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Aspects of Xitsonga tone
Seunghun J. Lee"
1. Introduction
1.1 Xitsonga (S53)

Xitsonga is a southemn Bantu language spoken in South Africa, Mozambique, and Zimbabwe.
As one of the official languages in the Republic of South Africa, it is spoken in the northeastern
part of the Limpopo province by about 2.2 million people (Statistics South Africa 2012: 23). The
language is taught in primary and secondary schools as well as in higher education institutions
such as the University of Venda in Thohoyandou and the Limpopo University in Polokwane. As
an official language, Xitsonga materials are available in media either online or in print. Descriptive
grammars of Xitsonga (Baumbach 1987) as well dictionaries (Cuenod 1967) are also available.

The tonal system of Xitsonga exhibits the unbounded spreading of a high (H) tone from a
tonal sponsor. The uniqueness of Xitsonga H tone spreading lies in the pattern where H tone
spreading is sensitive to the binarity status of constituents; H tone may not spread into a binary
constituent, while it does spread into a unary constituent (Kisseberth 1994, Selkirk 2011). Another
tone related pattern in Xitsonga that is unique is the interaction between tone and a group of
consonants called ‘depressors’. The spreading of an H tone is blocked by these depressor
consonants (Baumbach 1987, Lee 2008, Lee 2015).

1.2 Xitsonga tone system: An overview

Xitsonga has a 2-tone system similar to other Bantu languages in the area. The high versus
low contrast is often phonologically analyzed as a privative H tone system (H versus ). For ease
of exposition, this paper will not mark the phonologically unspecified tone, but refers to it as alow
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(L) tone. In (1), tonal minimal pairs are shown, where the tonal contrast distinguishes between the
2" singular and the 3" singular pronominal prefixes. Basic tonal patterns in nouns are shown in
(2) and in verbs in (3).

(1) Tonal contrastin Xitsonga'
a ‘he/she’ H tone

u you’ L tone

(2) Tonal contrast in Xitsonga nouns

mbila ‘xylophone’ L tone
mbild ‘dassie rat’ Htone
mpald ‘deep narrow burrow’ LH tone
mbila ‘rock rabbit’ HL tone
(3) Tonal contrast in Xitsonga verbs
kukdkula  ‘to sweep’ Htone
kudza ‘toeat’ Htone
ku tsutsuma  ‘torun’ L tone
ku pfala ‘to close’ L tone

‘When two H tones are adjacent, a downstep (marked with a downward arrow) is observed as
in (4). The H tone noun is downstepped when it appears after the H-toned copula /i/ in (4a) or after
the H-toned locative circumfix [é-...-eni] in (4b). Both examples demonstrate that downstep is
not applicable between H tones within a root.

@) a Mmand/ ‘achild’ [i ¢1j‘”é.'né] ‘itis a child’
b. K%t& ‘ashoulder [é *k"ilwéni] ‘on the shoulder

! All Xitsonga forms are written in the International Phonetic Alphabet unless noted otherwise. Xitsonga
forms in italics are written in Xitsonga orthography. Syllables with an acute accent denote lexical H tones,
and unmarked syllables indicate I -toned syllables.
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The tone bearing unit (TBU) in Xitsonga is a syllable rather than a mora. There is no contrast
in vowel length, and no contour tones are found except when a vowel is lengthened due to
penultimate lengthening. A word-initial nasal forms a syllable by itself because a tone can be
assigned to such a nasal consonant as in (5a). A difference between the syllabic nasals in (5) needs
to be mentioned. The unmarked form of the class 1 prefix is /mu-/, corresponding to the Proto-
Bantu class 1 prefix *mu-, while the unmarked form of the class 9 prefix is a segmental nasal.
This difference may contribute to the status of syllabicity; while the class 1 nasal prefix tends to be
syllabic across Bantu languages, the class 9 nasal prefix does not.”

