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1 Introduction

Like many West African languages, Leggbo, an Upper Cross language spoken in
Nigeria, exhibits a three-way surface tonal contrast among H(igh), M(id), and L{ow).
Pulleyblank (1986) claimed that in languages with a H-M-L surface contrast, /H/ and /L/
are phonologically specified with M unspecified and assigned by default (as in, for
example, Pulleyblank (1986) and Akinlabi (1984) for Yoruba). Assuming the correctness
of these analyses, is this really a universal? Do universal tone features and default tones
dictate that M is always the default tone in three-tone languages? Or, as Hyman (2001)
asks, can there be three-tone languages where M is specified and where some other tone
is the default value?

In this paper, I argue that Leggbo is one such language. As I will show,
Pulieyblank’s (1986) arguments for default M in Yoruba do not apply to Leggbo. The M
tone in Leggbo is phonologically active and should not be analyzed as unspecified.
Furthermore, as I will demonstrate, there is evidence suggesting that if any tone is
unspecified in Leggbo, the L tone is the most likely candidate. Because Leggbo differs
from the Yoruba-type three-tone languages in terms of its underlying tones and default
surface tone, the choice of the unmarked tone in three-tone languages cannot be a
universal: it is a language-specific choice.

1.1 The tone system of Leggbo

As shown in (1), there is a two-way surface tonal contrast on verb roots’'.

) M-toned roots L-toned roots
Ccv ba dzi ‘they will eat’ ba si ‘they will make/do’
ba dzi ‘they ate’ ba si ‘they made/did’
ba dzi ‘and they ate’ ba st ‘and they made/did’
CVN ba toom ‘they will send’ ba num ‘they will take®
ba toom ‘they sent’ ba nim ‘they took’
ba toom ‘and they sent’ ba nim ‘and they took’

* I am grateful to Imelda Udoh, a native speaker of Leggbo, for providing the data in this
paper. I would also like to thank participants in Larry Hyman’s 2001-02 field methods
class at UC Berkeley, the ACAL 33 audience, and an anonymous reviewer for comments.
'H tone is indicated with an acute accent, L with grave accent, and M with no diacritic.
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CVC-V  bi man-a ‘they will hold’ ba fin-a ‘they will touch’
ba man-a ‘they held’ ba fin-a ‘they touched’
ba man-a ‘and they held’ ba fin-a ‘and they touched’

As will be discussed, the data in (1) point us towards leaving one of the three surface tone
values unspecified, since only two of them contrast on verb roots. However, as shown in
(2), all three tone values contrast on noun roots?.

2) H-toned roots M-toned roots L-toned roots
H prefixes  ikpaikon ‘shoe’ li-dzil ‘food’

d-kpay) ‘plate’

M prefixes  le-jal ‘sacrifice’ le-val ‘race’ le-gbal ‘time’
e-kpén  ‘mountain’e-wa ‘lightning’  e-pa ‘hawk’

L prefixes  1&-tal ‘stone’  le-tiol ‘head’ Ig-sal ‘tooth’
e-dzé ‘yam’ t-ko  ‘bone’ &-kkad ‘mother’

In section 2.1, we will see that some of these tone contrasts are neutralized in nouns in
the genitive construction, and I will show how this phenomenon constitutes further
evidence for specified M tone.

2 Criteria for tonal markedness

Several criteria for determining underlyingly specified vs. unspecified tones point
to specified M tone, and some suggest L as the default tone in Leggbo. Maddieson (1978)
cites prominence in assimilatory processes as an indicator of specified tones. As will be
shown, there is a tone rule in the genitive construction that is analyzable as an
assimilatory process, and it is the M tone that spreads by this rule. Unlike Yoruba,
Leggbo has neither High Tone Spreading (HTS) nor Low Tone Spreading (LTS), but
only (what I analyze as) Mid Tone Spreading (MTS). Thus, the application of this
criterion gives us an argument in favor of specified M, but tells us nothing about whether
there is an unspecified value, since both L and H cannot be unspecified.

