UC Berkeley
UC Berkeley PhonLab Annual Report

Title
On the Analysis of Tone in Mee (Ekari, Ekagi, Kapauku)

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/9dv1v7im

Journal
UC Berkeley PhonLab Annual Report, 8(8)

ISSN
2768-5047

Authors

Hyman, Larry M
Kobepa, Niko

Publication Date
2012

DOI
10.5070/P79dv1v7fm

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Diqital Library

University of California


https://escholarship.org/uc/item/9dv1v7fm
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/

UC Berkeley Phonology Lab Annual Report (2012)

On the Analysis of Tone in Mee (Ekari, Ekagi, Kapauku)

Larry M. Hyman & Niko Kobepa
University of California, Berkeley — Australia National University

1. Introduction

It is striking how elusive the conceptualization of a relatively simple prosodic system can be.
Both complex stress systems such as English and multiple tone height systems such as Yoruba
are easily identified as such. Languages which have relatively few tonal contrasts seem,
however, to pose a problem. One has but to consult the extensive literature on Tokyo Japanese
word prosody, where virtually every logical position has been taken. According to McCawley
(1968) Japanese words can have “at most one pitch-drop” from H(igh) to L(ow), but some also
lack a pitch drop. Should this pitch-drop be identified as an ‘“accent”, perhaps marked by a
diacritic asterisk (*) or arrow (%), or as a tone? If a tone, which part of the HL sequence should be
indicated in underlying representations: the H? the L? both? While many follow Pierrehumbert
& Beckman’s (1988) basic analysis of a HL “pitch-accent”, it is probably safe to say that we
have not seen the last of the strictly tonal conceptualizations, and there may be new ones.' The
problem is that two-height systems with relatively sparse tonal contrasts lend themselves to often
very reasonable, conflicting interpretations.” Or, as we might say, the data of Tokyo Japanese
underdetermines the theory.

In this paper we consider another such case from Mee, a Wissel-lakes Papuan language
spoken in the West Central Highlands of Papua (Indonesia), whose prosodic system will in many
ways be reminsicent of Tokyo Japanese as well as Western Basque (Hualde 1999), and
especially Mayo (Hagberg 2006a,b), where words contrast a /H/ (or is it a “stress”?) on either
their first or second syllable.” Although much less studied than Japanese, past studies of the
language have taken different positions on the type system it has, but have not provided a precise
description. Stating that the prosodic classification of Mee “proves particularly problematic”, van
Zanten & Dol (2010) summarize the literature as follows:

“Drabbe (1952) ... contains only little information on word prosody, uses the term emphasis, not
stress... Drabbe (1952) also mentions some minimal stress pairs, for instance ‘ego ‘shy’ versus
e 'go ‘tooth’. Lexical tone is not mentioned...” (pp. 133-4)

“According to Doble (1987: 58-61), ‘There are two pitch-accent contrasts in Ekari. High pitch is
marked, but of limited distribution. Apart from the term ‘pitch-accent’, Doble seems to use ‘stress-
accent’ and ‘stress’ in a synonymous way.” (p.134)

“The third source, Steltenpool & van der Stap (n.d.) states that Ekari has three lexical tones as well
as (contrastive) stress... This suggests a hybrid system.... tone and stress are related in the sense that

"I am intrigued, for instance, by the title of Backley & Nasukawa (forthcoming), “The role of L in the pitch accent
system of Tokyo Japanese,” which I have not yet seen.

Although Somali restricts its “at most one H tone” to the final vs. penultimate mora of the word, I formalized this
via diacritic accents in Hyman (1981), but have since presented the system as assigning a culminative H tone by
morphological rules.