() a ndind ‘aheadman (CL1)" allH
b. ngulufe or 'gulufe ‘apig(CL9y allL

H tone is mobile in Xitsonga and it is subject to unbounded H tone spreading, an issue
discussed in detail in section 3. Examples in (6) demonstrate minimal tonal pairs at a sentence
level. The only difference between (6a) and (6b) is the subject pronominal prefix: A/ ‘you (sg)’ is
L-toned, but AV ‘he’ in (6b) is H-toned. The H tone of the subject pronoun spreads to the
penultimate syllable contrasting (6b) with (6a).

(6) Spreading of H tone
a u  Jafa ygulufe
2sg buy 9-pig
‘you buy a pig’
b. 4 JdBd n-gdli:e
3sg buy 9-pig
‘he buys a pig’

2 Thanks to Daisuke Shinagawa who drew my attention to this cross-Bantu pattern on noun class prefixes.
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As an overview paper of the tonal system in Xitsonga, basic tonal patterns are described in
section 2. The spreading of H tone as well as other phonological patterns that interact with H tone
spreading are discussed in section 3.

2. The tone system in the Xitsonga lexicon

Xitsonga lexicon has various tonal patterns as reported in earlier studies such as Cole-Beuchat
(1959). This section first presents tones in Xitsonga nouns. Then, other parts of speech of Xitsonga
with a more restrictive tonal pattern are described.

2.1 Morphological structure of nouns

Xitsonga nouns are organized into noun classes that are marked by a noun class prefix. These
noun class prefixes are L-toned except for the class 2a prefix [(4] that is used to mark kinship
terms or people. Examples of each class prefix are shown in (7). Even-numbered noun classes are
plural forms of odd-numbered noun classes. The plural of noun class 11 is noun class 10 (instead
of an expected noun class 12). Tonal pattems in singular and corresponding plural forms are
identical. The number in parentheses after the gloss represents the noun class.

(7) Noun classes in Xitsonga
Nounclass1 mu-nu ‘aperson (CL1)’

Nounclass2  a-nu ‘people (CL2)
Nounclass2a fa-fantind  ‘men (CL2a)
Nounclass3  mu-t ‘avillage (CL3)’
Nounclass4 — mi-ti ‘villages (CLAY

NounclassS  riddmpfi  ‘afence (CLS)
Nounclass6  ma-fimpfi  “fences (CLO)’
Nounclass7  fi-loka ‘an axe (CL7)
Nounclass8  si-loka ‘axes (CLY)’
Nounclass9  @-nimpfi  ‘asheep (CLYY’
Nounclass 10 tinimpfii ~ “sheep (CL10Y’
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Nounclass 11 rits"dlo  ‘mercy (CL11)
Nounclass 10 tin-ts"alo  ‘mercies (CL10)’
Nounclass 14 Pu-tamd  ‘completeness (CL14)
Nounclass 15 Kku-tira ‘working (CL15)’
Nounclass 16  ha-nsi ‘below (CL16Y’

2.2 Tone in Xitsonga nouns

This section introduces tone in Xitsonga nouns based on the length of a root. In monosyllabic
roots, nouns can either be H tone or L tone as shown in (8). Note that all monosyllabic nominal
roots are preceded by a noun class marker. Monosyllabic nominal roots do not seem to occur

without the prefix, suggesting that Xitsonga nouns display the word-minimality constraint.

(8) Monosyllabic nominal roots

a. Htone
mu-t'a  ‘athom (CL3)
1i-t6 ‘voice (CLS)’

ri-fi ‘death (CLS)’

mu-ni ‘salt (CL3)

mu-si ‘smoke (CL3)’

Pi-sa ‘hard porridge (CL14)
mu-mi  ‘heat (CL3)

Bu-ra ‘bow (CL14)’

han-si  ‘undemeath (CL16-CL9)’

b. Ltone
Jido ‘athing (CL7)’
ma-ti ‘water (CLO)

ri-bze ‘astone (CLS)’
ri-fu ‘cloud (CLSY
ji-n-dgu  ‘house (CL9Y
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Most nominal roots in Xitsonga are disyllabic which may or may not have a noun class prefix.
All four tonal patterns are actively found in disyllabic roots with a class prefix (9) and without a
class prefix (10).