Hyman (2001) adds floating tones and tonal distribution as criteria for tonal
markedness. Application of these criteria has somewhat conflicting results: as analyzed
by Hyman et al. (2002), some inflectional and derivational markers on verbs consist of
floating L and H tone ‘particles,’ suggesting that both L and H are available underlyingly
in addition to M. However, evidence from tonal distribution is suggestive of underlying
H and M with L as the unspecified, default tone: as I will show, L alternates with M on
noun prefixes and with H on verb roots. The fact that L is the target in both cases can be
explained if we assume that L is underlyingly unspecified, though as we will see, this
assumption is not unproblematic. In this paper, 1 weigh the advantages of the two
potential analyses suggested above: on the one hand, an underlying H-M-L contrast
mapping to a surface H-M-L contrast; on the other hand, an underlying H-M-@ contrast

? Nouns with H-toned prefixes are not common. There are no H-L nouns, and the only H-
H noun is the one given in (2), the first word of the compound word meaning ‘shoe’.
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corresponding to surface H-M-L, with L being filled in by default after all morphological
tone assignments and phonological rules affecting tone are carried out.

2.1 M-tone spreading

The genitive (or ‘associative’) construction is composed of N1(possessed) + awa
(associative marker)® + N2(possessor), as in (3). Note that in (3), no tonal alternations
take place: each word surfaces with the same tones that it has in isolation when the prefix
of N2 is M or H, regardless of the final tone of N1.

(3) N2 has M-H/ N2 has /M-M/
sin (awa) e-kp6n ‘hair of mountain’  sin (awa) e-wa  ‘hair of lightning’
t-ko (awa) e-kpén  ‘bone of mountain’  2-ko (awa) e-wa ‘bone of lightning’
li-k6l (awa) e-kpén  ‘mat of mountain’®  li-kél (awa) e-wa ‘mat of lightning’

sin (awa) le-jal ‘hair of sacrifice’ sin (awa) le-val ‘hair of race’
g-ko (awa) le-jal ‘bone of sacrifice’  &-ko (awa) le-val ‘bone of race’
li-kél (awa) le-jal ‘mat of sacrifice’ li-k6l (awa) le-val ‘mat of race’
N2 has /M-L/ N2 has /H-M/

sin (awa) ghi-tl ‘hair of lizard’ sin (awa) li-dzil ‘hair of food’
t-ko (awa) ghi-th ‘bone of lizard’ t-ko (awa) li-dzil ‘bone of food’
li-kél (awa) ghi-th  “mat of lizard’ li-kél (awa) li-dzil ~ “mat of food’
sin (awa) e-pa ‘hair of hawk’ sin (awa) 4-kpan ‘hair of plate’
&-ko (awa) e-pa ‘bone of hawk’ &-ko (awa) 4-kpay  ‘bone of plate’
li-kél (awa) e-pa “mat of hawk’ li-kél (awa) 4-kpayy  ‘mat of plate’

As shown in (4), however, if the prefix of N2 has L tone in isolation, it surfaces with M
tone (again, regardless of the final tone of N1) in the genitive.

(4)  Nouns with L-H in isolation L-H > M-H as N2 in genitive

f1-t551 ‘ear’ vvim (awa) li-t33] ‘something of ear’
1&-ttol (awa) li-t551 ‘head of ear’
sin (awa) li-t53] ‘hair of ear’

e-dzé ‘yam’ vvim (awa) e-dzé ‘something of yam’
le-ttol (awa) e-dzé ‘head of yam’
sin (awa) e-dzé ‘hair of yam’

B-k3 d-kawda  “coconut’ vv3m (awa) 1-k3 4-kawa s.t. of coconut’

Ie-ttol (awa) n-k3 a-kawd ‘head of coconut’
sin (awa) 1-k3 4-kawa  ‘hair of coconut’

