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Tone languages 
  Defini'on: “Tone is the term used to describe the use of 

pitch pa8erns to dis'nguish individual words or the 
gramma'cal forms of words” (Maddieson 2005) 

  Tone types: 
  register tones: flat pitch, no pitch changes over the dura'on of a 

syllable (e.g. high, low) 

  contour tones: pitch changes over the dura'on of a syllable (e.g. 
rising, falling); some contour tones can be analyzed as consis'ng 
of a sequence of register tones (e.g. rising tone = low tone + high 
tone) 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DistribuIon of tone languages 
WALS map 13 (Maddieson 2005) 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DistribuIon of tone languages 
  Africa: the vast majority of languages spoken in sub‐Saharan Africa 

  Europe: dis'nc've tones marginal, e.g. Lithuanian, Swedish 
  Asia: most languages of China and mainland Southeast Asia 

  New Guinea: the majority of the Papuan (i.e. non‐Austronesian) 
languages 

  Americas: some North American languages, the majority of the Meso‐
American languages, some languages of South America 

  Australia: no tone languages 

 
  Tone languages are common among the world’s languages, probably 

more than 50% of all languages are tone languages 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TranscripIon of tones 
 

IPA 1 / 
Africa 

IPA 2 (S)E Asia 
Meso-
America 

extra high a! ! a a55 a1 

high á ! a a44 a2 

mid ! ! a a33 a3 

low à ! a a22 a4 

very low ! ! a a11 a5 

rising !    a a15 a5-1 

falling â    a a51 a1-5 
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FuncIon of tones 
Lexical tone 
Tone change  different word 

example: Izi (Benue‐Congo, Nigeria): 
 /ézé/ ‘tooth’ vs /ézè/ ‘chief’ 

 

GrammaIcal tone 
Tone change  change of the gramma'cal category 

example: Izi: 
 /óò pfú/ ‘he speaks’ vs /óó pfú/ ‘he will speak’ 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Nonlinear representaIon 
Autosegmental (or suprasegmental) representaIon  

  Segmental features and tone features are represented on different 
levels (> Leben 1973, Goldsmith 1976) 

  Advantage: in many languages tone behaves differently from 
segments 

RepresentaIon 

 segmental 'er: tone bearing unit (TBU)  e.g. [‐cons, +son] 

 associa'on line           

 tone 'er        e.g. [+high] 
DisIncIve features 

 2 level systems: [+/‐high]  3 level systems: [+/‐high], [+/‐low] 

 4 level systems: [+/‐high], [+/‐upper] 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Tone stability 
 
 

  

(1)   Metathesis of TBUs: 
Play language of Bakwiri (Bantu, Cameroon): 

/kw  e   l   i/     !   /l   i   kw  e/    ‘falling’ 

 

       H      L          H       L  
  

(2)   Deletion of TBUs: 
  Margi (Chadic, Nigeria): /ú!w+!rì/ ‘fire (DEF)’ 

   /u  !  u + a  r  i/ ! /u  !  w + a  r  i/  !  /u  !  w + a  r  i/ 

                                                                                                    

     H     L    H     L         H     !    H    L          H       !!!!H      L!!!!
   

  !: Floating tone: associated with the following vowel 
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Tonаl processes 
  Assimila'on 
  Dissimila'on 

  Subs'tu'on 
  Downstep 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AssimilaIon/dissimilaIon 
  Ver'cal assimila'on: 

 H  L    M  L 

 H  L  H   H  L  ˈH (Downdriq) 
  Horizontal assimila'on: 

 H  L   H  HL (progressive) 

 H  L   HL  L (regressive) 
  Dissimila'on: rare, e.g. in Hausa (Chadic, Nigeria): 

 /káràntà/  [káràntá] ‘read’ 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SubsItuIon 
  An underlying toneme of a morpheme is replaced in 

certain contexts through another toneme 

  Example: Central Igbo   

 /à!bà/ ‘mouth, snout’ + /è"wè/ ‘monkey’  !  [à!bá#è"wè] ‘snout of a monkey’ 

 /a   !   b   a + POSS + e   "   w   e/ 

                    

         L                H               L 
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Downstep 
Development: When a segment is deleted, a floa'ng low 
tone emerges. This floa'ng tone is not represented on the 
surface but lowers the following high tone to some degree:  

  

H  L  H  !  H  !  H  !  H  !H 
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AssociaIon of tones 
Rules (simplified and generalized) 
  Associate tones with TBUs on a one‐to‐one basis from leq 

to right 

  Associate remaining TBUs with the last tone 
  Associate remaining tones with the last TBU 

 
Thus, it is possible that 

  one TBU has to associated with several tones 
  one tone has to associated with several TBUs 
 



13 

AssociaIon of tones 
Further rules 
  No Crossing Constraint: 

 Associa'on lines must not cross 
  Obligatory Contour Principle: 

 Adjacent tones must not be iden'cal 

  wrong: [TBU 1] [TBU 2]  right: [TBU 1] [TBU 2] 

 

 

[Tone A][Tone A]    [Tone A] 
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Example: Luganda 
Tone processes across words (Hyman&Katamba 2010) 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Influencing tone development 
  Consonants in the environment: 

  raising the pitch: voiceless obstruents (plosives and frica'ves), glo8al 
stop 

  lowering the pitch: voiced obstruents, [h] 

  raising or lowering the pitch: sonorants 

  adjacent tones 

  accent and vowel length 
  posi'on in the word or in a bigger prosodic unit 

  syllable type 

  vowels: [i u]  raising; nasaliza'on, aspira'on  raising or lowering 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Vowel harmony 
Vowel harmony in Luganda: 
nonlinear (autosegmental) analysis by Katamba (1984) 

 
Example: 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Vowel harmony 
Vowel harmony in Luganda: linear analysis 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Vowel harmony 
Vowel harmony in Luganda: nonlinear analysis 



 
Thank you! 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