Mee is also known as Ekari, Ekagi and Kapauku. The findings we will report in this paper are based on joint work
between the two authors in Berkeley during August 2011. We would like to thank Mark Donohue and the A.N.U.
for making the second author’s visit to Berkeley possible, as well as the NSF Grant #BCS0951651 “Prosodic
systems in New Guinea: Integrating computational and typological approaches to linguistic analysis” (Mark
Liberman, PI; Steven Bird, co-PI), which allowed follow-up work in Canberra in December 2011. The data
presented here are based on the Paniai dialect, as spoken by the second author.
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the stressed syllable is always the highest in the word, and words usually follow a mid-high-low
pattern. These facts point at a pitch-accent system in the classical definition, with the melody
spreading over any pre-stress syllables. On the other hand, monosyllables consisting of a long
vowel can have contrastive lexical tone, as in ii ‘yes’ (high fall) vs. ii ‘sand’ (mid tone).”

Concerning this last comparison, van Zanten & Dol add the following footnote:*

“Notice that this analysis is virtually the reverse of Doble’s (1987), who attributes neutral pitch to ii
‘yes’, and high pitch to ii ‘sand’.” (p.134n).

Having had access to Drabbe and Doble, we came away as perplexed as van Zanten & Dol: do
words in Mee contrast in tone? in stress? in both? It is clear from the above quotes that the
authors had ideas of what is going in the language, but something held them back. As we shall
see, the situation is actually quite simple, thereby reinforcing our opening statement: It is
sometimes the simplest prosodic systems which prove the most difficult to identify—or, as van
Zanten & Dol put it, to “classify” in terms of word-prosodic typology. In the following sections
we shall present the basic tonal contrasts in §2, followed by discussion of analysis in §3. We then
briefly discuss tone beyond the word in §4 and summarize in §5.

2. The basic tonal contrasts

We would like to state at the outset that Mee can be easily analyzed as two-height tone system,
1.e. with a H vs. L contrast on the surface. We were, however, ourselves initially held back by
two factors:

The first factor concerned phonetic issues, most notably that the H tone is relatively low in
the second author’s speech. Thus, what sounded like trisyllabic M-M-L, where M = mid pitch,
was originally interpreted as L-L-L with a phonetic drop on the word-final syllable, rather than
the ultimate analysis of H-H-L. It also took us some time to correctly interpret what we
transcribed as M-*ML as H-L on a CVCVV sequence (where VV = a long vowel or diphthong).
Instead of a clean M-L pitch drop on CVCV and CVVCYV sequences, when the drop is realized
on a CVV it often consists of a noticeable falling pitch within the CVV syllable, starting lower
than the preceding tone, but going even lower, which we transcribed as M-"ML.

While these phonetic issues had to be overcome to realize that we at most needed only H
and L tones, the second factor concerned how to analyze these Hs and Ls. We realized early on
that we were not getting H vs. L contrasts on all positions of the word. Should this system
therefore be underlyingly analyzed as /H/ vs. /L/, or should one member of the contrast be set up
as a privative tone, i.e. /H/ vs. @ or perhaps /L/ vs. @? On the other hand, could this be an
accentual system? In what follows we will mark each vowel with a H (") or L (") tone and put off
discussion of this last question until §3.

As previous researchers appeared to acknowledge in the above quotes, the basic
observation is that words of similar syllable structure allow two contrasting tone patterns on all
word shapes except CV. This is seen in the following table of minimal and near-minimal pairs:’

* As will be seen in Table 1, we found the above-cited words to exhibit the following contrasts: égo ‘shame, shy’,
égo ‘eye’, 11 ‘yes’, if ‘sand’.