3 In each of these examples, the genitive marker awa is optional — it is obligatory only
when N2 has no prefix. In all cases, including where the marker is obligatory, awa is in
free variation with the reduced 4.
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Nouns with L-L in isolation L-L =» M-L as N2 in genitive
1g-sal ‘tooth’ vv3m (awa) le-sal ‘something of tooth’
Ie-ttol (awa) le-sal  ‘head of tooth’
sin (awa) le-sal ‘hair of tooth’
e-kka ‘mother’ vvim (awa) e-kkd  ‘something of mother’
fe-ttol (awa) e-kka  ‘head of mother’
sin (awa) e-kka ‘hair of mother’
I-gwi ‘bribe’ vvim (awa) -gwds  ‘something of bribe’
le-ttol (awa) n-gwa  ‘head of bribe’
sin (awa) g-gwil ‘hair of bribe’

The fact that M tone spreads from awa to a following noun prefix suggests that M is a
phonologically active element that should not be analyzed as unspecified. As mentioned
above, awa~a is optional in all of these examples. Regardless of the presence of awa~a,
the same tonal effect applies to the prefix of N2. I assume that the M tone of awa is left
behind when awa is omitted; therefore, the process is still one of assimilation to the M of
the genitive. One could maintain that M is unspecified and that the rule responsible for
the alternation in the genitive is one of L-tone delinking, but there is no phonological
reason why a L tone should be deleted following a toneless element. The tone change
could be seen as a morphological rule that removes the tone of the N2 prefix in the
genitive, but one would then have to explain why H-toned prefixes do not also lose their
tone in this position.

To account for why ‘L-toned’ prefixes undergo this change in the genitive while
H-toned prefixes do not, one could assume that prefixes that surface as L-toned in
isolation are underlyingly toneless and get M in the genitive by a rule that spreads M onto
a following toneless mora, depicted in (5).

) Genitive M Tone Spreading (MTS)

~

B el et

The rule in (5) applies as illustrated in (6). As shown in (6a), MTS applies to ‘L-
toned’ prefixes because they are underlyingly toneless. H-toned prefixes, shown in (6b),
have underlying H and do not undergo the rule®.

4 An alternative would be to say that M spreads onto N2 prefixes in the genitive, and that
H prefixes, which are uncommon, are not actually prefixes. This would eliminate the
need to claim that surface-L prefixes are toneless. However, although H prefixes are not
common, they are perfectly well-behaved prefixes in the genitive, since an N2 with a H
prefix does not obligatorily take awa, as shown in the forms (3).
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spreads to toneless prefix b.
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li-dzil [sin awa li-dzil]
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sin aw e-dzé [sin awa e-dzé) In aw.

Note that this rule is specific to the genitive, A preceding M tone from words other than
awa does not spread to a following noun prefix, as shown in the forms below:

(7 L-H nouns L-L nouns
e-de Ni-t331 ‘it is an ear’ e-de l&-sal ‘it is a tooth’
e-de &-dzé ‘it is a yam’ e-de e-kka ‘it is a mother’
e-de §-k$ a-kawa ‘it is a coconut’ e-de )-gwi ‘it is a bribe’

Furthermore, it is not the case that the tone change always applies to the second of two
nouns. For example, the prefix tone of a direct object does not raise following an indirect
object (8).

(8) e nii wahé 16-sal ‘he gave the child a tooth’
¢ nii wahé [&-ttol ‘he gave the child a head’
€ nii wahé &-dzé ‘he gave the child a yam’

Note also that the M tone spreads only onto a prefix. No tone change applies to an N2
that has no prefix, as shown in (9).

(%)  Prefixless nouns in isolation No tone change in genitive
vvém ‘something’ sin awa vv3m ‘hair of something’
dze ‘crocodile’ Sin awa dze *hair of crocodile’
ddén ‘eye’ sin awa ddin ‘hair of eye’
sin ‘hair’ sin awa sin ‘hair of hair’
wadim® ‘man’ sin awa wadiim ‘hair of man’

A second tone change in the genitive applies to L-M nouns. As shown in (10}, nouns that
are L-M in isolation surface in the genitive not as M-M, as would have been predicted
given only the rule described above, but as M-H.

