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Author’s Note

This manuscript is a shortened and updated version of a presentation given at the 2010 Leiden
Colloquium of African Languages and Linguistics.  That  presentation dealt  with the basics of
Majang tone, and some specific manifestations of tone on the verb system. Some of the assump-
tions of that presentation have proven wrong under the weight of new data. However, I believe
that a presentation of the Majang tone inventory and the basic tone rules would be useful for the
understanding of other publications (e.g. Joswig 2012 and 2015) which take an understanding of
the tone system for granted. This is what this manuscript is attempting to provide.

1. Introduction

1.1 The Majang Language and its Speakers

The Majang language is spoken by approximately 33,000 people in an area stretching North to
South from the southern reaches of Welega across the eastern part of Gambella to the area around
Teppi in Southwest Ethiopia. Majang is the only language in the northern Branch of the Surmic
languages, which in turn belong to the Eastern Sudanic Branch of the Nilo-Saharan language
family. The Majang speakers live in close contact with speakers of Anuak, Anfillo, Shekkacho,
Shabo, Sheko and Me’en. The language has previously been studied by Bender (1983), Unseth
(1989, 2007, and several other publications), Moges (2007), and Getachew (2014), but so far the
tonal features of the language have received little attention.

1.2 Phonology

1.2.1 Consonants

The Majang phonology is characterized by a surprisingly small inventory of consonants. There
are voiced and voiceless obstruents at the four places of articulation: labial, alveolar, palatal and
velar. There are also nasals for each of these positions, but only implosives for the labial and
alveolar place of articulation. There are no independent rows of fricatives or affricates. The non-
nasal sonorants are /r, l, j, w/.

Table 1: Majang consonants

labial alveolar palatal velar
obstruents voiceless p t c k

voiced b d ɟ ɡ
implosives ɓ ɗ

nasals m n ɲ ŋ
trill r

approximants w l j

The palatal obstruents, however, show up in various phonetic representations. The most frequent
realization of the voiceless palatal obstruent is the alveolar fricative [s], but the post-alveolar
fricative [ʃ] can also be heard frequently. The most common voiced palatal obstruent is the affri-
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cate [dd ʒ], but the fricative [ʒ] is also used. These differences are usually the result of idiolectal
variation, with some allophonic variation based on the immediate environment.

The glottal stop [ʔ] is used as a phonetic measure to separate vowels within a word, or to start off
words beginning with a vowel. The glottal stop does not have phonemic status in Majang.

1.2.2 Vowels

With regard to the vowels, Majang shares the Southeast Surmic inventory of seven vowels (a, ɛ,
e, i, ɔ, o, u), without any signs of an ATR vowel harmony (Joswig 2012). This is in contrast to the
Southwest Surmic languages like Baale, Tennet or Didinga, which feature nine-vowel-systems
and ATR vowel harmony.

Table 2: Majang vowels

Front Central Back
Closed i, iː u, uː

Mid Closed e, eː o, oː
Mid Open ɛ, ɛː ɔ, ɔː

Open a, aː

1.2.3 Syllable Structure

The maximum syllable template of Majang is CVːC. This means that a syllable can have a short
or a long vowel, and that it can have at most one consonant in the onset or coda. There are also
syllables without a consonantal onset. Consonant clusters are therefore possible within words,
where a coda consonant and an onset consonant come together.

At the end of a word there is the possibility of an extrametrical consonant. This extrametrical
consonant cannot follow after an obstruent. 

Example 1

a) áːɗôrŋ ‘it is ripe’

b) gáːŋk ‘my (PL)’ 

2. Tone Inventory

2.1 Level Tones

In Majang there are two underlying tone levels, which will conveniently be called high (H) and
low (L). Proof of contrast between these tone levels can be easily provided:

Example 2

a) táŋ H ‘cow’ vs. tàŋ L ‘abscess’

b) cóːmꜜój HꜜH1 ‘tree species’ vs. còːmój LH ‘quiver’

c) ŋédán2 H ‘bee’ vs. ŋèdàn L ‘tooth’

1 The second high tone on this word is downstepped – see section .

2 In this study, the following convention for marking tone with diacritics is used: a high tone is
marked with an acute accent (á), a low tone with a grave accent (à). A falling or rising tone is
marked by a or by a. Downstep (see below) is marked by ꜜ.
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2.2 Contour Tones

In  Majang,  two different  tones  can  combine  on  the  same syllable,  creating  falling  or  rising
contour tones. The vowel on such a syllable may be short, but then there must be a sonorant
consonant following the vowel. A rising contour will be abbreviated R, a falling contour will be
abbreviated F in this study.

