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0. Introduction 

The phenomenon of tone presents somewhat of a conundrum in Chadic languages. While every 

description of a Chadic language that I know of recognizes tone as one of its distinctive phonological 

features, the behavior of tone across Chadic languages is indeed very diverse. This paper examines the 

behavior of tone in Mawa, whose system shows some characteristics that are common in tone languages, 

and other phenomena which are not characteristic of tone behavior at all. 

Mawa is a language of the Guéra group of the Eastern Chadic family, southern subgroup (Roberts 2009). 

Barreteau and Newman (1978) call the Guéra group ―subgroup B‖, but classify Mawa in the northern 

subgroup (―B1‖). My research shows nonetheless that Mawa has a much stronger affinity with the 

languages of southern group which includes Sokoro, Saba, Bareïn and Ubi. This affirmation is based 

principally on lexical comparisons, but on some other phonological considerations too. 

Mawa uses three phonetic pitch levels, which we will label H (high), M (mid), and L (low). The following 

contrasting triplet shows why a traditional analysis might propose that all three levels were phonemically 

distinct: 

(1) kə  r FUT auxiliary 

kə  r cheek 

kə  r hail 

It soon becomes apparent, however, that the status of the High tone is quite exceptional. In the preceding 

example, the member of the triplet with high tone is a grammatical morpheme, and not a lexeme as in the 

other two words. Indeed, there are some other grammatical morphemes which also carry the high tone 

consistently (e.g.   , the interrogative marker). The phonetic high can appear in lexemes as well, but its 

occurrence is very limited in distribution.  

There is also one nondistinctive behavior of the H tone to be noted. When H occurs in phrase-final 

position, it is always realized with a fall. Thus [     ] ‗water’ occurs with high falling tone on the last 

syllable when the word occurs in isolation or at the end of a phrase, but [             ] ‗hot water‘ with a 

simple high tone when the word is followed by others in the phrase. In the transcriptions of the present 

paper, the H tone is always written with a simple acute accent in all contexts. 



The purpose of this paper is to describe the patterns of tone in Mawa: in section 1, the basic patterns or 

melodies of tone that can occur on nouns and verbs in isolation; in section 2, the behavior of these basic 

tones when words are combined in different syntactic contexts; and section 3, the changes that nouns and 

verbs undergo when various inflectional suffixes are added to them. The final section attempts a 

preliminary analysis of these data from the perspective of tonal and accentual frameworks in an attempt to 

better understand the fundamental nature of the Mawa suprasegmental system. 

1. Lexical tone patterns 

This section presents a survey of the tone patterns found on lexemes, first in nouns, and then in verbs. The 

lexemes in each category are separated by the number of syllables and their overall word shape.  

Mawa has a contrast between short and long vowels (especially in the initial syllable of lexemes), yet that 

distinction has no bearing on its tones. Heavy and light syllables display the same behavior with respect 

to tonal phenomena: in other words, the mora is not the tone-bearing unit in Mawa, but rather the syllable. 

Depressor or raiser consonants do not play a role in determining the tones or their distribution in Mawa 

either, although such consonants do affect tone in certain other Chadic languages (Lamang, Kera, etc.). 

1.1 Tone in nouns 

Most nouns have one or two syllables, and their tonal possibilities are quite limited. Regardless of word 

shape, all monosyllables have either L or M tone. H does not occur on monosyllables in their basic form.
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(2)  CVV  (C)VC  (C)VVC 

L     person     horse      skin 

M     compound     mouth ɗ    knife 

Disyllabic nouns show four different tone patterns, one of which involves H. Example (3) displays the 

patterns for nouns that end in an open syllable, and example (4) for nouns that end in a closed syllable. 

(3)  (C)V.CV  (C)VV.CV  (C)VC.CV 

LL pə    giraffe       hump       blacksmith 

LM      knot       sorrel       bark 

MM kə    jaw —        cooking pot 

MH      leper       animal      scorpion 
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 There is one exception, tá ‗father‘, which is exceptional on another count too: it is the only noun with shape CV, 

i.e. a short vowel in an open syllable. As a result, the word shape CV is not shown in the display of (2). 