> Although the different syllable structures are indicated with an initial C, as seen, word-initial syllables need not
have an onset.
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Pattern A Pattern B
Cv ma ‘body, trunk’
4) bo ‘leg’
Cvv bou ‘wind’ bou ‘to skin’
(31A 23B) daa ‘frog’ daa ‘forbidden’
ii ‘yes’ if ‘sand’
kai ‘to become’ kai ‘to spread’
kéi ‘to net-fish’ kéi ‘these, those’
CVCvV didi ‘illness’ didi ‘mouse (sp.)’
(185A, 94B) €go ‘shame, shy’ €gd ‘tooth’
épa ‘sky’ épa ‘base, first wife’
udo ‘heavy’ udo ‘testicle’
uwo ‘water’ uwo ‘ridge pole’
CVVCV diibu ‘gnat, mosquito’ diipi ‘gnat, mosquito’
(6A,10B) gaabo ‘quiet’ gaati ‘ten’
kaiya ‘where’ kaido ‘jewsharp’
naapo ‘vegetables’ waane ‘singing (style)’
CVCVV awii ‘to put sth. into sth.’ awii ‘weather’
(73A, 39B) badii ‘to uproot’ badii ‘clan name’
énaa ‘good’ énaa ‘ripe’
kadee ‘brideprice’ kadéeé ‘grasshopper’
CVVCVV muumai  ‘to finish’ buumai ‘to swim’
(12A, 22B) piipii ‘urine’ piipaa ‘bird (sp.)’
yoonii ‘to stand’ yityii ‘to wail’
CVCvVCv dyamu ‘chicken’ agiya ‘net bag’
(3A, 44B) ikane ‘fish’ ipagi ‘to sneeze’
CVVCvVCVv maakodo  ‘true’ aakata ‘to belch’
(3A, 4B) kuutaka ‘strong, loud’ piipoga ‘utopia’
CVCVVCV kapauka  ‘Mee language’ épauata ‘stump, basis, source’
(7A, 11B) aweida ‘daytime’ étaida ‘light (in weight)’
CVCVCVV putewee  ‘knife’ dokégaa ‘waves’
(4A, 29B) itokou ‘now’ anigou ‘to wake up (intr.)’
CVVCVCVV maagiyoo ‘what’ tiittiwaa ‘student’
(2A, 2B) konaiyoo  ‘beard’ ayaayoo ‘tickle’
CVCVCVCVv nakapidu  ‘squash’ digimita ‘darkened’
(4A, 8B) piyagapaa ‘horn’ wakibegd  ‘lightnening’
¢bepeka  ‘face’ tokapuga  ‘gecko’
CVCVVCVCV kédeetiya  ‘stomach’ yégéénaka ‘glorious
(5A,3B) idaanita ‘rainy time’ ayééyoka  ‘baby’
épeepite  ‘well, thoroughly’ dabdadiyo ‘charm’
CVCVCVVCV itonaago  ‘today’ matokaatd  ‘behind (s.o0.’s back)’
(3A, 2B)

Table 1. Tonal Contrasts by Syllable Structure
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The two contrasting tone patterns are referred to as pattern A vs. B. The numbers in parentheses
indicate how many of each tone pattern is found with each word-syllable shape (based on our
lexicon of 554 entries). It is striking that pattern A predominates on CVCV and CVCVV words,
but pattern B predominates on CVVCVV and CVCVCV words, something to which we shall
return in §4. For the time being we are interested in capturing the nature of the contrast between
the two patterns.

Except for the few CV words in the language, which are H, the contrast has to do with how
many H tone moras occur at the left edge of the word: Pattern A words have one H mora, all
subsequent moras being L. In most cases, pattern B words have two H moras, any and all
subsequent moras being L. The one complication concerns pattern B words which begin
CVCVV: instead of having an initial H-HL tonal pattern, with a drop on the second mora of the
CVV syllable, both syllables are H; i.e. such word begin H-H, followed by L on any subsequent
moras. We will further address this complication in §3. For our present purpose, let us note the
following two observations: (i) There are only two possible tone patterns on a word of any given
syllable structure; (ii) The two tone patterns are calculated from the left edge of the word. As
seen, in pattern A there is only one H tone mora at the left edge. In Pattern B there can be either
two H tone moras on words that begin CVCV or CVVCYV, or three H tone moras on words that
begin CVCVV. In no case is a H tone found anywhere beyond the second syllable of a word. The
moras of all such syllables are L.

