1
1

The Similarities and Differences between a Tone Language (Cantonese) and an Intonation Language (English)
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A. Introduction

Traditionally, it is thought that speech can be segmented into minimal units of distinctive sounds, and that all phonological phenomena can be explained at this segmented level. However, in actual speech, sounds may change when they occur with other sounds or when emphasis shifts. It seems that a level, which is above the segments, is necessary for providing reasonable arguments to those phonological phenomena, and this level is referred to the suprasegmental level, at which three elements, namely, pitch, length and stress are functioning. Phonological features of this level are suprasegmental features, and these features occur in all languages. However, it is interesting to note that, although suprasegmental features occur in all languages, the three suprasegmental elements (pitch, length, and stress) play different roles in different languages. It is such differences in the roles they play giving rise to the distinction between tone languages and intonation languages.

Before discussing the topic further, it is advisable to define the term intonation and tone first, and then, clarify what tone language and intonation language are. 

First of all, for intonation, it is defined as (“the linguistic functioning of pitch at sentence level” (An Encyclopedic of Dictionary of Language and Languages).  In other words, the intonation of a sentence is, as what Ladefoged suggests, (“ …the pattern of pitch changes that occurs (in a sentence)”. The pitch of the sounds is actually not the only thing which can affect the intonation pattern. Through giving a greater degree of loudness to a speech sound (which is a matter of stress), and changing the speech rhythm (which is a matter sound length), one can also alter to the intonation pattern of an utterance. In some occasions, the term intonation is also used to refer to the stress pattern of a word (which is normally referred as stress), and in this case, intonation refers to the arrangement of pitch in a word.

For tone, it is defined as (“the linguistic functioning of pitch at word level”, and “ … is usually classified in terms of pitch range and direction…” (An Encyclopedic of Dictionary of Language and Languages), or in other words, (“… height of pitch and change of pitch which is associated with the pronunciation of syllables or words and which affects the meaning of the word.”, and a tone language “… is a language in which the meaning of a word depends on the tone used when pronouncing it”. (Longman Dictionary of Language Teaching and Applied Linguistics). In a tone language, such as Cantonese, as (Pike defines, there is a “ … lexically significant, contrastive, but relative pitch on each syllable” (cf. Lehiste, p. 84). This contrasts with intonation languages, such as English, which rely heavier on intonation for emphasis, and distinguishing words, or sentence types (declarative, or imperative), and different attitudes of the speakers.

In this essay, we will consider English, which is an intonation language; and Cantonese, which is a tone language. Examples from English and Cantonese are drawn for discussions. 

B. Similarities between Intonation Languages and Tone Languages

In the first sense, both English and Cantonese behave similarly in a way that in both languages, pitch, length and stress of sounds are involved for specific purposes. When English and Cantonese are considered, one can get a common point for both that length and stress are elements constituting the prosodic features in both languages, which is usually involved in lengthening the vowel or consonant, and putting a primary stress on the syllable (i.e. to produce the syllable with greater effort). Such manipulation on length and stress of speech sounds is important for accentual purpose, which is to bring out a syllable (or a word) over and above the others in an utterance; and attitudinal purpose, which is to express the attitude of the speaker. However, length and stress are not the only factors that should be considered. The pitch of the sound also deserves our attention when discussing prosodic features of a language. The difference in the role that the pitch of a sound plays in English and Cantonese best illustrated the typical difference between intonation languages and tone languages.

C. Differences between Intonation Languages and Tone Languages

For many intonation languages, as the name suggests, intonation plays a very important role in a number of functions. In English, pitch, length and stress work closely and all are responsible for realizing intonation. Generally, through operations on pitch range, length of sound, and putting a primary stress on the syllable concerned, a specific intonation pattern is formed. Intonation is responsible for a number of important non-lexical functions in English, which can be classified as accentual and non-accentual function. 

However, in a tone language, like Cantonese, pitch is mainly used for lexical purpose, in other words, for distinguishing words. As (Lehiste points out that in Chinese (including Cantonese), a kind of tone system, which he refers as “lexical tone” is found in which contrastive tone is associated with differences in the meanings of words. In other words, even the sound segment is kept unchanged, whenever the tone is changed, the word and the corresponding meaning are changed. 
Consider the syllable /si/ in Cantonese. As there are #six tones in Cantonese, by using these different tones to pronounce the syllable /si/, one can get six different words in Cantonese. These six words that can formed are 

司  /     si/ (High Level) 

史  /     si/ (Mid Rising)

試  /     si/ (Mid Level)

時  /     si/ (Low Falling)

市  /     si/ (Low Rising)

仕  /     si/ (Low Level)

(i) Accentual Function

Intonation is responsible for accentual function in a way that it gives prominence to a syllable of a word for emphatic purpose. Consider the following sentence.
“Tom is a student.” 

Each of the words in the sentence can be stressed. The emphasis which the speaker is to bring out depends on which word is stressed. If the word “Tom” is stressed, the focus is on the animate subject “Tom”. That is to say it is Tom, not anybody else, is a student. If the verb “is” stressed, the focus comes to the tense, and that means the fact that Tom being a student is still true at the moment. If the word “student” is stressed, the focus comes to the identity of Tom. That means the identity of Tom is student, not something else. 