(4)  (C)V.CVC (C)VV.CVC (C)VC.CVC 

LL     n dream —       r ant 

LM —  —  [wə lwə c jackal] 

MM —  [     m flea] [ɓ    m baboon] 

MH     n enemy —       m red millet 

Among the patterns of (4) which end in a closed syllable there is one more tone pattern, HL, which occurs 

in a handful of words (e.g.        dune); these words have been excluded from the table because they are 

all loans from Arabic. The three forms in square brackets in (4) are the lone examples in their respective 

categories in my data, so that it is not clear whether these forms are exceptional, or whether additional 

data will allow us to fill in certain gaps in the table. Nonetheless, in disyllables with a closed shape, nouns 

are overwhelmingly of two patterns only, LL or MH. 

Three-syllable words are notably less common, and their word shapes even more diverse; nonetheless, 

there are not a greater number of tone patterns in these words. I continue to respect the division between 

words which end in an open syllable and those which end in a closed syllable in the tables that follow. 

―Open‖ word shapes and their tone patterns are illustrated in (5), and ―closed‖ word shapes in (6). 

(5)  (C)V.CV.CV (C)VC.CV.CV (Other) 

LLL        weaver bird         bird (sp.) 

LLM        leavening       ɲ   shard 

MMM        ankle         container          leftover 

MMH        axe  ɲ     centipede         camel 

(6)  (C)V.CV.CVC (C)VC.CV.CVC (Other) 

LLL       m jaw        m container jə kə mbə r riverbank 

LLM       ɲ worm          lightning        l thorn 

MMM       m shell        m plant (sp.) 

MMH        m
2
 warthog 
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 The first syllable of this word has a diphthong, which is evidence of the labialization prosody. Examples of the 

palatalization and labialization prosodies have been heretofore been avoided in the examples of this paper. 

Nonetheless, they are common, and the syllables that they affect are not made any heavier phonologically, so that 

the present example is still of shape CVCVCVC; see Roberts (2009) for an analysis of this phenomenon. 



No other tone patterns beyond the four shown in (5) and (6) are attested in native three-syllable words. 

Only two words in my data have exceptional tone, and they are known to be loans: HLM in a loan from 

Kenga, and MML in a loan from Arabic. 

There are four-syllable words too, in limited number, but they are excluded from treatment in this paper, 

for most are known to be compounds or loans. 

An initial observation is that the tone melodies found on three-syllable words are identical to those on 

two-syllable words, with a simple doubling of the first tone of the melody. Of the four patterns that occur, 

all are combinations of M and L except the melody MH. In fact, the four patterns of (3)-(6) include all 

logical combinations of M and L except *ML. The complementarity of these two observations leads to 

the conclusion that the surface pattern MH actually corresponds to the realization of the missing 

(underlying) pattern |ML|. The somewhat surprising corollary of this claim is that H is nothing more than 

an allophone of underlying L tone. This conclusion is confirmed by further patterns to be examined in the 

following sections. 

1.2 Tone in verbs 

The lexical tonal patterns in verbs turn out to be even simpler than those found in nouns. Mawa verbs are 

best classified by the number of consonants in their root. The number may be from one to three or four; 

they all have a single vowel repeated in each syllable. Verb tone is also much simpler than tone in nouns; 

in many verbal forms it is neutralized and nondistinctive. In the imperfective forms of the verb, 

nonetheless, a tonal contrast is found between L and M. Only a single tone may be specified for a given 

verb, and is repeated on each syllable; the syllable shape is irrelevant. Table (7) shows the tonal 

possibilities on verbs of different lengths in the imperfective. The context chosen for each is the third 

person masculine singular subject:   ____; two-consonant verb roots add the imperfective suffix –i: 

(7)  One-consonant roots Two-consonant roots Three-consonant roots 

L     kill      pour gə bə n gossip 

M d   lean ɗ    fold gə lə s bruise 

It was stated above that tone in the verb is neutralized in several forms. In the infinitive (verbal noun) 

form, all verbs have the overall LM melody: the M tone falls on the infinitival –V  suffix, and the L is 

realized on all other syllables. Similarly, the past, participle, and imperative forms each display one tonal 

melody, irrespective of the verb. It is only in the imperfective and forms that use it (e.g., future) that the 

contrast of L vs. M shows up, as seen in (7). Table (8) shows each of the verbal forms for the the L-toned 

verb       ‗pour’ and the M-toned verb ɗ     ‘fold’. Note that the lexical tone contrast is maintained 



only in the underlined forms of lines (8a-b), both of which use the imperfective form; in all other verbal 

forms the tone is neutralized in various ways, shown in lines (8c-g). 

