雄縣鄉土語言─魯凱語). 
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Zeitoun (2003).  Blust (1997) and Hsin (2000) deal with phonological aspects.  

Zeitoun (2000c) explores the verb classification in Mantauran.  Those providing an 

overview of grammar of certain dialects include Ogawa and Asai (1935), Li (1973, 

1997a), Tsuchida (1976), Shelley (1978), Li and Saillard (1997), and Zeitoun (1997c, 

2000a).  The studies regarding in-depth investigation of certain constructions can be 

found in Kuo (1979), Saillard (1995), Zeitoun (1997a, 1997b, 2002), and Chen (1999, 

2002).  Typological studies across Formosan languages include Li (1997b), Zeitoun 

and Huang (1997), Yeh et al. (1998), Huang et al. (1998, 1999a, 1999b), Zeitoun et al. 

(1999), Zeitoun (2000b), and Zeitoun and Huang (2000).  Li (1975) and Zeitoun and 

Lin (2003) are works of text collection.  Now, Dr. Zeitoun is compiling two 

dictionaries, one on Tona and the other on Mantauran, and finishing a grammar of 

Mantauran.  Since this thesis concerns only the morphosyntactic aspect of Tona 

dialect, only the studies directly related to Tona will be reviewed in the following. 

The study presented by Ogawa and Asai (1935) is the earliest one that can be 

found.  It provides a preliminary introduction to each Rukai dialect, syntactic 

description, comparison in phones and lexical items and 32 stories.  However, Li 

(1997a) and Zeitoun (2000a) indicate that there exist a large number of mistakes in 

their transcriptions so that it is seldom referred to by other researchers. 

The second part of Zeitoun’s dissertation (1995) aims to review the internal 

relationships of Rukai.  In order to compare the six dialects, she first presents an 

outline of Rukai grammar, containing each dialect.  The topics consist of phonology 

(phonemic inventories, morphophonemic alternations and mechanisms, sound 

changes), morphology (affixation) and syntax (noun phrases-pronominal and nominal 

case marking systems and structures of NPs, verb phrases-voice, tense/aspect and 

negative constructions, interrogatives).  This study enables us to obtain an overview 

of Tona Rukai grammar. 
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Li (1997a) is the sole study focusing on the Tona dialect.  He provides a brief 

introduction to the phonological properties (phonemes, phonetic variations, and 

morphophonemic alternations), morphology (twenty-seven prefixes, five suffixes, one 

vowel epenthesis -w- and reduplication patterns), syntactic structures (word ordering, 

case markers, personal pronouns, the two usages of stative verbs, aspect/modality 

markers, interrogative words, active/passive voice, nominalization, the topic 

construction and relative clauses), and six short stories with Chinese glosses for each 

content word and translation for the whole story.  This paper presents an overview of 

the Tona grammar.  However, when compared with the other two chapters on Maga 

and Mantauran found in the same volume, it appears to contain much less content. 

Zeitoun (2003) is concerned with the reconstruction of Proto-Rukai 

morphosyntax.  A brief introduction to the morphosyntax of the six Rukai dialects is 

presented beforehand.  The topics presented resemble those in Zeitoun (1995) but 

add sentence types, word order, complex sentences, determiners, prepositions, verb 

classification and conjugation, imperatives and causatives, reflexives and reciprocals, 

comparatives and superlatives, the verbal modifier very, and verbal coordination.  

This study further supplements our understanding of the Rukai dialects. 

The other previous studies related to Tona belong to cross-linguistic/typological 

researches, focusing on basic vocabulary and preliminary morphological/syntactic 

properties.  Tsuchida (1976) presents basic vocabulary of the dialects of the Lower 

Three Villages, their morphological and syntactic properties.  Li (1996b) investigates 

the pronominal systems in five Rukai dialects except for Labuan and intends to 

reconstruct Proto-Rukai’s pronominal system.  Li (1997b) explores case markers on 

nouns and pronouns in 14 Formosan languages including Budai, Maga, Tona and 

Mantauran Rukai.  Yeh et al. (1998) deals with the negative constructions in six 

Formosan languages, including Budai, Mantauran and Tona Rukai.  Huang et al. 
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(1998) discusses the nominal case marking systems in eight Formosan languages, 

including Budai, Tona and Mantauran Rukai.  Huang et al. (1999b) investigate the 

pronominal systems in nine Formosan languages, including Tona, Maga, Mantauran 

and Budai Rukai.  In addition, an unpublished Tona dictionary (about 1000 entries 

and over 2000 derived lexical items) was edited and Tona texts (16 long stories) were 

compiled by Zeitoun (2001).  Twelve stories in the Tona Texts have been reedited 

and are now available on the web, http://www.ling.sinica.edu.tw/formosan (cf. 