For tone languages, like Cantonese, the tone, which is realized by the pitch of the sound, forms part of the word and is intrinsic in the word. As pitch has a lexical function in Cantonese, which is responsible for distinguishing words, pitch does not take part in such accentual function. When a speaker wants to put an emphasis on a particular syllable, unlike English, pitch range of the syllable is kept unchanged to avoid producing a different word. Rather, the speakers of Cantonese can only resort to lengthening the sounds (usually vowel) of that syllable, and putting a primary stress on that syllable.

(ii) Non-accentual Functions

For non-accentual function, it can be divided into attitudinal and grammatical. Intonation is responsible for attitudinal function in a way that it helps to express the mental attitude of the speaker over and above the words they use. In English, usually it is the rising tone showing a friendly attitude; while a falling tone showing an unfriendly attitude. Consider the following examples.






“Come in!”




“Come in!”

(friendly attitude)



(unfriendly attitude)

In Cantonese, stress and length of the speech sounds do not play a very important role in expressing attitudes. Usually, the attitude of the speaker is expressed with the use of Sentence Final Particles (SFP), like 啵 (bo 3), 咖 (ga 3), 呱 (gwa 3), 唶 (je 1), 啦 (la 1), 呢 (le 1), and 嗎(ma 3) 咩 (me 1), 窩(wo 3), while stress and length may be made use of for this purpose idiosyncratically. 

Consider the following examples.

好 靚 (ho 2  leng 3) = “very beautiful”, (declarative)

好 靚 呱 = “May be very beautiful.”
好 靚 嗎 = “Is it very beautiful?”
好 靚 咩 = “Beautiful?” (implying a kind of disagreement)

好 靚 窩 = “That’s really beautiful!” (exclamatory)

It is clear from the examples above to see that by using different SFP, different moods and attitudes of the speaker can be expressed flexibly.

(iii) Grammatical Functions

This is the application of intonation to distinguish word classes,  and different senses of a phrase, and to show difference in sentence types, in intonation languages, such as English. 

Consider the following pairs

1. greenhouse 

, 
green house 






2. increase (N.) 

, 
increase (V.) 





3. “You are coming.” and “You are coming?” 



In pair 1, the difference between the two words in terms of intonation pattern is that for greenhouse, there is only one stress for the whole word lying on the first syllable; while for green house, each of the words receives its own stress. 

In pair 2, the difference of intonation pattern between the noun form and verb form of the lexeme increase is that for the noun form, the stress is on the first syllable; while for the verb form, the stress is on the second syllable. 

In pair 3, with a falling intonation, the sentence is an imperative sentence. On the other hand, with a rising intonation, the sentence is turned into an interrogative sentence asking for clarification on information.

Application of intonation for distinguishing word classes and different meanings of a phrase is common in English, but not Cantonese. This is mainly due the fact that all the characters in Cantonese are monosyllabic, and each character is equally stressed. Also, each character bears an intrinsic tone. Therefore, for each character there can only be one fixed intonation pattern, and it is impossible to make use of the changes of intonation for other semantic, grammatical, or pragmatic purposes.

D. General Conclusion

Both intonation languages, such as English, and tone languages, such as Cantonese, make use of pitch, length, and stress for specific purposes, but they do different jobs in the two languages. On the other hand, there are a number of semantic and pragmatic functions which are implemented differently with different elements in English and Cantonese. All these are summarized in the table below.

Elements

Functions
Pitch
Length
Stress
Sentence Final Particle (SFP)

A. Lexical
T
/
/
/

B. Non-lexical

  1. Accentual
I
I, T
I, T
T

  2. Non-accentual

    (a) attitudinal
I
I, T
I, T
T

    (b) grammatical
I
I
I
/

I = Applicable to Intonation Languages 

T = Applicable to Tone Languages

/ = Not applicable to either Intonation Languages or Tone Languages

E. System of Intonation Marking

Due to the different phonetic nature between intonation languages and tone languages, a different marking system is devised specially for each of them. For intonation languages, Interlinear Method is often used as it can give a detailed description to the stress of each syllable. For example, in English, there are four sentence types, namely, unstressed, level, falling, and rising. With the help of specific marks for each of these stress types, the intonation of a word and even a sentence can be clearly shown as follow. 
“You are coming.” and “You are coming?” 



For tone languages, such as Cantonese, since each of the syllables is equally stressed, but with different tone, and therefore, the system for tone languages is to capture the tone of the syllable, rather than the intonation pattern. In this case, a Tone Mark system is used in which a little tone mark is put in front of each utterance transcription. The following is an example showing how different tones for the syllables /si/ can be clearly shown using tone marks. 

/si/      si (High Level)  司

           si (Mid Rising)  史

           si (Mid Level)   試

           si (Low Falling) 時

           si (Low Rising)  市

           si (Low Level)   仕

# Some phoneticians propose that there should be 9 tones in Cantonese. This idea puts those tones which associated with plosive-ending syllables in separate groups. 
Bibliography

1. Crystal, David, An Encyclopedic of Dictionary of Language and Languages, (1993, Oxford: Blackwell), p. 194

2. Ladefoged, Peter, A Course in Phonetics, 2nd ed.,(1982, New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich), p. 99

3.  Crystal, David, An Encyclopedic of Dictionary of Language and Languages, (1993, Oxford: Blackwell), p. 391

4. Richards, J. C., Longman Dictionary of Language Teaching and Applied Linguistics (1998, Hong Kong: Longman), p. 238

5. Pike, K. L., Tone Languages, (1948, Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press)

6. Lehiste, Ilse, Suprasegmentals, (1970, Massachusetts: MIT Press), p. 83
-- End --