(8)   dip- ‘pour’ (L tone) ɗem- ‘fold’ (M tone) 

a. Imperfective          ɗ    

b. Future    ə r        kə r ɗ    

c. Infinitive (L): suffix –Vŋ (M)       ɗ m   

d. Past (M): suffix –e (H)          ɗ m  

e. Participle (H): suffix –no (M)       ɗ m   

f. Imperative sg. (M): no suffix     ɗ m 

g. Imperative pl. (M): suffix –Vŋ (M)       ɗ m   

In summary, lexical tone in Mawa exploits only two underlying levels, L and M. Monosyllabic nouns and 

verbs may only have one or the other of these possibilities. The more complex surface tone patterns LM 

and MH are found only on polysyllabic nouns. 

2. Syntagmatic tone: Tone changes in the phrase 

Having established the distribution of lexical tone, we turn next to what I call syntagmatic tone – the tonal 

behavior of words when they are combined in the phrase. Mawa displays no tone spreading nor downstep. 

The tone of a lexeme, as assigned to it in the lexicon, does not change fundamentally, although the 

realization of the underlying L tone depends on the preceding tone. The prohibition on L tone after M 

already observed in the lexicon is also operational in the phrase across word boundaries. 

2.1 Verb + direct object noun 

Consider first the combination of a finite verb followed by an object noun.
3
 In the imperfective, a verb‘s 

tone may be L or M, as seen in section 1.2. Tables (2)-(6) show that a noun may also begin with either L 

or M. Witness now the combination of two verbs (one L-toned and one M-toned) with complement nouns 

of various tone melodies: monosyllabic nouns (lines 9a and 9b) and disyllabic nouns (lines 9c-f). 

(9)         p  …‘he covers’ (L)     s  … ‘he forgets’ (M) 

a. L     ‗horse’                        

b. M     ‗dog’                        

c. LL pə    ‗giraffe’         pə           pə    
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 It should be noted that Mawa is an SVO language, and its phrases are strongly head-initial. 



d. LM      ‗knot’                          

e. MM      ‗leper’                          

f. MH     ‗water’                        

After the L-toned verb    p , no complement noun undergoes change from its underlying tones. There is 

also no change after the M-toned verb   s , when the following noun begins with M tone (lines 9b, 9e, 9f). 

But when the verb is M-toned and the following noun has a lexical tone starting with L, that underlying L 

is realized as H (underlined syllables of 9a, 9c, 9d). If the noun begins with several L-toned syllables, like 

pə    ‘giraffe’, only the first L is realized as H; the other L‘s remain L (cf.        pə    of line 9c). 

2.2 Subject + verb 

The same tone changes obtain when a L-toned verb is preceded by a M-toned subject noun or pronoun. 

Table (10) shows the combination of several L- and M-toned verbs in the imperfective with two 

representative pronouns: the third person masculine singular   (L tone) and the first person singular    

(M tone). This time it is the verb whose first L tone is realized as H (underlined syllables): 

(10)     ___ ‗he …’ (L tone)    ___ ‗I …‘ (M tone) 

a. L     ‗kill’              

b. LL      ‗pour’                

c. LL gə bə n ‗gossip’   gə bə n    gə bə n 

d. M     ‗lean’          d   

e. MM ɗ    ‗fold’   ɗ       ɗ    

f. MM gə lə s ‗bruise’   gə lə s     ə lə s 

As before, the only changes occur when an underlying L tone follows a M. So there is one simple rule, 

formulated in (11), which captures all the tone changes observed, either within the lexeme, or across word 

boundary: 

(11) L  H / M ___ 

2.3 Tone of grammatical morphemes 

The last part of this section looks at the tonal behavior of several grammatical morphemes. First among 

these are the connective particles which connect a noun to a variety of its modifiers. These connectives 

are differentiated for gender/number, and all have underlying L tone:    (masculine),    (feminine), and 

   (plural). The noun phrases of (12) have the structure N CONN A. Adjectives have the same range of 



lexical tone patterns as nouns; the adjectives of (12) show patterns LL, LM, and MM. These data serve to 

confirm the rule of (11) in a different type of environment, where the connectives are affected. 