(9) Disyllabic nominal roots with a class prefix
a. Htone
ku-sifi  ‘near(CL17)
n-dzofid  ‘vegetables (CL3)
nkini  ‘marulatree (CL3)
nsimi  ‘“field (CLOY
g-wdld  ‘nail (CL3)
r-dampfi  “fence (CLSY
n-pdpd  ‘wing (CL1D)’
ri-sind  “‘mosquitoes (CL11)’
ritsvald  “‘mercy (CL11)
m-bzdand  ‘dog (CL9Y
bz-ani ‘grass (CL14)
m-bati  ‘goat (CL9Y
n-oka ‘snake (CL9)’
i
b. HL tone
m-pfindia ‘hare (CL3)’
mu-fina  ‘boy (CL1)
n-dzéngo  ‘moisture (CL3)’

‘owner (CL1)

m-pfila  ‘rain (CLYY

p¥-dna ‘child (cL1)y
c. LHtone

m-pfufd  ‘hippo (CLYY

ntangd  ‘shoe (CLI)Y



ri-Banti
Ji-fungd
Jidajd
Jiloka
Pu-tama
bz-alwa
bz-ongd
m-bild
m-ombd
n-digefé
n-impfi
Bojd

d. Ltone
ku-tira
n-kolo
n-fakva
n—ff opi
ri-tshuri
ri-Bambu
Ji-dumo
Ji-gajo
ti-mbila
bz-atso
n-ama

-anga

‘door (CL11)
‘necklace (CL7)’
Jaw (CL7)

‘axe (CL7)
‘completeness (CL14)
‘beer (CL14)’
‘brain (CL14)’
‘heart (CL9Y
‘face (CL3)’

‘ear (CL9Y’
‘sheep (CLI)’
‘wool (CL14)

‘working (CL15)’
‘throat (CL3)’
‘elephant trunk (CL3)’
‘arrow (CL3Y’

‘dust (CL11Y

‘rib (CL11Y

‘noise, sound (CL7)’
‘mill (CL7)’
“xylophone (CL10)’
‘boat (CL14)’

‘meat (CL9)’
‘doctor (CL9Y’

(10) Disyllabic nominal roots without a class prefix

a. Htone
hokwé

khidzi

‘parrot (CL1)’
‘thumb (CLS)’

Xitsonga
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méh6  ‘wind (CLOY

b. HL tone
halva ‘twin (CLS)’
fiélo ‘not far (CL16)’
16po ‘autumn (CLS)’
c. LHtone

humbd  ‘snail (CLOY’
Jimbd ‘ostrich (CLOY’
khatkd  ‘shoulder (CLS)
tandzd  ‘egg(CLS)

d. Ltone
dari ‘malarial fever (CL5)*
d?sambu ‘sun (CLS)
dzana ‘hundred (CLS)
dzaha ‘young man (CLS)’
fele ‘cockroach (CL5)’
Klondgo ‘rat(CLSy
kuwa ‘fig (CLSY
nambu  ‘river (CL3)’
namu ‘neck (CL9)
nenge  ‘leg (CL3)
Jandga  ‘hand (CL7y

In (11), trisyllabic nominal roots show various tonal patterns: HHH, HHL, HLH, LHH, LHL,
and LLL (cf. Cole-Beuchat 1959). Other than the all L tone roots, no root appears to allow a
sequence of more than one L-toned syllable (*LLH, *HLL).

3 The [mn] in [méAd] may be an allomorph of the class 9 nasal prefix. In this paper, the morpheme boundary
will not marked for the breathy nasal [m] segment.

4 The class 5 words tend to begin with a voiced alveolar stop or affricate, which suggest that they may be
related to the Proto-Bantu prefix *1i. The initial consonants /d, dz, d3/, however, are not morphologically
parsed as a noun class prefix in contemporary Xitsonga. I owe Shigeki Kaji for pointing this relationship.



(11) Trisyllabic nominal roots

a.

