Dogon syntactic tonology of NP

Tonal processes are critical in the grammatical systems of Dogon languages. It is necessary to recognize three ontologically distinct types of tones:


lexical tones, which are associated with specific lexical items;


floating-tone morphemes, consisting of a tone that is realized on a neighboring morpheme;


stem-level tone-contour overlays, consisting of abstract melodies whose realizations depend on the syllabic structure of the relevant stem.


Notation:


<...> with angled brackets specify contour tone on a single syllable. Thus <HL> is a falling tone, <LH> a rising tone, and <LHL> is a bell-shaped tone. We do not usually bother to write the brackets for simple H and L tones. Thus H<HL> represents a high-toned syllable followed by a falling-toned syllable.


{...} etc. with curly brackets denote abstract tone contours that may be realized on stems of variable syllable counts; for example {HL} can appear as monosyllabic <HL>, bisyllabic HL (or in some languages H<HL>), or trisyllabic HHL (or HH<HL> or HLL), with details varying from language to language.


In this section we focus on stem-level tone-contour overlays in NPs. These tonal melodies erase the underlying lexical tones, which leave no trace. Typical stem-level tone contours are {L} (all-low), {HL}, {H}, and {LH}. The most common is {L}, followed by {HL}, while the others are relatively uncommon. {L} has a special status since an all-low toned stem can only be produced by a grammatical operation. This is because of a constraint on noun, verb, adjective, and numeral stems against all-low lexical tone contours, so that lexical tones may be of the general form {H}, {HL}, {LH}, {LHL}, and in some languages also {HLH}, but not {L}. So the {L} tone overlay is always audible. By contrast, overlaid {HL}, {H}, and {LH} contours occasionally replicate (accidentally) the underlying lexical contour.

Grammatical functions associated with these contours in one or more northeastern Dogon languages are listed below (Najamba, which has a particularly complex system, is omitted):

· {L}: a) verb stem preceding negative suffixes (Imperfective Negative, Perfective Negative, etc.); b) unsuffixed Perfective verb stem; medial (or: all noninitial) verb(s) in multiple-iteration construction ('explode-explode-explode') in narratives; c) nonfinal word(s) in core NP (noun+adj, noun+adj+adj); d) final word in core NP, and any following cardinal numeral, when the NP functions as head of a relative; e) nominal compound initial (in a productive noun-noun compound type); f) possessed noun preceded by a possessor NP (competing cross-linguistically with {HL}).

· {HL}: a) unsuffixed Perfective verb in participial form (Jamsay); b) initial verb in multiple-iteration construction ('explode-explode-explode') in narratives; (c) possessed noun preceded by a possessor NP (competing cross-linguistically with {L}); d) compound final in morphologically possessive-like noun-noun compounds. [note: there is cross-linguistic and even language-internal variation in the realization of {HL} with stems of three or more syllables, e.g. HLL versus HHL]
· {H}: a) Imperative verb form; b) verb in agentive derivation with preceding nominal compound initial (competing with {LH}).
· {LH}: a) verb in agentive derivation with preceding nominal compound initial (competing with {H}).

Some of these processes involve word-level morphology, though some verb-suffix combinations could arguably be reanalysed as involving internal word boundaries for morphophonological purposes. Other processes involve the two elements of compounds. Still others are more obviously syntactically controlled. Those of greatest syntactic interest are those affecting NPs. To understand how these processes work, it is necessary to begin with the (linear) structure of NPs. Oversimplifying only slightly, the following is typical for unpossessed nouns:
(1)
[[noun (adj*)]  numeral]  [determiner  'all']

The core NP consists of the noun plus from zero to two or more modifying adjectives. Within the core NP, the final word (whether the noun, or the last adjective) retains its lexical tones, while any nonfinal words drop tones to {L}. Thus in each of [dog.L], [dog.L big], and [dog.L big.L red], only the final word has its regular tones. Tone-dropping to {L} is indicated by ".L".