(12)         ‘black’ (LL) j    ‘long’ (LM)     ‘white’ (MM)  

a. L     ‗horse’                                     

b. M     ‗dog’                                     

c. LL pə    ‗giraffe’ pə             pə            pə           

d. LM      ‗knot’                                        

e. MH     ‗water’                                     

f. MM      ‗leprosy’                            k           

Only the connective is ever affected in these combinations, and only in the case where it follows a final M 

tone in the preceding noun, as predicted by rule (11); these instances are underlined in (12). The tone of 

the noun is never altered. The adjective likewise never undergoes a change in these combinations, 

because the connective that precedes it only bears a L tone (or its H allotone). 

Another grammatical morpheme with a different tonal behavior is the marker of anaphoricity which 

functions like a definite article. For masculine nouns it is di, for feminines ti, and for plurals   . This 

morpheme always takes a polar tone with respect to the preceding syllable, viz. M after H or L, and H 

after M. Example (13) shows how it combines with nouns of differing tone patterns: 

(13) a. L     ‗horse’        

b. M     ‗dog’        

c. LL pə    ‗giraffe’ pə       

d. LM      ‗knot’         

e. MH     ‗water’        

f. MM      ‗leprosy’         

Finally, it must be noted that certain other grammatical morphemes always carry a H tone which cannot 

be explained by a preceding M tone according to rule (11). One such morpheme is the future auxiliary 

kə r. Example (9b) shows it occurring after the L-toned pronoun à, which cannot explain why the tone of 

the auxiliary is H. Another morpheme with similar tonal behavior is the interrogative marker dí, which 

occurs clause-finally, and regularly carries a grammatical H tone. 

The patterns presented in this section constitute the bulk of the tonal phenomena encountered on the 

phrase level in Mawa. There are not normally any changes from the tone assigned lexically, except in 



those cases predicted by the very regular rule (11). Some grammatical morphemes (such as the anaphoric 

markers) have polar tone. Other grammatical morphemes (such as the future auxiliary) bear an invariable 

H tone which is undoubtedly related to the grammatical function of the construction in which it appears. 

3. Paradigmatic tone: Tone changes in inflected forms 

The remaining data in this paper concern the tonal changes that nouns and verbs undergo when a variety 

of inflectional suffixes are added to them. These are among the most intriguing patterns in the Mawa data, 

and my analysis of them at this point is very tentative. 

In verbs, the paradigmatic tonal patterns to be examined concern the suffixation of the person markers of 

the object complements. Among the noun paradigms, the data under scrutiny concern the suffixation of 

the personal pronoun markers of inalienable possession, and also the formation of the oblique form of the 

noun. There are a few other instances of inflectional affixation in Mawa, but the ones we examine are 

representative of the range of tonal changes that affect lexemes. 

3.1 Person markers suffixed onto the verb 

Consider first the suffixation of the person markers of the direct object onto a verb. Section 1.2 showed 

that the base tone of a verb can be only L or M, and that this tone is only evident in the imperfective form. 

Example (14) displays the suffixation of each of the person markers onto the transitive verbs riib- ‗to hit‘ 

(with basic L tone) and ɗeem- ‗to break’ (with basic M tone), both in the imperfective. 

(14)  (       - ‗(he) hits me, you, …‘ ( ) ɗ   - ‘(he) breaks me, you, …’ 

1 sg        ɗ      

2 sg m        ɗ       

2 sg f         ɗ       

3 sg m        ɗ      

3 sg f          ɗ        

1 excl        ɗ      

1 incl        ɗ      

2 pl         ɗ       

3 pl         ɗ       

These suffixes show little that is new, but the data of (14) do establish that most of the person markers 

have L tone. Rule (11), of course, changes the L to H in the suffix of the M-toned verbs. The one suffix 

that is different is the 3
rd

 person feminine singular, with two syllables, which regularly has MH tone.  