H tone only (HHH)
bikiri ‘mug (CLS)’

1i-sOkotd ‘ant(CL11)

. H tone(s) followed by a final L tone (HHL)

manana ‘mother (CL1)
mu-g6ftana  ‘thino (CL.3)’

HLH tone

hafawa ‘next year (CL16)’
fahani ‘paternal aunt (CL1)’
skudsi “food (CL8Y
skund  ‘beverage (LYY
initial L. tone followed by H tone(s) (LHH)
kok“ana ‘grant parent (CL1)’
lamuila ‘orange (CLS)’
Jigaland  ‘tick (cL7)

LHL tone

tatana ‘father (CL1)’

L tone only

bodfzela ‘bottle (CLSY’
komponi  ‘compound (CL9Y
m-bongolo  ‘donkey (CLI)’
melembe  ‘black rhino (CL9Y’
m-fukyfo  ‘comb (CL3)
m-palala  ‘wooden hoe (CL9)
mi-fiafamu  “nightmare (CLA)’
g-guluve  ‘pig(CLYY

Xitsonga
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This paper reports the only handful of multisyllabic nouns longer than three syllables as in (12).
Longer nouns can be formed by reduplication as in [fi-kandkand] ‘a bicycle (7) suggesting that
diverse tonal patterns may be formed in longer nouns.

(12) Nouns that are four syllables or longer

a. HLHL tone

néamif6nge ‘eland bull (CL1)Y’
b. HHLL tone

Jipdldfandz*a ‘strong beer (CL7)
c. HHHL tone

téléfoni ‘telephone (CL9)’
d. LHLH tone

Jikapdkand  ‘bicycle (CL7)
e. Ltoneonly

Ji-fiontkoPila  ‘giant (CL7)’

Bu-gimamusi  ‘horizon (CL14)’

2.3 Tone of diminutive nouns

Lee & Burheni (2014) report aspects of Xitsonga diminutives, which is formed by adding a
circumfix /fi-. . . -ana/ (singular nouns) or /si-. .. -ana/ (plural or collective nouns) to the nominal
root. When a noun class prefix is present, it is dropped in the diminutive form and substituted to
either the singular [fi-] (CL7) or the plural [si-] (CL8), except when the class prefix is a nasal
segment. H tone and most HL. tone nouns retain the H tone in the diminutive as shown in (13a)
and (13b). Some HL tone nouns assign an L tone to the final syllable of the suffix part of the
diminutive (13c). The LH tone nouns retain the L tone in the root of the diminutive and the H tone
in the suffix part /-ana/ as [-4nd] shown in (13d). In L tone nouns, the whole diminutive form is
produced with L tone only (13e).



(13) Tonal patterns of diminutives’

a. Htone ‘small..’

o6  fipdi*dnd
b6do Ji-b6d¥-ana
ménd si-mén“-and
tiné Ji-tin*-dna
ndz€l6 Ji-ndzE™-and
sondz6  fi-sondz-and
nioké Ji-nbdk*-dna
Boké Ji-Bok™-and
mi-ofié  fi-rof*-and
Ji-t616 Ji-t6*-dna
r-kéké  [i-kék"-dna

ma-ondz6 si-Péndz-and

b. HL tone: type 1
khéto Jikhét*-ana
sonto Ji-sont*-ana
c. HL tone: type2
khéso Jikhés™-ana
ndoho Ji-ndoh*-ana
dzéko Ji-dzok™-ana
d. LHtone
toté Ji-tot"-ana
Jrgods  figod“dnd
Jipan6  fi-pan”-dnd
mif6 Ji-mi[*-and
e. Ltone
Jiphato  fi-phat*-ana

> All nominal data in (13) end with the vowel -o. For other patterns, refer to Lee and Burheni (2014).

Xitsonga

pot’

‘hole’

“teeth’

“tooth’
‘wooden bow’
‘cow’sleg’
‘head’

‘hand’
‘vegetable’
‘store’

‘hard part after cooking porridge’
‘jealousy’

3 (x)lm,
‘Sunday’

3 g

coarse
‘maize seeds’
‘yoke’

‘animal waste’
‘tree stump’
‘team’

‘moming’

‘totem’
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Jikhodo  fi-khod"-ana  ‘useless person’
mano si-man“-ana  ‘senses’
nkolo Ji-nkol™-ana  ‘neck’
bdzatso  [fi-bdzats™-ana  ‘boat’
Kotso JikPots¥-ana  “prison’
toko fittok"-ana  ‘chalk’
n-tofio Jintoi-ana  ‘monkey’
Jisoso  fi-sos¥-ana  ‘locust’
ri-mondzo  fi-mondz*-ana ‘homn’
mu-gajo  si-gaj™-ana ‘mealie meal’
rntifo  fintif*-ana  ‘singer’

The tonal pattemns in the diminutive show that tone in Xitsonga is not independent of
morphophonology processes since the suffix part of the diminutive circumfix shows variable
tonal pattems dependent on the tone of the nominal root.