While Table 1 illustrates these patterns mostly on nouns, the same is found on verbs. Table
2 presents some sample verb paradigms which are representative of the inflectional tones on
verbs (which we have studied in greater detail, but do not report on here).

citation P; Def P, Indef  F; Def Ant P,

‘strip bark> CVV wai waaga waata waineega waatooga
‘see’ (A) dou dooga doota dounéega dootooga
‘evaporate’ CVV weil weega weeta weineega weetooga
‘cook’ (B) you yooga yoota youneega yootooga
‘go’ CVCVV uwii uweega uwita uwiineega uwitooga
‘open’ (A) kébai  kébaaga  keébata  kébaineega  kébatooga
‘put into> CVCVV awii awééga awita awiineega awitooga
‘speak’ (B) wégai  weégaaga  wégata  weégdineéga  wégatdooga
‘swim’ CVVCVV  blumai baumeega buumita buamaineega buumitooga
‘choose’ CVCVCVV witdkai witokeega witokita witdkaineega witokitooga

Table 2. Tonal Contrasts in Verbs

As seen the citation forms all end in a CVV syllable. We also see that citation tone is contrastive
on both CVV and CVCVYV verbs. Longer verbs (CVVCVV, CVCVCVYV) all show pattern B.
Once we enter the verbal paradigm, the pattern A vs. B of the citation form can be found in
certain inflections, e.g. the near past and near future (hodiernal) definite tenses (P, Def, F; Def).
On the other hand, both the general past (before today) indefinite tense (P, Indef) and the
anterior near past (Ant P;) both assign pattern B to all verbs. Even the few irregular pattern A
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CVV verbs which have a short vowel in the P, Indef exhibit pattern B H-H tone: wéi ‘cultivate’
— wéta, méi ‘come’ — meéta, tou ‘stay’ — tota.

3. Interpreting the contrasts

As seen, the Mee tone system is rather simple, and yet, as we saw in §1, the descriptions have
been anything but clear. It should be noted that we have not seen any need to recognize a stress
contrast. Those words like napo ‘egg’, which Doble (1987) writes with a final accent, are simply
H-H (pattern B).° To test for stress, we investigated, but did not find any skewing in the
distribution of consonants or vowels, based on patterns A vs. B. (We did of course find some
numerical inequities in the distribution of the two patterns on words of different shapes, as noted
above). We therefore conclude that there is no phonological evidence for setting up a stress
system, whether related to the placement of tones or otherwise.

The main problem, then, is how to interpret the two patterns. While we have fully specified
all vowels (moras) with a H or L tone in Tables 1 and 2, it is clear that there is much redundancy
in these transcriptions. Assuming that we do not want to mark the difference with a stress (or
other accent) mark we could do either of the following, each with clear implications for a
parsimonious orthography: (i) Mark the position of the last /H/. Pattern A would have an acute
accent on the first vowel, pattern B on the second. (ii) Mark the position of the first /L/, if
occurring. Pattern A would have a grave accent on the second vowel, pattern B on the third (if
there is one). Examples of both systems are given in Table 3.

Syllable pattern tone marked-H marked-L gloss
CV H bd bo ‘leg’
Cvv HL wée wee ‘cutter’
H meé mee ‘person’
CVCV H-L yoka yoka ‘child’
H-H napo napo ‘egg’
CvVvCcv HL-L diibu diibu ‘sting’
H-L teége teege ‘devil’
CVCVV L-L mitoo mitoo ‘bone’
H-H miyod miyoo ‘small’
CVVCVV HL-L yoonii yoonii ‘stand’
H-L tuimai tuumai ‘pour’
CvVCvCcv H-H-L yagimo yagumo ‘woman’
H-L-L ikane ikane ‘fish’
CVVCVCV HL-L-L | gootoki gootoki ‘startled’
H-L-L piipoga piipoga ‘utopia’
CVCVVCV H-L-L aweida aweida ‘day’
H-H-L 0go0gi 0googi ‘roll’
CVCVCVV H-L-L putewee putéwee ‘knife’
H-H-L kagimaa | kagumaa | ‘knee’