In the past tense, the examples of (8d) showed that verbs take the suffix –e, and their underlying verb tone 

is neutralized to MH. When direct object person markers are suffixed onto the past form, they come 

before the tense marker –e, and their segmental shape is different from those seen in (14). The tone of 

these forms is still uniform for all verbs, but now the melody is ―inverted‖ to HM. The paradigms of the 

two verbs of (14) are shown in the past tense in (15), and the person marker suffixes are underlined: 

(15)  (       - ‗(he) hit me, you, …‘  ( ) ɗ   - ‘(he) broke me, you, …’ 

1 sg     n  HM ɗ   n  

2 sg m     g  HM ɗ   g  

2 sg f        HM ɗ      

3 sg m     g  MH ɗ   g  

3 sg f     k  MH ɗ   k  

1 excl     n  HM ɗ   n  

1 incl     d  HM ɗ   d  

2 pl        HM ɗ      

3 pl        HM ɗ      

In this paradigm, the only forms which differ tonally from HM are the 3
rd

 person singular markers -g- and 

-k-, where the tone reverts to MH, the melody seen in the simple past forms of (8d). 

3.2 Person markers suffixed onto the noun 

The next set of data concerns the suffixation of the person markers of inalienable possession onto the 

noun. Because of grammatical constraints, only a limited number of nouns (notably parts of the body and 

kinship terms) accept this type of suffixation. 

(16)  bə r   ‗throat’      ‘belly’ 

1 sg bə r    MMH      

2 sg m bə r     MMH      

2 sg f bə r k  MMH      

3 sg m bə r    MMH     

3 sg f bə r     MMH       

1 excl bə r    MMH      

1 incl bə r    MMH      

2 pl bə r     MMH       

3 pl bə r     MMH       



When the underlying tone of the noun is M, the person marker suffix is H (from underlying L); there are 

no other changes in the tone. The result is a polar effect: the tone of the suffix always contrasts with the 

tone of the root. The examples of (17) show a similar pattern when the noun has L tone: 

(17)  wə l ‘ buttock’ L        ‗ear’ LL 

1 sg wə lnə  (L)LM          

2 sg m wə lə m (L)LL          

2 sg f wə     (L)LM          

3 sg m wə    (L)LL         

3 sg f wə ltə r (L)LM           

1 excl wə     (L)LM          

1 incl wə     (L)LM          

2 pl wə      (L)LM           

3 pl wə      (L)LM           

Here the tone of the person marker suffix is usually M, again providing a contrast with the L tone of the 

noun. There are two exceptions, in the 2
nd

 and 3
rd

 person masculine singular, where the suffix does not 

contrast with the root, but rather manifests L tone throughout. 

3.3 The oblique form of the noun 

The final set of data concerns the changes that occur when the oblique suffix –o is added to a noun. This 

case-like ending is ubiquitous in running text. The oblique form can indicate a locative ‗in, at’ when it is 

used by itself. And in the genitival N-N construction, the modifying noun always assumes the oblique 

form. Example (18) displays the oblique forms of one-syllable nouns having closed syllables, (19) shows 

two-syllable nouns, and (20) three-syllable nouns. 

(18)   NOUN  OBLIQUE FORM 

a. L   s ‗horse’   s  MM 

     t ‘spirit’       

b. M   y ‘dog’   y  LM 

     n ‘forehead’       

(19)   NOUN  OBLIQUE FORM 

a. LL     r ‗plant (sp.)’        MMM 

b. MM      m ‘dog’         LLM 



c. LM wə lwə c ‘jackal’ wə lwə cə  LLM 

d. MH      l ‘calf of leg’         LLM 

(20)   NOUN  OBLIQUE FORM 

a. LLL        m ‗recipient’           MMMM 

b. MMM        m ‘waterjar’        m  LLLM 

c. LLM       ɲ ‘worm’       ɲ  LLLM 

d. MMH        l ‘plant (sp.)’        l  LLLM 

These nouns ending in a closed syllable show a strong similarity of tonal behavior in the oblique. 

Regardless of the base tone of the noun, the oblique forms always end in M. In fact, there are only two 

melodies possible for the full range of nouns: M and LM. Only if the base tone of the noun has L tone 

throughout will its oblique form have uniform M tone; in all other cases, the tonal melody of the oblique 

form is LM. 