2.4 Other parts of speech: verbs, adjectives, and adverbs
Verbs have only two tonal patterns in Xitsonga determined by the first syllable of the verbal

root, regardless of the size. In (14), the tonal pattern of verbal roots is shown: H-toned verbs in
(14a) and L-toned verbs in (14b).

(14) Verbs
a. Htone

-ba ‘to hit’

dsd ‘tocal’

-fa ‘todie’

-n"a ‘to drink®

-tva ‘to hear, to feel’
-dka ‘to build’
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-dla ‘torefuse’
famba  ‘towalk’
-fidma  ‘to come out’
-landza  ‘tofollow’
-13Ba ‘to want’
ngéna  ‘toenter’
-pfika  ‘towakeup’
randza  ‘tolove’

-séka ‘to cook’
tshdma  ‘tosit’
-Bdéna ‘to see’
-Buja ‘to return’

-BalaPula  ‘to speak’
-kikula  ‘to sweep’

Ltone

-I¥a ‘to fight’
-1i ‘to say’
-endga  ‘todo’
Jamba  ‘towash’
-laya ‘to count’
eka ‘to laugh’
-rima ‘to plough’
-susa ‘to remove’
-tira ‘to work’
-tsala ‘to write’

-rifala ‘to forget’

-tsutsuma  ‘torun’
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Xitsonga has few adjectives that agree with the head noun. These adjectives are all H-toned as

shownin (15).

(15) Adjectives
ns™va  ‘new’
kald - ‘big’
gl ‘many’
tsongd  ‘small, few’
epikd “light

Adjective meanings are also expressed with adjectival verbs that show agreement patterns
akin to verbs. As in verbs, these adjectival verbs can be underlyingly specified as H-toned (16a)
or L-toned (16b).

(16) Adjectival verbs
a. Htone

-dnama  ‘to be wide’
-kériha  ‘tobe sharp’
-kvdlala  ‘tobedull’
-nénofa  ‘to be hard’
-néngana  ‘to be sweet’
-Olofa  ‘tobesoft’

-biha ‘to be bad’

-dz*ii ‘to be dark’
b. Ltone

-basa ‘to be clean’

-khale ‘tobe old’

-koma ‘to be low, short’

-lala ‘to be lean, thin’
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-leha ‘to be long, tall’

Adverbs in Xitsonga do not have a fixed tonal pattern as shown in (17).

(17) Adverbs
mundzuku  ‘tomorrow’ L
mundis*ana  ‘day after tomorrow’ LHL
namints"d  ‘today’ LH

This section has presented tonal pattermns in various parts of speech in Xitsonga. The nominal
tonal pattern is the most complex with various tonal patterns depending on the size of a nominal
root. The tones of these roots are shown to affect tones of morphophonological processes such as
diminutives. Other parts of speech have displayed more restrictive tonal patterns compared to
Xitsonga nouns.

3. High tone spreading in Xitsonga

Xitsonga has an unbounded H tone spreading that shows the rightward movement of an H
tone from an H tone sponsor. This section presents H tone spreading pattemns and also two
conditions when the H tone spreading is blocked: (a) constituents that are binary, and (b) the

presence of depressor consonants.