* This is part of a class of nouns whose first syllables resemble prefixes but apparently
have been ‘frozen’ as part of the root. Like prefixless nouns, these obligatorily take awa
and do not undergo a tone change in the genitive.
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(10) L-M nouns in isolation L-M nouns surface as M-H in genitive

Ig-bol ‘handle’ vvim (awa) le-b3]l  ‘something of handle’
le-tt6l (awa) le-b3l  ‘head of handle’
sin (awa) le-b3l ‘hair of handle’

le-ttol ‘head’ vvdm (awa) le-it3]  “something of head’
le-tt6] (awa) le-tt6]  ‘head of head’
sin (awa) le-itdl ‘hair of head’

&-ko  ‘bone’ vvim (awa) £-kd ‘something of bone’
le-tté] (awa) e-k3 ‘head of bone’
sin (awa) e-k3 ‘hair of bone’

j-kwo ‘weekday’ vvdm (awa) n-kw3  ‘something of weekday’

le-t6] (awa) n-kw3  ‘head of weekday’
sin (awa) n-kw3 *hair of weekday’

I analyze this as a construction-specific dissimilation of adjacent M tones in the genitive.
The fact that adjacent M tones dissimilate can be taken as further evidence that M tone is
not an unspecified, default tone in Leggbo, but is rather a specified, phonologically active
tone in the system. As shown below, when the rule in (5) produces adjacent M tones on
N2, a later rule of dissimilation changes the second M to H.

(11)  Genitive M-M dissimilation®
M M=2H

[u Bl

The application of the rules in (5) and (11) is demonstrated in (12). First, MTS applies to
the prefix of the underlyingly L-M N2, producing a M tone on the prefix (12a). Then the
adjacent M tones trigger dissimilation, causing the N2 root tone to change to H (12b).
The end result is [M-H] on N2.

(12)  a. M spreads to toneless prefix b. M of root dissimilates to H

M M M= H
m T 1'1 “h L oo umu i
slm awa Lk‘a sjm awL el-k:)l [sin awa e-k5])

Another interesting aspect of the M~H alternation is that in trisyllabic L-M-M nouns,
only the first of the two M tones dissimilates to H when the L-toned prefix changes to H.

® Note that the dissimilation rule applies only when there are two distinct instances of M;
it does not apply to nouns that are underlyingly M-M. I assume that prior to the
application of M-M dissimilation, the two M tones of an underlyingly M-M noun fuse
into a single M, so that the condition triggering M-M dissimilation is not met.
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That is, as shown in (13), when a L-M-M noun is N2 in the genitive construction, it
surfaces as M-H-M, rather than M-H-H.

(13) L-M-M nouns in isolation L-M-M > M-H-M in genitive
i-vala ‘guilt’ sin (awa) i-vila *hair of guilt’
1-nini ‘gift’ sin (awa) i-nini ‘hair of gift’
¢-kola ‘red’ sin (awa) e-kéla ‘hair of red’
¢-dozi ‘rope’ sin (awa) e-d5zi ‘hair of rope’

From an ‘optimizing’ perspective, one might say that the M > H change disturbs the
smallest number of tones necessary to avoid an illicit M-M sequence; since [M-H-M] is
closer than *[M-H-H] to the underlying tone sequence /L-M-M/ but still repairs the OCP
violation present in the underlying form, [M-H-M] is the chosen output’,

The behavior of these trisyllabic nouns is consistent with the argument that M is
not the unspecified tone, since if we had analyzed M as unspecified, we might have
expected the inserted H tone of the first root syllable to spread to the second, yielding
*[M-H-H]. In the following section, I discuss another argument for specified M tone as
well as some evidence for unspecified L tone.

2.2 Tone in verbal inflection

As discussed by Hyman et al. (2002), Leggbo has two classes of verbs. The first
surfaces with M tone almost invariably, while the second has either H or L on the root
depending on grammatical tone assignment. One way to capture this asymmetry is to
assume that verbs of the latter type surface with L in the unmarked form because they are
underlyingly toneless and receive L by default when they are not assigned a grammatical
H tone. As shown in (14a), verbs of this type change their root tone depending on the
inflectional category, while M-toned verbs (14b) have M throughout.