The patterns are somewhat different for nouns ending in an open syllable, but again, the resulting tonal 

melodies for oblique forms are also limited in number. An epenthetic -r- regularly separates the –o of the 

oblique suffix from the final vowel of the noun.
4
 Table (21) shows what happens when the oblique suffix 

is added to one-syllable nouns, (22) to two-syllable nouns, and (23) to three-syllable nouns. (It should be 

noted that one-syllable nouns with an open syllable are rare: the examples of (21) are two of only four in 

the entire lexicon.) 

(21)   NOUN  OBLIQUE FORM 

a. L d    ‗sauce’ d   r  MM 

b. M b    ‘grandmother’ b   r  MH 

(22)   NOUN  OBLIQUE FORM 

a. LL  c  ‗tamarind’       MMH 

b. MM      ‘matting’     r  MMH 

c. LM      ‘basket’     r  LMH 

d. MH      ‘big basket’     r  LMH 

(23)   NOUN  OBLIQUE FORM 

a. LLL         ‗desert’           MMMH 
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 There are other segmental morphophonemic changes that affect the suffixation of the oblique marker. The 

underlying –o shows up as ə when the root vowel is ə (see 19c), and as u in some cases when the root vowel is u (see 

23b). 



b. MMM         ‘turtledove’           MMMH 

c. LLM        ‘yeast’          LLMH 

d. MMH        l ‘plant (sp.)’           LLMH 

If we set aside the monosyllabic nouns, we find again that the oblique form assumes one of only two 

melodies, MH or LMH. The final syllable is always H, and the penultimate syllable always M. If the base 

tone of the noun has a uniform tone throughout (either L or M), its oblique form will have melody MH 

(22a-b and 23a-b); if the base tone is more complex (LM or MH), then its oblique form will take the 

melody LMH (22c-d and 23c-d). 

4. Preliminary analysis 

How are these tone changes to be understood? The behavior of Mawa tones, as described up to this point, 

does not conform well to tonal patterns described for other languages. For one thing, the fact that H and L 

should be realizations of the same underlying tone, is already surprising. And in certain constructions, 

tones of adjacent morphemes exhibit a polar behavior. Polar tones are documented in a number of 

languages (including Chadic languages), but polarity is a phenomenon not handled elegantly in most tonal 

frameworks. In this section, I will explore how the tone data of Mawa might be analyzed, beginning with 

a tonal approach. We will revisit each of the sets of data treated above, bringing out the relevant points 

that a tonal analysis would exploit to explain the data. Afterward, I will consider an accentual framework 

as an alternative means of explaining certain tone patterns and the changes they undergo in a unified way. 

I conclude by relating the Mawa data to the suprasegmental systems of other Chadic languages. 

4.1 Tonal analysis 

For the tonal analysis, it can be assumed that Mawa has two contrasting tones, M and L
5
, and that the 

syllable is the tone-bearing unit. 

As to the lexical tone in nouns (examples 2-6), the tonal approach is very straightforward. The two 

contrasting tones, M and L, can combine in disyllables into the four logically possible melodies, LL, MM, 

LM, and MH. What is interesting is that in trisyllables the number of possible melodies does not increase; 

we find the same four tone melodies, the first tone of each melody being repeated on all but the last 

syllable of the word. This indicates that Mawa has at the very least a restricted tone system. 
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 At a deeper level, of course, these can be taken to be simply High and Low, and the surface H tone as referred to in 

this paper can be considered to be a superhigh. 



In verbs, the situation is even simpler. There are only two possible tone patterns for verbs, L and M, 

realized throughout all syllables of the verb root, although this contrast is only realized in the imperfective 

form. In each of the other verbal forms, there is only a single tone pattern for all verbs, regardless of the 

verb‘s underlying tone. A tonal analysis would posit a grammatical tone which is associated with each 

form – a tone melody which is superfixed onto the word, replacing the lexical tone of the verb. In the 

infinitive, for example, the grammatical tone melody would be LM. 

As to the syntagmatic tonal behavior that we surveyed in section 2, nothing more need be said to account 

for the facts in a tonal analysis. Rule (11), which operates postlexically, explains the phonetic changes 

that take place both within the lexemes and across words in the phrase. It must be admitted, however, that 

the phenomenon described by Rule (11) is unusual for tonal behavior. 