This core NP may be followed by a cardinal numeral from 'two' up (frequently 'one' behaves like a modifying adjective). The cardinal numeral has its own lexical tones, and it has no tonal effect on the preceding core NP. Thus in [[dog.L big] three], both 'big' and 'three' keep their lexical tones, while 'dog' drops tones (because of 'big'). Combinations of a core NP and a numeral might be called extended core NPs.

In most Dogon languages, at least some determiners, notably demonstrative pronouns like 'this/that' (in some languages also Definite 'the' particles) induce tone-dropping on the preceding core NP. Thus in [dog.L this] and [[dog.L big.L] this], only 'this' surfaces with its lexical tones. If there is a cardinal numeral between the core NP and the determiner, both (the final word of) the core NP and the numeral drop tones to {L} before the determiner. So in [[[dog.L big.L] three.L] these], only 'these' surfaces with its lexical tones, all of the preceding words being tone-dropped.


The final "slot" in the NP is for the 'all' quantifier, which usually has no tonal effect on the preceding word(s). An exception is Jamsay, where the 'all' quantifier may have a local "intonational" effect on the final syllable of the immediately preceding word. In (1) above, I bracket determiners together with 'all' because of their behavior in relative clauses.

These tonal patterns may be sharply disrupted by adding a possessor (NP or pronoun) at the beginning of the NP. (This does not apply to cases where a Possessive morpheme intervenes between the possessor and the possessed NP, as in most Jamsay possessives. It also does not apply to cases where a pronominal possessor is expressed by a postnominal appositional sequence including a possessive classifier ('thing', 'critter') of the type [house [your thing]] = 'your house' or [dog [your critter]] = 'your dog', as in Najamba.

In the cases that are relevant, the prenominal possessor imposes either {L} or {HL} contour on the possessed NP, which consists minimally of the core NP. Some languages have {L}, others have {HL}, as follows:

· {HL}
Jamsay (kin terms only)

· {L}
Najamba

· mix of {HL} and {L}:
Beni, Nanga, Tabi-Sarinyere


In the mixed systems, the choice between {HL} and {L} contour on the possessed noun is based on some combination of two factors: a) the final tone of the possessor, and b) the structural composition of the possessor (pronoun, nonpronominal NP ending in a separate determiner or nonnumeral quantifier [NPdet], or nonpronominal NP not ending in such an element [NPindet]). To the extent that the possessor's final tone is a factor, final L-tone requires {L} on the possessed noun while final H-tone requires {HL}. Where [NPdet] and [NPindet] possessors are distinguished, [NPindet] requires {L}on the possessed noun while [NPdet] requires {HL}. The details, and the behavior of pronominal possessors, are somewhat different from language to language.

The relevant languages differ as to whether the low tone imposed by a possessor also extends to a following numeral, or whether the numeral is outside of the range of the imposed tone contour and therefore retains its lexical tones. Therefore in 'Seydou's six houses', 'six' drops to low tones in some Dogon languages but not others. If 'house' has {L} tone, we get either [Seydou [house.L six.L]] or [Seydou [house.L six]], and if 'house' has {HL} tone we get either [Seydou [house.HL six.L]] or [Seydou [house.HL six]], depending on whether the possessor forces tone-dropping on the numeral. Our data on this point for specific languages need to be tested on additional informants, but clearly there is cross-linguistic variation on this point.


The overlaid possessed-noun tone contour does not extend to determiners or the 'all' quantifier in any language so far studied. Moreover, in languages where the possessor imposes {HL} possessed-noun contour, as in [my house.HL], a following demonstrative fails to force tone-dropping to {L} on this possessed noun, hence [[my house.HL] this] 'this house of mine', contrast [house.L this] without the possessor where the demonstrative does force tone-dropping on the preceding noun. In other words, [my house] functions here as a tonological island, impervious to the tonal effects of a following determiner. This is the case in Tabi-Sarinyere, for example. This point is moot in other languages in which both a preceding possessor and a following determiner impose the same {L} contour on the noun, as in [my house.L this], and in such languages there may be no test for internal tonological bracketing.

Additional insight into NP syntax is provided in the discussion of "relative clauses".