Zeitoun et al. 2003). 

 

1.3  Motivation and Goals 

According to Li (1997), Tona is reported to be closest to Maga but similar to 

Budai and Tanan in terms of morphology while its syntax is quite close to Tanan.  

Tona can also provide some clues to the underlying structure of Maga’s morpheme.  

Because it has been proved in earlier studies (e.g., Zeitoun 1995) that the Tona dialect 

can bring a lot of information regarding the history of the Rukai language, it is thus 

chosen as the target of a more in-depth study. 

As can be seen in the literature review, the investigation of Tona Rukai is still 

rather limited.  Only preliminary studies and general descriptions can be found.  

Moreover, the same topic is analyzed differently in different previous studies, such as 

nominal case marking and pronominal systems, which are the focus of this thesis.  

Through our investigation, we hope to contribute to a better understanding of the Tona 

dialect and perhaps shed some light on the internal relationship of Rukai for future 

research. 
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1.4  Theoretical Framework and Method 

As indicated by Huang (1995) and earlier studies such as Searle (1969), Lyons 

(1977) and Croft (1990), the proposition denoted in a simple sentence consists of two 

elements, participants designated by pronouns/noun phrases and events designated by 

verbs.  This thesis aims to investigate the morphosyntactic manifestations of 

participants in Tona Rukai, which include two major topics, the nominal case marking 

system and the pronominal system.  Inspired by Huang (1993, 1995), the framework 

that is to be adopted in the present study is basically semantic/functional; that is, the 

mapping between forms and semantic/functional message will constitute the analysis.  

Basically, this study is descriptive in nature but some particular linguistic phenomena 

will be accounted for with available theories. 

 

1.5  Source of the Linguistic Data 

The linguistic data used in the present study are mainly from the upcoming Tona 

dictionary and Tona texts by Elizabeth Zeitoun.  The preliminary data were collected 

in a project entrusted by the Council of Indigenous Peoples, Executive Yuan from 

May to December of 2001, but were later reedited for the purpose of the Academia 

Sinica Formosan Language Archive.  The author has participated in these two 

projects as a research assistant responsible for Chinese translation from English.  

Through this work, the author first encountered Tona Rukai and later became familiar 

with the morpheme glosses and obtained preliminary understanding of this language.  

The Tona texts contain nearly 500 pages of 16 long stories with Mandarin and English 

glosses and translation for each word and sentence.  They are expected to provide 

rich pragmatic and discoursal clues to the syntactic structures.  All the illustrative 

examples have been reconfirmed or revised by correcting slip of the tongue in the 
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author’s own fieldwork from June 2002 to August 2003.4  Additional data other than 

Tona Texts and Tona Dictionary were elicited to supplement the discussion of a 

certain topic.  Regarding the glosses and translation of the illustrative examples, the 

author agrees with most of the original ones given by Dr. Zeitoun.  Certain 

correction and rephrasing are made when mistakes are detected in the fieldwork or 

translation is not appropriate after one sentence is extracted from the texts.  Besides, 

the sentences in the Tona dictionary are not glossed.  The glosses of the adopted 

sentences are given by me.  In the Tona texts, the case markers ki, na, ko and the 

ligature ka are left unglossed.  They have been glossed in this thesis based on my 

own analysis. 

The major consultants are Ms. Tian Hsiu-jiao (born in 1948, a native Tona 

speaker) and Ms. Ke A-xiang (born in 1945, of both Rukai and Paiwan but married to 

Tona for 42 years).  Both are fluent in Tona and Mandarin and have been working 

with my advisor, Dr. Elizabeth Zeitoun for many years.  A third consultant 

occasionally consulted is Mr. Teng Wu-lai (born in 1938), who is also a native speaker 

of Tona but speaks less fluent Mandarin. 