Consider finally the paradigmatic tone changes that we observed in section 3. The suffixation of the 

personal pronoun markers is (for most persons) onto the imperfective form of the verb (data set 14) is the 

simplest case. The pronominal markers take L tone, which is realized as L or H according to context. 

However, in most of the other cases of inflectional suffixation, there is almost always a polarity between 

the tone of the root and the tone of the suffix. We see this when the possessive person markers are 

suffixed onto nouns (examples 16-17), and onto the past form of the verb (example 15). Another example 

of this tonal polarity occurs between verb roots and several suffixes where the tone is neutralized 

(example 8). In the infinitive, the verb root has L tone, and the suffix –Vŋ of the infinitive has M tone. 

The simple forms of the past tense have M tone on the root, and the suffix –e takes H tone. And in the 

participle, the verb root takes H tone, and the suffix –no takes M tone. 

But it is the tone patterns of the oblique form of the noun that are the most complex, and the most 

challenging for a tonal analysis. There is little direct connection between the lexical tone of a noun and 

the surface tone of its oblique form, despite the fact that the changes are very regular. In section 3.3 it was 

also shown that the tone changes are sensitive to syllable and word shape. Although all oblique forms 

involve a M tone, two different patterns are found: the M tone is associated to the final syllable if the 

lexical noun has a closed shape, but to the penultimate syllable if the lexical noun has an open shape. It is 

very unusual for tonal operations to be sensitive to segmental factors, apart from the cases of consonant-

tone interference known to operate in some Chadic languages.  

4.2 Accentual analysis 

In this section we consider an ―accentual‖ analysis of the Mawa data in an attempt to provide more insight 

into the patterns difficult to elucidate under the tonal analysis. I define accent as a suprasegmental 



prominence accorded to one syllable in contrast to its neighbors. In a prototypical stress (or accent) 

system, one syllable per word is chosen to exhibit special prominence, and its placement is often 

predictable (see Hyman 2007). In stress languages like English, the prominence which characterizes 

accented (or stressed) syllables may be achieved by some combination of contrasting intensity, length, or 

pitch. In Mawa, I assume that the relevant prominence is achieved solely by means of pitch (or tone) 

differences. 

In Mawa, it is most fruitful to claim that the accent corresponds to the syllable(s) bearing the surface M 

pitch (i.e., the higher of the two underlying tones). Syllables with no accent, then, would be realized by 

the variable L and H pitches, whose distribution is determined by context. 

Verb roots, which fall into two classes M and L, would have to be characterized as accented and 

unaccented, respectively. The existence of a class of unaccented (L-toned) verbs unfortunately violates a 

principle of accentual systems, namely that there should always be one accented syllable in each word. 

Lexical tone in nouns, as presented in (2-6), does not conform well to an accentual analysis either. One of 

the tonal patterns, L(L), has no M and thus no accent. The other three contrasting patterns found in nouns, 

M(M), LM, and MH, all involve the M pitch that corresponds to an accent, but the accent would have to 

be located in three contrastingly different places in words of only two syllables. 

As to the patterns of syntagmatic tone that was the subject of section 2 of this paper, nothing more need 

be said with respect to the accentual analysis. The underlying accents will be converted into pitches in the 

postlexical component of the lexicon. Rule (11) will then operate upon these pitches as a postlexical rule, 

within words as well as across word boundaries. 

The principle reason that we entertain an accentual approach, though, is to help make sense of the 

surprising tone changes observed in the paradigmatic relationships surveyed in section 3. 

Cases of tone polarity, observed in the tone changes when person markers suffixed onto verbs in the past 

tense of the verb in example (15), or suffixed as possessives onto the nouns of examples (16-17), are more 

in accord with an accentual approach than with a tonal approach. An accentual system prefers a regular 

rhythm, or alternation, between accented and unaccented syllables. Two accents that are adjacent will 

clash, and one is usually moved or cancelled to maintain the alternating pattern. The contrasts and 

adjustments in tone seen in Mawa suffixation in examples (15-17) can be interpreted in this light. I 

propose that each morpheme, whether root or affix or grammatical marker, has the potential to carry an 