Example 3

a) báláːtǔŋ HR ‘they are cheap’
b) nóːnógáːkǐːŋ HR ‘we grumble’
c) pàpal LF ‘small piece of wood’
d) kàːmîːŋ LF ‘we limp’

It is not quite so easy to find minimal pairs between contour tones and level tones in Majang:

Example 4

a) kaːrŋ R 'he fights' vs. káːrŋ H 'they go'

Contour tones can only appear on the final syllable of a phonological word. 

3. Downstep

3.1 Automatic Downstep

Like many African languages, Majang displays an automatic downstep which lowers the register
of an utterance after each low tone.

Example 5

[    ]
wɛːŋariŋ ‘you (PL) breathe’
  H  L H

The second high tone on this verb is spoken at a considerably lower pitch than the first high tone.
This is caused by the intervening low tone, which lowers the register of the subsequent utterance.
Such tonal behavior is sometimes called downdrift, or, as in this study, automatic downstep. At
the beginning of each new utterance, the register is reset to the original high register.

3.2 Semiautomatic Downstep

Languages  with automatic  downstep can also be expected to  display forms of non-automatic
downstep. This would show in cases where there is no overtly present low tone when the register
is lowered. In most African languages these cases can be explained by the loss of a tone-bearing
unit, so that an underlying low tone is left floating, still causing a downstep. Majang, in fact, has
many cases of non-automatic downstep in the sense that a low tone is not overtly present. The
explanation, at least in most cases, is not the loss of a tone-bearing unit, but a phonetic rule which
lowers the register of the utterance whenever two underlying high tones find themselves next to
each other in the same phonological word. This behavior I call here semi-automatic downstep, as
opposed  to  automatic  downstep,  where  a  low tone  is  audibly  present,  and  opposed  to  non-
automatic downstep, where a floating low tone is responsible for the downstep. 
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This can be illustrated by the verb  tímáːɗꜜíŋ  ‘he throws’ which consists of a high-tone stem
(tímáːɗ), a high-tone suffix -í (3S) and the toneless clitic =ŋ (for its function, see Joswig 2015, p.
173). The high tone of the stem is associated with both stem syllables, whereas the suffix high
tone stays just on the suffix. The two underlying high tones of stem and suffix find themselves
next to each other, constituting a violation of the Obligatory Contour Principle (OCP). Since the
register of the second high tone is lowered without any trace of an underlying low tone in the
analysis, it appears reasonable to assume that Majang avoids this OCP violation3 by inserting a
low register feature between the two high tones. 

3.3 Non-automatic Downstep

This  semiautomatic  downstep  rule  only  applies  within  the  phonological  word.  Across  word
boundaries, two adjacent underlying high tones have a completely unpredictable behavior. For
example, the possessive pronoun náːk ‘my (SG)’ underlyingly carries a high tone. When it follows
a high tone noun, the register may be lowered, as in cɔɔ ːcꜜ náːk ‘my tail’, or it may stay the same,
as in  cɔɔ ːn náːk ‘my nephew’.  If the semiautomatic downstep rule were to apply across word
boundaries,  then  all  high-tone  words  following  words  ending  on  a  high  tone  should  be
downstepped. Since this does not happen, all cases of downstep across word boundaries are of a
fundamentally different nature than the word-internal semiautomatic downstep rule. It is therefore
necessary to assume that some phonological words (such as  cɔɔ ːcꜜ  ‘tail’) are equipped with a
floating low tone which lowers the register of subsequent words.

3.4 Downstep as a Demarcative Device of Majang

The characteristics of semiautomatic downstep in Majang can be employed to demarcate some
phonological domains of the language. Firstly, semi-automatic downstep gives a helpful clue as
to when a new high tone shows up in a phonological word. As long as phonetic high tones stay on
the same register, it must be assumed that they are manifestations of the same high tone spreading
out over various syllables. Only when a downstepped high tone appears, we assume a second
underlying high tone in the utterance. This allows an easy identification of the lexical tones of a
stem or word.

This can be shown to work in verbs with long stems: 

Example 6

ɓáŋkáwúrꜜáːŋ ‘I harden.’