 

1.6  Prominent Linguistic Features 

Like most Formosan languages, Rukai is a predicate-initial language. The 

predicates can be nouns or verbs.  Linguistically speaking, Rukai has two 

characteristics.  First, it is an accusative language5 unlike most of the other 

                                                 
4 The transcription of the Tona texts in the Formosan Language Archive aims to correspond to every 
utterance in the tapes of story recording.  No matter how well the speakers have prepared for story 
telling in their minds, slip of the tongue, change of word selection and pause fillers are inevitable in 
their speaking.  In order to avoid confusion, the discoursal factors mentioned above have been 
eliminated in the illustrative examples since this thesis is morphosyntactically oriented. 
5 An accusative language is ‘a language in which subjects of intransitive verbs and subjects of 
transitive verbs are usually treated identically for grammatical purposes, while direct objects of 
transitive verbs are treated differently’ (Trask 1993:4). 
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Formosan languages, which belong to ergative languages6 (cf. Starosta 1988, Li 

1997a).  Second, it lacks a complex focus system,7 which can be generally found in 

the other Formosan languages.  Instead, it has developed an active/passive 

dichotomy (cf. Li 1973, Zeitoun 1997a, 1997c).  A passive sentence is transformed 

by prefixing ki- to the verb root and exchanging the case markers of the agent and the 

patient in an active sentence. 

In order to help readers understand the transcription and the glosses of linguistic 

data better, the phonological system and the verb conjugation of Tona are introduced 

in the following paragraphs. 

 

1.6.1  Phonological System 

In the present study, all the illustrative examples are transcribed phonemically 

with the IPA symbols.  The phonological system adopted refers to Li (1992, 1997a).  

The vowel inventory in Tona contains /i, o, , a/ as Table 1.1 shows.  The vowel /o/ 

has two variants [o]and [u].  Since they are in free variation, they are represented 

by the phoneme /o/ in the cited data. 

 

Table 1.1 The vowels of Tona (cf. Li 1992:40, 1997a) 

 Front Central Back 
High i   
Mid   o 
Low  a  

 

                                                 
6 An ergative language is ‘a language in which ergative morphology or syntax is prominent or 
predominant’, while “ergative” means ‘denoting a grammatical pattern in which subjects of intransitive 
verbs and direct objects of transitive verbs are treated identically for grammatical purposes, while 
subjects of transitive verbs are treated differently’ (Trask 1993: 92-93). 
7 “Focus” here is not the same as that in a “focus construction”, which is used to foreground the 
intended information.  In a Formosan language with such a focus system, the semantic role of the 
grammatical subject is morphologically marked on the verb. 
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The consonants include / p, b, t, d, , k, g, , c, , s, v, (), m, n, , l, (), (r), w, y/ 

as in Table 1.2.  For those parenthesized, Li (1997a) remarks that // appears in only 

a few words, and that // and /r/ are lost in the speech of younger generations. 

 

Table 1.2 The consonants of Tona (after Li 1997a) 

      Place 
Manner   

Labial Interdental Dental Alveolar Retroflex Velar Glottal

Vl p  t   k  
Stop 

Vd b  d   g  
Affricate    c    

Vl    s    
Fricative 

Vd v ()      
Nasal m  n     

Lateral   l  ()   
Trill   (r)     
Glide w  y     

 

1.6.2  Verb Conjugation 

According to morphosyntactic behavior and semantic properties, verbs in Tona 

can be classified into two major types: dynamic and stative.  Typical dynamic verbs 

include verbs denoting motion such as wa ‘go’, action such as iawbo ‘dance’, 

action-process such as oooo ‘push’, utterance such as kibooboo ‘ask’ and so on.  

Typical stative verbs include verbs denoting states such as maagii ‘good’, cognition 

such as maimoo ‘forget’, emotion such as madalam ‘like’, and involuntary processes 

such as mamodo ‘die’.  Besides semantic senses, these two types of verbs can be 

distinguished mainly by their different morphosyntactic manifestation as Table 1.3 

shows. 
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Table 1.3 Verb Conjugation of Tona 

         Syntactic 
Semantic 

Finite Non-finite Subjunctive 

‘eat’ w-a-kan kan kwan8 

‘look for’ w-a-silap silap silap 

‘accept’ ky-a-baka kibaka kibaka 
Dynamic 

‘come’ aokay aokay aokay 

‘good’ ma-agii ka-agii ma-agii 
Stative 

‘tired’ abaili abaili abaili 

 

Following Zeitoun’s analysis in Tona Texts, a verb may have three forms in 

different syntactic environment; namely, finite, non-finite and subjunctive forms.  