% All words end in a vowel in Mee, and especially when short, a word-final vowel may be followed by a glottal stop,
e.g. [napo?] ‘egg’. Perhaps Doble interpreted this short H pitch with glottal stop as accented.
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CVCVVCVV | H-L-L itookei itookei ‘formerly’
H-H-L awectaa aweetaa ‘tomorrow’

CVCVCVCV | H-L-L-L | piyagapaa | piyagapaa | ‘horn’
H-H-L-L | diglimita | diglimita | ‘dark’

CVCVVCVCV | H-L-L-L | kédeetiya | kedeetiya | ‘stomach’
H-H-L-L | yegeénaka | yegeenaka | ‘glorious’

Table 3. Marked-H vs. Marked-L Analyses/Orthographies

In the marked-H analysis, anything after the /H/ would be L, but the one or two moras that
precede the /H/ in pattern B would be H.” This could conceivably be attributed to an initial %H
boundary tone, whose effect is observed only in pattern B. In the marked-L analysis, anything
before the /L/ would be H (again perhaps due to a %H boundary tone), while everything
following the /L/ would be L. The fact that no word can be all L, as well as the limited
distribution of the H may recommend the marked-H analysis, especially as H tones are more
restricted and hence more sparse than Ls. Also, the placement of the marked-H in pattern B
could be attributed to initial extrametricality, something which is a bit more difficult in the
marked-L analysis, where the L can get as far in as the third syllable. On the other hand, we
prefer the marked-L notation as an orthography, since it would directly mark the pitch drop. In
short, we do not see much analytic advantage to one vs. the other of these two interpretations.

Note in the above that we have not emphasized the fact that a word cannot be all L, for
which we have entertained the possibility that there is a left-edge %H boundary tone. An
alternative view is that the obligatory H is “accentual”. A third alternative that needs therefore to
be considered is a /HL/ “pitch-accent” similar to Pierrehumbert & Beckman’s analysis of Tokyo
Japanese, which would align differently in patterns A vs. B. In pattern A, the two tones of the
/HL/ pitch-accent would link to the first two moras of the word. In pattern B, the H would link to
the second mora, or in the case of #CVCVV... to the third mora. Again, the one or two moras
which would precede the H in pattern B would be realized H, and any moras following the L
would be realized L.

A fourth and final alternative we will consider is to recognize two tonal melodies, /HL/ for
pattern A vs. /H/ for pattern B. In this case we would need to set up a special left-edge domain
within which one vs. the other melody is realized. As suggested to us independently by Florian
Lionnet and Tony Woodbury in personal communications, we could build a left-edge iambic foot
as follows:

#(CV) #

# (CVCV) ...
# (CVCVV) ...
#(CVV) ...

(monosyllabic CV words)

As seen, CV words would constitute an iambic foot even though monomoraic. As in all of the
analyses, we would not expect a contrast: only the H of the /HL/ melody could map, thereby

! Actually the first syllable may optionally begin slightly lower than the second, e.g. napo ~ napé ‘egg’. This plus
the common final glottal stop may also given Doble the impression that [p6?] is accented (cf. note 6).
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merging CV words with the pattern B /H/ melody.® Bisyllabic and longer words which begin CV
would form either a CVCV or CVCVV iamb within which the /HL/ or /H/ melody would link.
Monosyllabic and longer words beginning CVV would form a monosyllabic iamb at the left
edge, to which again the /HL/ or /H/ melody would link. The one interesting implication that this
analysis could have is that we’d expect the second syllable of #CVCV... to be prominent in some
sense, perhaps slightly (to us inaudibly) lengthening its vowel, as Heath (2011) tentatively found
in a pilot study. We acknowledge that this last analysis is not only promising, but also the most
interesting. It definitely should be followed up by additional instrumental work.

4. Tonology beyond the lexical word

Up until now we have focused on word tones, since that is where the contrasts are determined. In
this section we consider the effects of compounding and enclitics on tone, and briefly the very
little we have found in the phrasal tonology.

