Dogon lexical tones of verbs and other stem classes

In the languages studied so far, verbs have a much more restricted set of lexical tone-contour possibilities than do other stem-classes (nouns, adjectives, numerals).

Notation: curly brackets {...} indicate the sequence of distinct tones (from one to three) in the tone contour, without reference to its variable application to stems with different numbers of syllables. Angled brackets <...> indicate the tone contour of a specific syllable if this contour is not simple L[ow] or H[igh].

verbs (vowel-final, bimoraic or longer)

For verbs, the lexical tone contour is usually observed in the bare combining form used in nonfinal position in verb chains. In some languages, certain inflected forms need to be examined to determine the lexical contour. The lexical (i.e. underlying) tone contour is subject to modification in particular inflected forms.


With few exceptions there is a lexical choice between two contours:

· {H} [all-high-toned]

· {LH} [rising contour]


The choice between {H} and {LH} is partially predictable from the initial consonant of the stem. Initial voiceless obstruents {p t k c s} favor the all-high contour, while initial voiced obstruents {b d g j z} favor {LH}. The correlations are virtually categorical in the native Dogon vocabulary of some languages (Nanga, Beni), but less so in others (Jamsay). Stems beginning with a sonorant have a free lexical choice. Stems with empty initial-C position (e.g. vCv bisyllabics) are most often {H}. Loanwords from Fulfulde and French are usually {H} regardless of initial consonant. Medial consonants have no effect on the tone contour. The correlations between lexical tone contour and the voicing of an initial obstruent are not applicable to stems other than verbs (in many cases a verb and its cognate object differ tonally).


The {H} contour is unproblematic phonologically; all syllables are high-toned.


The {LH} contour more complex. The languages differ in the location of the tone break between the L and H components in stems with more than two moras (for example, CvCvCv stems, using "v" to represent any vowel quality). Since syllables and moras are important in this discussion, it is useful to know that 1) the final syllable of a nonmonosyllabic verb stem is always monomoraic (Cv), and such syllables are always monotonal; 2) the languages differ as to whether monosyllabic stems must be long-voweled (Cvv), must be short-voweled (Cv), or may be either (for tones of Cv verbs, see separate section below). Consonant-final verbs are rare; their tonal possibilities are discussed in another separate section (below).

In one set of languages, the tone break occurs as close as possible to the right edge of the stem, so the H-tone appears only on the final mora and all preceding moras are low-toned. Thus monosyllabic Cvv ; bisyllabic CvCv, CvvCv, and CvCCv ; and trisyllabic CvCvCv etc.This is the case in Jamsay, Beni, and Tabi-Sarinyere. Surface patterns like Tabi-Sarinyere CvCvm with a final high-toned sonorant are due to syncope/apocope from /CvCvmi/.

In another set of languages, the tone break occurs as close as possible to the left edge of the stem. However, only vocalic moras are counted, so CvCCv is treated like CvCv in locating the tone break at the syllable boundary (CvC-Cv). One might argue that the syllabic break is really Cv-CCv, but in any event the second consonant is not high-toned even when (as is usually the case) it is a sonorant. Thus monosyllabic  Cvv ; bisyllabic  CvCv, CvvCv, and CvCCv (in Nanga also nCv); and trisyllabic CvCvCv etc. This pattern is found in Walo, Nanga, and Najamba. In a case like  CvyvCv with medial sonorant (here y), if the medial vowel syncopates we can get  CvyCv, with a <LH>H contour that is not possible with true CvyCv stems, which combine with {LH} lexical contour to give CvyCv (equivalent to CvyCv,)

Note that the two patterns (right-edge ve. left-edge) are distinguishable in trisyllabic (and longer) stems and in trimoraic CvvCv, but not in Cvv, CvCv, or CvCCv.

When a derivational suffix (-Cv) is added to an input stem, the tone contour {H} or {LH} is reapplied to the derived stem. In particular, in those languages where {LH} is realized as LLH on trisyllabics, a bisyllabic LH stem has suffixal derivatives of the type LL-H. 


Lexical falling {HL}contour is very rare as a lexical tone contour for verbs. (We disregard cases where an inflectional category requires an overlaid falling contour.) However, there are two lexically C(w)vv verbs in Najamba: /jee/ 'bring' (see below for cognates with tritonal contours) and /dwEE/ 'arrive'. In their paradigms, these two verbs are phonologically interesting in that the initial high tone is not dropped before Negative inflectional suffixes that impose tone-dropping on all other verbs, i.e. those with the common {H} and {LH} lexical tone contours. 

Very rarely, tritonal {LHL} or {HLH} is attested in verbs. {HLH} occurs in Tabi-Sarinyere in the irregular verb /zeeri/ 'bring' with <HL>H tones; this is a cognate of Najamba /jee/ mentioned just above. {LHL} is attested in Najamba /dinEE/ 'find' with L<HL> tones, and in Beni /jEE/ 'bring' (<LHL> monosyllable).

The verb 'bring' recurs in the preceding paragraphs. Perhaps the original form was something like *Zee(ri), with a <HL> syllable followed by a H-toned Cv syllable that was vulnerable to subsequent deletion (by syncope/apocope of *i and r-deletion). This etymon would account for Tabi-Sarinyere directly, and for Najamba assuming that the final syllable was elided. Beni has a strong association between stem-initial voiced obstruent and initial low-tone (in verbs only), so <HL> could have evolved into <LHL> in 'bring' due to the initial /j/.
Cv verbs (monomoraic)


The vowel-length possibilities for Cv(v) verbs in the various languages are summarized below.