  H              H

3 Since Majang avoids HH tone sequences by inserting a register shift between them, it could
also be deducted that Majang similarly has to avoid LL sequences as further violations of the
OCP. LL sequences can easily be found in the language, as in gɔɔːnùr-àrí=ŋ ‘you (PL) are fat’.
Majang does not seem to employ any device to eliminate these sequences, as it does for the
high tone sequences. Of course one is free to assume that during the course of word formation
the two adjacent  Ls merge to only one tone, maybe as a post-lexical rule. Since there is no
surface evidence for such a tone merger, and since this paper is not as such concerned with the
OCP, such low tone sequences will be treated as unmerged for the remainder of this paper.
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The high tone on the 1S suffix -áː is downstepped, indicating that here a new high tone is present.
The preceding three high tones are all on the same register, giving evidence to the assumption
that the stem ɓáŋkáwúr- bears just one high tone in the lexicon.

A second demarcative benefit of semiautomatic downstep is that it helps to identify what is a par-
ticle or a suffix in the language. As an example, both Bender (1983) and Unseth (1989) struggled
with the status of the tense morphemes of Majang, sometimes treating them as suffixes, some-
times as particles. The recent past marker kɔɔ  always comes with a stable high tone. If the marker
were a suffix, we would expect it to be consistently downstepped whenever it follows a stem end-
ing on a high tone, but this does not happen. In the verb phrase pàːkɛɔ  kɔɔ=ŋ ‘it was hot’ the two
high tones on the 3s-suffix -ɛɔ  and the tense marker kɔɔ  are on the same register. Therefore it must
be concluded that kɔɔ  (and by extension, all tense markers of the language) are unbound particles.

3.5 Downstep and Falling Tones

Falling tones can also appear both downstepped and not downstepped. The following examples
will illustrate this contrast:

Example 7

a) kíbóŋꜜîːɗ ‘he refuses’ [   ˧˧]
b) tóldîːŋ ‘he assembles’ [  ˥˧]

According to the analysis proposed here, the difference between the two falling tones in a) and b)
is the underlying position of the high tone which forms the first component of the falling tone. In
a), the high tone is on the syllable which carries the resulting falling tone, and therefore gets
downstepped, owing to the fact that it is adjacent to the high tone assigned to the first syllable of
the word. In b), there is only one high tone on the word, spreading from the first syllable to the
second, where it combines with a low tone to form the resulting non-downstepped falling tone. 

4. Some Association Conventions
In  general,  Majang  keeps  the  tone  melodies  on  morphemes  intact,  which  means  that  tone
melodies usually play out only on those morphemes to which they are assigned in the lexicon.
The association direction of tone melodies to syllables is left to right:

Example 8

dùgíɗíːk-ǐːŋ ‘we hide ourselves’

 L H        LH

Majang  does  not  count  morae  as  tone  bearing  units,  but  syllables.  The  association  of  tone
melodies does not distinguish between long or short vowels:

Example 9

 àgál+ìːríŋ ‘you (PL) steal’

 L H   L H

If Majang were counting morae, example 9 would surface as *àgálǐːríŋ.
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5. The Functional Load of Tone in Majang
Example 2 gives the correct impression that tone has a considerable role to play in differentiating
between lexemes in Majang. But the more important part of tone is its role in the grammar. This
was already suspected by Bender (1983, p. 117), but he was not able to provide any concrete
examples. 

Tone is used to distinguish between the ergative and absolutive form of a noun:

Example 10

a) gàːm-ú war. ‘The dog attacks.’
attack-3S.DJ dog (ERG) 

b) gàːm-ù wárꜜ. ‘He attacks the dog.’
attack-3S.CJ dog (ABS) 

Other case differences than ergative and absolutive may also be expressed by tonal means only.
Except for the plain ergative case, which is always marked by the addition of a low tone to the
tone  stem,  there  is  no  one-to-one  correlation  between a  particular  case  and a  corresponding
surface tone form. Two different case forms of the same noun may be expressed through rather
idiosyncratic stem changes, which may or may not involve tone.

Another important distinction expressed by tone only is  the conjoint-disjoint  marking,  which
informs the listener whether the noun phrase immediately following the verb is in the absolutive
case or not (see Joswig 2015, pp 174f). Usually the disjoint form is realized by a fixed high tone
on the person suffix.

Example 11

a) ŋùːl-è béáꜜ ‘He broke the spear.’

break-3S.CJ spear.ABS

b) ŋùːl-é tɔɔ n béáꜜ ‘The boy broke the spear.’

break-3S.DJ boy.ERG spear.ABS

6. Conclusion
Considering the important role tone plays in the grammar of Majang, previous descriptions of the
language have not given enough attention to the analysis of tone, in terms of inventory and rules.
This lack of understanding of the tone system is probably the reason why all previous descrip-
tions of the language, from Bender (1983) to Getachew (2014), have not realized its most striking
typological feature: the strong morphological ergative-absolutive system. Neither did they avail
themselves of the helpful demarcative function taken on by tone.
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