Finite forms serve as the main predicate in an affirmative active sentence in the 

present or past time frame. (See Examples 1a-b)  Non-finite forms are used when a 

verb follows the words si ‘and’, la ‘then’ and so ‘just’ or when it is attached to by an 

affix denoting various meanings such as future tense (no-), negation (i-), passivization 

(ki-), causation (pa-), irrealis modality (ni-), nominalization (sa-, ta-…-an, a-…-an), 

agent’s volition (bound nominative pronouns), and other verbal affixes. (See 

Examples 2a-b)  Subjunctive forms occur in imperative sentences, subordinate 

clauses like temporal or conditional ones, and also appear after the main predicate in 

serial verb constructions. (See Examples 3a-b) 

 
(1)a. w-a-kan            kak    na    doo 
    [Act.Dyn.Fin-Real-eat  1S.Nom  Obl  cooked food] 

‘I ate (rice).’                             (Tona Dictionary, <kan>, p.32) 
 

b. “maio        koa   no-oolo        mi-kak     na   acilay” … 
    [ Stat.Fin:thirsty 1S.Obl will-Dyn.Nfin:drink will-1S.Nom Obl  water] 
    ‘I am thirsty; I am going to drink water…’            (Tona Texts, 04-015-b) 
 
                                                 
8 When the first vowel of a dynamic verb root is the low vowel a, the subjunctive form is formed by 
inserting -w- between the first consonant and the first vowel.  Another example is davac 
‘Dyn.NFin:leave’ > dwavac ‘Dyn.Subj:leave.’ 
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(2)a. pa- kan           ki     titina            na   valavalak 
    [Caus-Dyn.NFin:eat  Nom  middle-aged woman Obl  child] 
   ‘The mother fed the child.’                  (Tona Dictionary, <kan>, p.32) 
 

b. si   la    kabab       kia   vala-vala-valak … 
    [and then  Stat.NFin:happy  that    Red-Red-child ] 
    ‘And then the children were (very) happy…’           (Tona Texts, 05-004-b) 
 
(3)a. w-a-iboo            kwan      na   doo 
    [Act.Dyn.Fin-Real-fast  Dyn.Subj:eat Obl  cooked food] 
    ‘He ate quickly.’                          (Tona Dictionary, <kan>, p.32) 
 

b. ii,  no        mwa-li             togotogo      naoo        
  [Excl when.Fut  Dyn.Subj:go-1S.Gen  Dyn.Subj:bump that  

ta-ad-an,                         kapapa-ia-a                 
LocNmz-Dyn.NFin:pile up stones-LocNmz Stat.NFin:crush-Neg-already  
nia-ni    ao-ili? 
Q-3S.Gen head-1S.Gen] 
‘Eh, if I bump (my head) against that stone wall, won’t my head be crushed? 

                                         (Tona Texts, 10-017-b, revised9) 

 

1.7  Thesis Organization 

This thesis is organized as follows.  Chapter One presents the general 

background of the Tona/Rukai language, literature review, goals, framework and 

methodology, an introduction to the phonological system and verb conjugation.  

Chapter Two investigates the case marking system, including a literature review, 

modified sets of case markers, their canonical usage, a debate concerning the 

distinction between ko and na, obligatority in different constructions, ordering of full 

lexical NPs, an overlapped use of different sets of case markers, and finally the 

function of case markers in nominalization.  Chapter Three explores the pronominal 

system, focusing on personal pronouns.  The discussion contains a review of the 

                                                 
9 In the illustrative examples, the word ‘revised’ indicates that the linguistic data from the Tona Texts 
or the Tona Dictionary are somewhat revised according to the author’s own field work. 
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previous studies, illustrations of each set of pronouns in different constructions, the 

word order of pronouns and lexical NPs, the environment where the variants often 

occur, and four linguistic characteristics regarding third person pronouns, impersonal 

pronouns, plural pronouns and the coreferential phenomenon.  Chapter Four 

summarizes the findings in this study and provides suggestions for future research. 
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