Many of the polysyllabic words that are in our lexicon are clearly compounds. A few
examples suffice to show that the second word loses its tones, as it typically occurs to far too the
right to influence the tonal pattern of the compound. For clarity we mark Hs and Ls on all input
vowels:

pute ‘iron, metal’ + wée  ‘cutter’ — putewee  ‘knife’

ugi  ‘sandhill’ + ¢éniya ‘spirit’ — ugééniya ‘snake’

iyo  ‘hair, feather” + piya ‘wood’ — iyOpiya ‘cassowary’ (bird sp.)
dagi ‘head’ + ¢éba  ‘mat’ — dageebai  ‘head cover, hat cloth’
ba  ‘excrement” + o6waa ‘house’ —  baawa’ ‘toilet’

uki  ‘ant’ + ukwa ‘louse’ — ukiukwaa ‘ant’

dagi ‘head’ + 1ida ‘on, above’ — dagiida ‘noon’

2

Table 4. Compounds

As seen, the first noun typically determines the tonal pattern of the compound. More compounds
need to be studied, but among the ones we have, only ‘cassowary’ involves a change, in this case
from the pattern A of the first noun to pattern B in the compound.

A much more intriguing change from pattern A to B concerns some CVCV nouns. Of the
82 such nouns in our lexicon, 27 change to pattern B when they precede any of the following
enclitics (which are realized with L tone):

=ido ‘plural’ =yago  ‘having, with’
=kaa ‘with’ =pa ‘at, in’

=too ‘only’ =duba  ‘inside’

=ma ‘and’ =maida ‘on’

Representative examples are given in Table 5.

8 As indicated in Table 1, there are only four such words in our lexicon. These are: bo ‘leg’, bd ‘excrement’, do
‘kind of tree’, ma ‘body, trunk (of tree)’.

The fact that this compound comes out as bdawa rather than *badwa can mean either that the second noun first
reduces to all L, hence owaa — owaa, or that ba has a /HL/ pattern A melody.
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(1) H-L — H-L (no change) (n=55)

bédo  ‘bird’ —  bédo =udo ‘birds’
bado  ‘foot’ — bado =kaa ‘with the foot’
dédi  ‘dog’ — dodi =too ‘only a dog’
goti ‘bread” — goOti=ma ‘and bread’
péka  ‘eye’ — péka =yago ‘with (having) an eye’
péka  ‘eye’ — pékaa=pa'®  “‘at(close to) the eye’
éba ‘skin’ — ¢ba =duba ‘inside the skin’
iye ‘leaf’ — iyé=maida  ‘on the leaf’
(i) H-L = H-H (n=27)
mogo  ‘stone’ — mogo =udo ‘stones’
yoka  ‘child> — yodka=kaa ‘with a child’
miti ‘seed’ —  miti =too ‘only seeds’
kagd  ‘branch’ — kagd =ma ‘and a branch’
modo  ‘belly’ — modo=yagdo ‘with (having) a belly’
mogo ‘stone’ — mogod =pa ‘at the stone’
yuma ‘nose’ — yuma=duba ‘inside the nose’
—

puga  ‘tail’ puga =maida ‘on the tail’

Table 5. CVCV Noun + Enclitic

As seen, group (ii) H-L nouns become H-H before the above enclitics. Nouns with other syllable
shapes do not change their tone before an enclitic. The question is how to account for the
changes in (i1) above? Why do they occur, and why do they affect only CVCV nouns?

First, note that the change of H-L to H-H does not seem to have a much better explanation
in any of the four analyses we considered in §3. In both the marked-H and marked-L analyses,
we would have to say that the marked tone shifts over one mora when the relevant CVCV nouns
occur before an enclitic. If we assumed initial extrametricality to get the marked-H pattern B, the
change would consist of imposing output extrametricality in (ii) above, which would seem odd.
The HL pitch-accent analysis would again have to shift its alignment appropriately, while the
initial iambic foot analysis would require a change of the melody from /HL/ to /H/. It does not
seem that any of these analyses holds an advantage over the others, or over an analysis with a
simple rule of H tone spreading applying in this restricted environment.