(14) a. ‘Toneless’ roots with 1. ‘Toneless’ roots with H
fina ‘touch!’ . ba fin-a ‘they touched’
banafin-a  ‘they habitually touch’ ba ffinn-i ‘they are touching’
ba fin-a ‘they will touch’ bt aa fin-a‘they didn’t touch’
ba fin-a ‘...and they touched’

b. M-toned roots stay M regardless of grammatical tone assignment
mana ‘hold!” ba man-a ‘they held’
banaman-a ‘they habitually hold’ ba mmann-i ‘they are holding®
bd man-a ‘they will hold’ bt ad man-a  ‘they didn’t hold’

ba man-a ‘...and they held’

" Because only the first of the two root M tones changes to H, we must assume that the
feature distinguishing M from H ([+/-raised]) associates directly to the tone-bearing unit
of the first root syllable, so that the second syllable’s tone is unaffected.
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The pattern in (14) can be understood if we assume that the L~H roots in (14a) are
underlyingly toneless, while the roots in (14b) have underlying M. As illustrated in (15a),
under this analysis, grammatical tone associates to and is realized on the toneless roots,
but in (15b), the underlying M of the M-toned root blocks the association of the
grammatical tone, so the grammatical tone is not realized.

(15) a. H associates to toneless root b. H blecked from associating to M root

— |

ba fin-a [ba fin-a] ba man-a [ba man-a)

To account for the L~H pattern in (14a), Hyman et al. (2002) propose inflectional
‘particles’, consisting of H and L grammatical tones, and a system of ‘overrides’ that
determine which grammatical tone surfaces when multiple inflectional morphemes are
combined and compete for realization on the verb. The overrides cannot be explained
completely phonologically, since H and L override each other differently depending on
the sources of the grammatical tones. For example, focusing on root tones, as in (16),
what I call ‘toneless’ roots have L-L on the stem (root + suffix) in the irrealis and H-M in
the negative, and when a verb is inflected for both irrealis and negative, it has L-L.

(16)  Negative (H-M) bt ai fin-a  ‘they did not touch’
bt aa bbdl-a  ‘they did not remember’
bt aa vil-i ‘they did not cut’

Irrealis (L-L) ba fin-a ‘they will touch’
ba bbal-a ‘they will remember’
ba vila ‘they will cut’

NegativetIrrealis (L-L) be add fin-a  ‘they will not touch’
be aad bbal-a ‘they will not remember’
be a2d vil1  ‘they will not cut’

The illustrations in (17) schematize how the grammatical tones are realized. In the
negative (17a), the H-M grammatical tones associate to the toneless root and suffix,
producing H-M. In the irrealis (17b), the L-L grammatical tones associate to the root and
suffix, producing L-L. When the negative and irrealis are combined (17¢), the L-L of the
irrealis ‘wins out’ over the negative H-M, resulting in a L-L surface form.

(a7 a. Negative b. Irrealis
M T Ty

|
fin - & fin - o
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c. Negative + Irrealis > Negative + Irrealis
A EEREN: j y
! i 2> \ 2>
fin - 4 fin - a m - a

It is not the case that L-L always ‘wins out’ over H-M. As shown in (18), the H-M tone
of the negative is expressed when combined with the habitual, which has L-L tone.

(18) Habitual (L-L) ba na fin-a ‘they habitually touch’
ba na bbal-a ‘they habitually remember’
ba na vila ‘they habitually cut’
Negative (H-M) bt aa fin-a ‘they did not touch’
bt ai bbél-a ‘they did not remember’
be aa vil-i ‘they did not cut’
Negative+Habitual (H-M) bt dzt ai fin-a ‘they do not habitually touch’
bt dzt aa bbal-a ‘they do not hab. remember’
bt dz2 ad vil-i ‘they do not habitually cut’

The interaction of the habitual with the negative is illustrated in (19). In the habitual
(19a), the L-L grammatical tones associate to the toneless root and suffix, yielding L-L.
In the negative (19b), the H-M grammatical tones associate to the root and suffix,
producing H-M. When the habitual and negative are combined (19¢), the H-M of the
negative ‘wins out’ over the L-L of the habitual, resulting in H-M.