3.1 H tone spreading
The unbounded spreading of H tone is shown in (18) and (19). An H tone that originates from

a subject pronominal prefix /34/ (18a, 19a) or an H-toned verb (18b, 19b) spreads to the
penultimate syllable of a sentence when all the following words do not have an underlying tone.
In all the examples, the sponsored syllable is the only syllable with an underlying H tone. The
sponsor of an H tone is underlined in the following examples.
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(18) H tone spreading: intransitive verbs
a. Subject pronoun is the sponsor of an H tone, followed by a toneless verbal root

P tira “They work’
[34 tstitsti:ma ‘They run’
Bandhéla ‘They grow fat’
b. Verbis the sponsor of an H tone after a toneless subject /na/ ‘I (disjoint)’
na Bulafala ‘I speak’
nandndnu:ta ‘T whisper’
na tsémakani:sa ‘Idivide (in two)’

(19) H tone spreading: transitive verbs and a direct object
a. Subject pronoun /B&/ is the sponsor of an H tone, followed by a toneless verbal root

[a faBana:ma ‘They buy meat’
Bakima fi-lambétwana  “They are getting a cooking pot’
[ tisa fi-hontksopila ‘They bring a giant’
b. Verbis the sponsor of an H tone, after a toneless subject /ni/ ‘T (conjoint)’
ni 144 ngadld:ve ‘I wantapig’
ni Béna fi-héntoPila ‘I'see a giant’

ni (ng’ndziséﬁ-phﬁkﬁphﬁ:ku ‘I teaching a fool’

3.2 Blocking of unbounded H tone spreading
3.2.1 Constituent structure

‘What is interesting in Xitsonga is that the unbounded H tone spreading can be blocked due to
the size of a constituent (cf. Kisseberth 1994, Selkirk 2011). In (20), the object of a sentence has a
noun followed by a modifier. If H tone spreading were always unbounded, we would expect a
spreading of H tone into the nominal head of a noun phrase (bold in examples and glosses).
However, the spreading does not go beyond the noun, suggesting that the binary constituent
structure is potentially the reason why the spreading is blocked.
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(20) Blocking of H tone spreading: the object is a toneless noun followed by a modifier
Bafapa mbongolo 'jd-we:nd “They buy your donkey’
Batsa npguluBe ji-'ntsdngd “They bring a small pig’

[4 tawdla melembe  Yja-kiti:ga ‘They prefer a rhino of Kruger’
nipénd komponi ‘ji-we:na ‘I see your compound’

filgBd lambeto  ji-'ntsé:ngd ‘We want a small cooking pot’
nip'dsd tufa ‘ra trofioja:ndou ‘I catch a dove of Thohoyandou’

3.2.2 Depressor consonants
The second type of blocking of H tone spreading is found in examples with a depressor
consonant. When H tone spreads to an LH tone word, a falling contour tone is created as in (21).

(21) H tone spreading (Baumbach 1987: 50, Lee 2008: 29)
a. fricatives fond — hAiPona ‘itisthey’
b. voicelessstops  kombé — 1kombé ‘itis an ousted impala’
c. nasals mind — Aimind ‘itisme’

d. prenasalized stops mbitd — Aimbitd ‘withapot’

The spreading of H tone, however, is blocked when an LH word begins with a depressor
consonant; a consonant that is voiced, breathy voiced, or aspirated as in (22).

(22) Depressors blocking H tone spreading (Baumbach 1987: 53-5, Lee 2008: 30)
a. Breathy voice
nangd — finangd  ‘itisahut for unmarried girls’
opfa — {ropad  ‘itisaflatcake’
b. Voiced
bufi — {ibud  ‘itisahen whicheatsits own eggs’

fiomi — {fomd ‘itisabeast’
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c. Aspirated
tui — &% ‘tisamortar
Kloswd — {kPoswd ‘“itis a half portion”

As a follow-up study, Lee (2014, 2015) argues that the effect of depressors is not as global as
it seemed to have been described in Baumbach (1987). Examining H tone spreading pattems in
other Xitsonga words that were not part of Baumbach’s description shows that depressor
consonants may allow the spreading of a phonological H tone.

4. Conclusion

This paper has provided an overview of the tone system in Xitsonga. While the tonal contrast
in Xitsonga is H versus toneless, the tone system is not simple. In section 2, tonal contrasts in
various parts of speech were presented, which showed that tonal complexity focuses on nouns,
while verbs and adjectives adhere to the 2-tone system of the language. Section 3 presented H
tone spreading and conditions that result in the blocking of H tone.
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