We have not said how the set of nouns in (ii) can be identified in order to undergo the
observed change. One alternative is to simply have two classes of pattern A CVCV nouns,
distinguished diacritically. A more appealing analysis would be to provide representations that
distinguish the pattern A nouns in (i) vs. (ii). As seen in Table 6, both the marked-H and marked-
L analyses would require at least some adjustment to what we have assumed thus far:

Pattern B: /nap6/ /napo/  ‘egg’
Pattern A(i): /bédo/ /bedo/  ‘bird’
Pattern A(ii): /mogo’/ /mogo’/ ‘stone’

Table 6. Representational Analyses of CVCV nouns

10 As seen, =pa ‘on’ also lengthens the final vowel of the preceding noun.
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In the marked-H analysis on the left, the pattern A(i) and B nouns are as before. The pattern A(ii)
nouns would have to have a floating marked-H after them. This H would link onto the noun only
when followed by an enclitic, otherwise it would delete. What this would mean is that the initial
H of mdgo ‘stone’ would have to come from the %H boundary tone, not from an underlying
lexical (or accentual) /H/. In the marked L pattern B CVCV would be unmarked, while pattern
A(1) would have a L linked to its second mora. As seen, group (ii) nouns such as ‘stone’ would
have a floating L after it. This L would link onto the noun unless it is followed by an enclitic,
onto which the L would instead link. The marked-L analysis seems reasonable, but it’s not clear
that it is right.

One issue to determine is whether the two CVCV H-L patterns indicate a merger of an
earlier more extensive tone system—or whether a gradual change is affecting different lexical
items of one proto pattern for reasons that we do not currently understand. Recall from Table 1
that trisyllabic CVCVCYV consists almost entirely of the pattern B tonology: 44 vs. 3. Of the 3,
one is a WH word (ménoka ‘when’) while the other two are borrowings from Indonesian (ikane
“fish’, tédoko ‘spoon’). Could one of the two CVCV H-L groups be the missing trisyllabic
pattern A CVCVCV? It would seem more likely that the unchanging group (i) would be the
better candidate: an original H-L-L becomes H-L by loss of one of the L syllables, and these
nouns remain tonally stable before an enclitic. The other group (ii) would be the real H-L which
simply undergoes a H tone spreading rule to become H-H when followed by an enclitic. We
unfortunately will have to leave things where they are and hope that the mystery can be cleared
up by considering comparative evidence.

Although we have focused mostly on nouns, secondarily on verbs, it should be clear that
it’s not just these form classes that contrast the two patterns. As the following table summarizes,
the demonstrative ‘this/these’ shows an interesting contrast:

singular  plural
masculine kii kéi
feminine kou kou

Table 7. Demonstrative Forms

As seen, the singulars have pattern B, and the plurals pattern A. In the feminine the only
difference between the singular and plural is tonal: ydgumo kou ‘this woman’ vs. ydgumo kou
‘these women’.

Finally, we note that we have not found any tonal interaction between full words in the
sentence. Phonetic studies should be done of the downdrifting phenomena, and also potential
resetting of the register at major syntactic breaks. For now we leave this for future research.

5. Summary

In the preceding sections we have attempted to show that Mee has a very simple tonal system:
every word must have at least one H tone which is exclusively on the first mora in pattern A, but
requires two moras (and ultimately two syllables) in pattern B. There is no need to posit a
canonical stress system. We considered several possible analyses, but did not conclude that any
one of them is clearly right. (We were most intrigued by the suggestion of a left-edge iambic
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foot, however.) In other words, although we clearly know what is going on in the sense of being
able to predict the sparse tonal contrasts that the language recognizes, the exact formalization is a
different story. Sometimes it just comes out this way: We know what’s going on, but there are
too many (near-)equivalent “implementations” and so little to go on to choose between them.
This is the case for Mee, at least as far as the strictly phonological distributions and minor tonal
alternations are concerned. Whether phonetic research can aid in choosing one vs. another
interpretation remains to be seen.
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