An Initial Description of Tone in “Cho

Nolan, Stephen

1. Introduction

In this paper [ will give a description of phonological tone in ‘Cho (/2Zkxdw/ or /2kxd/), also known as
Miiiin, or Ng’Meen, a Southern Kuki-Chin language of Southern Chin State, Myamar. Previous
treatments dealing with this dialect have not marked tone for various reasons (e.g. Jordan (1967), So-
Hartmann (1988)), and the traditional orthography lacks a recognized system of tonal diacritics. The
primary goal here is to describe the system and note its characteristics.

The present description is based on the language of Sit Hmoi village, Mindat'. For this study, tone was
notated from recorded word lists and short sections of monologue. It was also marked on all of the Jordan
dictionary entries, the main reference source on ‘Cho, and further compared with narrated sections of the
gospel of Matthew.

‘Cho has four tones that are discernable to the native speaker, but only three of these are widespread and
in a mutually contrastive relationship. These three are; high, low, and rising. A falling tone is found
restricted to some question words and elsewhere, essentailly as the result of morphological assimilation
and intonation. Furthermore, a high tone on long vowels is in a contrastive relationship with a high tone
on short vowels, and so this distribution will also be considered. Finally, there is a pattern of tonal sandhi
exhibited on items from several grammatical categories. In such cases the original tone ends up as a high
tone. Examples of each of these phenomena will now follow.

2 1 Orthography:

The 1935 traditional orthography will be employed here.> However, we have modified it in the following
ways for increased precision: : ‘ '

1. By abandoning the use of ‘0’ and ‘aw’ to represent [0], and solely employing ‘o’. The use of each is
interchangeable in the writing system, and they are not distinguished by our informant.

2. By including tonal markers as follows®:

la/ High level short (HS)
1a/ Low (level) (L)
1a/ Rising (low to high) (R)
Similarly, high long vowels will be marked with a double vowel.

/aa/ High level long

The following table is made up of examples of all four categories.
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3. ‘Chim dom tu ci | '/?kxim om tuk ki / ‘(He) slashed (him) with a knife’

4. Tuu ci /tuu ki/ ‘(He) gave (him) something to drink’
5. Lo ci 1ok ki/ ‘He came’
6. Loo ci /oo ki/ ‘He killed (it).’

In this way the long vowel high tone is systematically contrasted with the short vowel high tone, and thus
in a distributed paradigmatically with the others tones. These toens will be labelled henceforth as high
long (HL), and high short (HS).

2.3 The Falling Tone:

A tone falling from H to L is also perceptible in ‘Cho. It is found 1) as the result of assimilations, 2) on
some question words, and 3) as the product of intonation®. The following table contains some examples
of assimilations that result in the falling tone. They are notated here with a double vowel for the sake of

convenience.

Table 5 Assimilations:

JITEM ORIGINAL FORM |GRAMMATICAL STATUS

Kaa kd ka NEGATIVE + [* P

Cee cl + né NON-FUT. + PT° = QUOTATIVE

Caa cl+a NON-FUT. + PT = ADJ. ATTRIBUTIVE
Vaang vaai + ? PT+?="‘letmeV’

In the first three examples of the above table, the assimilation of HS and L result in a falling tone. The
final item vang, is synchronically non-transparent, but probably the result of assimilation, as the
following examples suggest.

7. Ip vaang. 8.Ni ip vaai
‘Let me sleep’ (PC)® ‘Let’s (DUAL) sleep.” (PC)

Since at this stage it is not clear from what it vang is derived, it will not be considered further here.’

Similar to the above sound change, a falling tone derived from an HS and a falling tone also becomes 2
falling tone. One such example is cuung ‘therefore, in that case’ which is the abbreviation of the
demonstrative ‘that’ and the conditional postposition ung®. The falling tone can also be found as the resuit
of other sound changeé, such as the items in the following table.

Table 6 Other Sound Changes
ITEM - INUMERAL

Vi Dual Person Numeral
Mii Plural Person Numeral

The above two examples are the pronominal numerals 7 *dual’ m7 ‘plural’, that occur here with a falling
tone only when preceded by the assimilation of nami na > naa (2™ PPl. & 1% P.Sg.) as the following
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