accent. Although there exist lexemes in Mawa that have no M tone (that is, no accent), no word will have 



more than one independent M tone (that is, more than one accent), such as *MHM. Words with a M tone 

on successive syllables are viewed as having a single accent whose pitch realization is spread over a 

larger domain. When more than one accent occurs in the same word, one or the other will be cancelled 

out. This would explain why the tone in several verbal forms is neutralized, as in the data of (8c-g). The 

infinitive suffix –V , for example, carries such an accent, which cancels out any accent that the verb root 

might have borne; all verbs in the infinitive are realized with (L)LM tone as a result. The past tense would 

also have an accent, which normally falls on the verb root (again cancelling any accent the root may have 

had), yielding the overall MH melody seen in (8d). If person markers are added to the word, as in (15), 

the accent of the past tense does not fall on the verb root, but on the syllable which contains the person 

marker, yielding melody HM. (The MH tone melody seen in the 3rd person forms is evidently due to an 

additional accent contributed by the person markers themselves.) The possessive forms likewise involve 

an accent which is realized as M tone on the person markers in (16), but in (15) is cancelled because it 

clashes with the lexical accent in the noun. That is why the person markers in (15) all have H tone (no 

surface accent). 

In the case of the oblique form of the noun, I propose that the oblique form is also characterized by an 

accent which falls on the end of the noun root. When the noun ends with a consonant (the ‗closed shapes‘ 

of 18-20), the accent affects the syllable containing that consonant and the suffix vowel –o. When the 

noun ends in a vowel (the ‗open shapes‘ of 21-23), however, the accent falls on the final syllable of the 

root without affecting the syllable containing the suffix vowel. Some nouns do not involve an accent in 

their lexical form (examples 18a, 19a, 20a), and in those cases the accent of the oblique covers the entire 

root with its M pitch; the suffix vowel is not affected unless it falls in the same syllable with the final 

consonant of the root. All other nouns contain a lexical accent which is cancelled by the accent of the 

oblique. Examples (24) and (25) show a schematic representation of the suprasegmental structure of four 

different nouns and their oblique forms, from both an accentual and a tonal perspective. (24) displays the 

examples of (19a) and (19d), in both of which the noun root has a ―closed‖ shape, and (25) displays the 

examples of (22a) and (22d), in both of which the noun root has an ―open‖ shape. Asterisks show the 

placement of an accent in the accent ‗tier‘ under the accentual interpretation; the tone ‗tier‘ shows the 

assignment of tones in their surface realization and their association with the syllables of each word. 

(24)  gawar gawar-o guatal guatal-o 

accent (*)            *     *     *    * 

 tone     L          M    M H       L M 

(25)  aco aco-ro jete jete-ro 

accent (*)      *  *  * * 

 tone   L    M  H M H  L M H 



4.3 Mawa tone and Chadic suprasegmental systems 

It is thus seen that Mawa displays characteristics of a tone system and of an accentual system, although 

neither framework as conceived at present is able to capture all the relevant facts in an elegant, 

straightforward, and integrated way. And Mawa is not an isolated case among Chadic languages. 

The suprasegmental system of Migaama verbs (Roberts 2005) also displays an ambivalence that falls 

squarely between tonal and accentual behavior. All long verbs (those with 3 moras or more) have one 

High tone whose placement is completely predictable, and depends on syllable weight. These facts are all 

completely compatible with an accentual analysis wherein accent is realized by High tone. However, in 

short verbs (those with less than 3 moras) there are three contrasting tone patterns which are not 

predictable, and there are verbs which have no High tone in them at all. These facts are anomalous for an 

accentual system, but are expected in a tonal system. 

Mukulu verbs also exhibit suprasegmental properties that are as much in line with accentual systems as 

with tonal ones (Roberts 1999). Here again the High tone would be the realization of the accent. Each 

verb has exactly one High tone, although its placement is not predictable. In combinations, a High tone 

which finds itself adjacent to another High tone will either move away to a different syllable or else be 

suppressed, a situation reminiscent of the repair strategies for stress clashes in stress languages. 

It is hoped, in conclusion, that this presentation of Mawa tone will provide additional descriptive input as 

we seek to better understand the nature and function of the suprasegmental systems of Chadic languages 

in general. 
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