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Some examples

• Hainanese: Sister-in-law what are you 
doing locking the lock? Whatever you 
do you do wrong.

• Cantonese: Every nation has its own 
national anthem

• Cantonese: 30624700 30624770
534202 13942 431624

• Teochew: Close the windows! Close 
the windows! Close the windows! 
Close the windows!



Tone languages of the world?
• Sino-Tibetan: Tibetan, Bai,Thai,Burmese, ……
• India: Punjabi, Kalam Koistani, Meitiri, ……
• Africa: Yuroba, Kikerewe, Jita, Tonga, Mende, ……
• The Americas: Athapaskan, Iroquoian, Uto-Aztecan, Mixtec, Mazatec, 

Zapotec, Chinantec, Bora, Pirahã, Yagua, ……
• Europe: Lithuanian, Serbo-Croatian, Swedish, Basque, Norwegian,, ……

Yip (2002:1) reports that 60%-70% of the world’s languages are tonal.



Thai
Hudak2005



What are tones?

• If you vibrate your vocal folds, you 
make a sound that you can change 
the pitch of.

• By keeping the pitch constant or 
changing it, you can make flat or 
contour melodies.

• Such melodies are called tones.



Pitch control 
mechanisms



The vibrating vocal folds

Source: UCLA 
(http://hctv.humnet.ucla.edu/departments/linguistics/VowelsandCons

onants/vowels/chapter2/vibrating%20cords/vibrating.html) 



Photographs of the vocal folds producing a sound at three 
different pitches

120 Hz   160 Hz  200Hz 
Source: UCLA 
(http://hctv.humnet.ucla.edu/departments/linguistics/VowelsandConso
nants/vowels/chapter2/photos%20vocal%20cords/photos.html) 



Mandarin Tones (Wee 2004)



Tones in Mandarin

• Tone 1: High flat

• Tone 2: Rising

• Tone 3: Dipping

• Tone 4: Falling

Milliseconds

Hertz



Notation for 
Tones

Letter labeling

• H = high flat tone
• L = low flat tone

Simple tones

• R = LH = rising tone 
• F = HL = falling tone
• D = HLH = dipping tone

Complex tones



Notation for 
Tones

Numerical values (Chao 1930)

Scale of 1-5,

where 1 is lowest and 5 is highest:
• [55] = high flat tone
• [25] = rising tone
• [214] = dipping tone
• [51] = falling tone,  etc



Notation for Tones

• Contour notation (based on Chao 1930)

[55]  [25]   [214]   [51]



Chinese 
tone 
examples

Beijing 1989: 

7-45 



A complicated example: 
Vietnamese

Nguyen and Edmondson 
1997:8 and Pham 2003:57 



Tone inventory and syllables



Tone inventory and syllables



Tone inventory and syllables (Thai)

(Morén & Zsiga 2006; see also Gandour 1974 and 1977) 



Tones mobility: Chizigula



Tone mobility: Chizigula



Tone in Asian 
Englishes



Tone sandhi (coalescence)

Avoidance of adjacent identical tone contours/features?



Tone sandhi: Hakha Lai

Avoidance of contours?

(Hyman & vanBik 2002, 2004) 



Taiwanese 
Tone Sandhi 

Circle



Tone and syntax: Standard Chinese

 
 zong li  hao hao zong li
 T2  T2 T3  T3    T2    T3 
    ⇣     ⇣                                   ⇣ 
 T2  T2 T3  T3    T2    T3 

T2= [35]
T3= [214] or [21]
haoT3 “good”
zongT3 “general/overall”
li3 “manage”
zongli “prime minister”

Crazy example: 紙雨傘厰柳總管買好酒請李老五趕緊飲。



Tonogenesis: how did tones evolve?

• From loss of voicing contrast in onset consonants
• From loss of rhyme complexity
• From reinterpretation of stress



Onset voicing 
and pitch



Loss of onset voicing to high and low tone ranges 
(tone register)

• Register split in 
Chinese languages

• Happening now in 
Punjabi!

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Punj
abi_language

Yunjing (dating probably to 11th C, copy-edited by 

Zhang Linzhi circa 1160) 



Splits of tone register in modern Chinese 
languages



Traditional Vietnamese tone names 
influenced by Middle Chinese categories

(Pham 2003:42) 



Contour 
tone from 
segmental 
weakening



Contour tone from 
syllable reduction



Tone in speech (Thai)

(adapted from Luksaneeyanawin 1998: table 2) 
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Thank you!
Questions? 