Cvv
Cv
languages



√
-
Jamsay, Nanga

-
√
Tabi-Sarinyere, Beni (except as noted)

√
√
Najamba


Cvv verbs can distinguish {H} from {LH} contours, the latter being realized as rising tone. Monomoraic Cv verbs, on the other hand, do not allow contour tones, at least on the surface, in the Dogon languages studied to date. (Montane Songhay languages not far away do allow falling-toned Cv stems, so the typological possibility should be kept in mind.)


Cv verbs in Dogon are normally realized with H-tone. This is arguably the product of two interacting constraints: the disallowance of contour tones just mentioned, and the constraint (generally valid in Dogon languages) that every lexical stem (verb, noun, etc.) must have at least one H-toned segment. The joint effect is to disallow L-toned (as well as <LH> and <HL> contours) Cv verbs.


However, if we look at the complete paradigms of Cv verbs in the relevant languages, we do find evidence for an underlying distinction between /Cv/ with low (or rising) tone, and /Cv/ with high tone.

In Tabi-Sarinyere, all Cv verbs but one are high-toned (Cv), undergoing only the routine tonal modifications imposed by particular suffixes. However, the verb 'see' (wO) has certain inflected forms like Perfective-II wO-sO- (LH tones) where the other verbs would have an initial high tone, pointing to an original {L} or {LH} contour for 'see'.

In Najamba, monosyllabic stems have the shapes Cv, Cwv, Cvv, and Cwvv. Orthographic "w" here is arguably an underlying back rounded vowel {o O} that desyllabifies in this position, but we leave this aside here. The lexical tone is uniformly {H} (based on the form used in verb chains), except for the irregular {HL} toned verbs /jee/ 'bring' and /dwEE/ 'arrive', mentioned earlier. However, before the Perfective Negative suffix, the H-toned monosyllabic verbs split into one subset that remain H-toned stem, and a second subset that have L-toned stem before the suffix. Two of the C(w)v verbs, namely /yE/ 'see' and /NwE/ 'hear', not only have this L-toned stem before the Perfective Negative suffix, but also (unlike other such stems) lengthen their vowel before the suffix (comparative evidence suggests that these may have originally had <LH> tone). A similar (though not identical) subset division is observed in the Causative derivation. These facts suggest a historical distinction between true H-toned monosyllabics and at least one kind of monosyllabics beginning with L-tone. Synchronically, however, the morphophonology here is less than transparent.

In Beni, all monosyllabic stems (except 'bring', mentioned previously) are Cv in their bare form, and most of them have paradigms whose tones are consistent with this. However, in certain morphosyntactic contexts, such as before the Third Person Hortative suffix or the Causative suffix, these stems divide into two subsets, one with H-tone and one with L-tone. The division is partially predictable in that initial voiced obstruents force L-tone while initial voiceless obstruents force H-tone, but initial sonorants have a lexical choice, and there is a minimal pair: nu- 'go in' (H-toned in the contexts mentioned) and nu- 'hear' (L-toned in these contexts).
consonant-final verbs

We disregard here cases where a surface consonant-final stem is clearly the result of syncope or apocope of a stem-final high vowel.


In Jamsay, the only consonant-final verb is the defective stative kun- 'be (put) in' (L-toned), which is irregularly related to the active transitive verb kuno- 'put' (high-toned). Statives of the 'be (put) in' type have L-tones in Jamsay.


In Tabi-Sarinyere the only clearly C-final stem is ow- 'give' (H-toned).

In Nanga there are a handful of possibly C-final verbs. Two of them are segmentally identical, distinguished only by tone: nuyⁿ 'go in' (H-toned) and 'hear' (<LH>-toned). One could argue (based on analysis of the full inflectional paradigms) that these are really bisyllabic, with a final /i/ that is syncopated/apocopated except when it is converted to another vowel quality.
nouns, adjectives, numerals


Nouns, adjectives, and numerals generally behave as a class in terms of tonal patterns. Here we will focus on nouns.


In uncompounded noun stems, the usual lexical contours are {H}, {HL}, {LH}, and {LHL}. (For the rare {HLH} see below.) When the number of distinct tone components ≥ 2, but is less than the number of syllables or moras, the issue arises where the tone break occurs. Generally the last tone break is as close as possible to the right edge (even in languages where verbs show a tone break near the left edge). Thus nouns may be HHL but not #HLL, and LLH but not #LHH. However, it is not always possible to completely automate this tone-association (in autosegmental fashion). In Nanga, it is common for an original penultimate-syllable lexical high tone to spread into the onset of a final low-toned Cv syllable, hence H<HL> corresponding to HL in other languages. Whether this Nanga H<HL> is now lexical, or derives from underlying /HL/ by to a phonological rule, is an interesting issue.

Analysis of quadrisyllabic and longer stems is tricky since such stems are treated at least prosodically as compounds even if the supposed lexical segments do not occur elsewhere in the language.


For nouns, adjectives, and numerals there is no correlation between the voicedness of initial obstruents and the initial tone of the contour.


The contour {HLH} is absent from some languages but attested in others. It is moderately common in Tabi-Sarinyere, as in kaanu 'monkey'. There are a handful of examples, all of them questionable (i.e. arguably composite), in Nanga and Beni.