(19 a. Habitual b. Negative
oL M

| i

fjm -2 ﬁn -2

c. Habitual + Negative > Habitual + Negative

I_[ L I{I M
L D
m - a mn -

I -
fin - a

As we have seen, neither H, M, nor L consistently wins out when a verb is multiply
inflected. Rather, as proposed by Hyman et al. (2002), a grammatical hierarchy
(corresponding to the semantic scope of the inflectional particles) determines which tones
override each other. Based on the examples above, we can see that the irrealis outranks
the negative (16) and the negative outranks the habitual (18), giving us the partial
hierarchy Irrealis >> Negative >> Habitual®,

® For a fuller analysis of the verb tone system, including more inflectional particles, see
Hyman et al. (2002), upon which the present analysis is based. One significant departure
is in the proposal of a M-toned vs. toneless contrast on roots. Hyman et al. do not allow
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Now contrast the behavior of the ‘toneless’ roots above with that of M-toned
roots. As shown in (20) (cf. (16)), the M-toned root does not take on the grammatical
tones of the irrealis or negative, but remains M-toned. Note, however, that the tone of the
suffix does change depending on the inflectional category.

(20) Negative (H-M) bt a3 man-a  ‘they did not hold’
bt a2 mmin-a ‘they did not squeeze’
bt aattal-i  ‘they did not untie’

Irrealis (L-L) ba man-a ‘they will hold’
bi mmin-2  ‘they will squeeze’
bi tial ‘they will untie’

Negative+Irrealis (L-L) be add man-d ‘they will not hold’
be aad mmin-a ‘they will not squeeze®
be aad ttali  ‘they will not untie’

I assume that, as mentioned in connection with the toneless roots analyzed above, the
suffixes here are underlyingly toneless. As before, the suffix L tone of the irrealis “wins
out’ over the suffix M of the negative. The illustrations in (21) show how grammatical
tones are realized when the root has M tone. In the negative (21a), which has a H-M
pattern, the H tone cannot associate to the root because the lexical M tone blocks the
association of grammatical tones to the root. Since the suffix is toneless, the M tone of
the negative associates to it. The result is M-M in the negative. In the irrealis (21b),
which contributes L-L, the first L tone does not associate to the root due to the lexical M
tone. The second L associates to the toneless suffix, resulting in M-L in the irrealis. When
the negative and irrealis are combined (21c), the root retains its M tone since neither the
negative nor the irrealis tones can override the lexical tone. The suffix L of the irrealis
overrides the M suffix tone of the negative, resulting in M-L in the negative irrealis.

21y a. Negative b. Irrealis
H M L IT/I L
! 1
man - a man - 2
c. Negative + Irrealis > Negative + Irrealis
H Ilvl L L
i > N >
man - a man - a man - a

Similarly, contrast the habitual and negative forms of the toneless roots (in (18)) with
those of M-toned roots (22). Once again, the M-toned roots do not take on the

grammatical tones of the habitual or negative, but the toneless suffixes do take on
grammatical tones.

for toneless roots, and do not propose a synchronic explanation for why M-toned roots
retain their underlying tone while roots of the other type take on grammatical tones.
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(22) Habitual (L-L) ba na man-a ‘they habitually hold’
ba na mmin-a ‘they habitually squeeze’
ba na ttal-t ‘they habitually untie’
Negative (H-M) bt aa man-a ‘they did not hold’
bt aa mmin-a ‘they did not squeeze’
bt aa ttal-i ‘they did not untie’

Negative+Habitual (H-M) bt dzt a2 man-a ‘they do not habitually hold’
bt dz& a mmin-a  ‘they do not hab. squeeze’
bt dz2 aa ttal-i ‘they do not habitually untie’

The realization of the habitual and negative tones with M-toned roots is illustrated in
(23). In the habitual (23a), which has L-L, the first L cannot associate to the root due to
the underlying M. The second L associates to the toneless suffix, resulting in M-L in the
habitual. In the negative (23b; also described above), the H cannot associate to the root,
but the M associates to the suffix, resulting in M-M. When the habitual and negative are
combined (23c), neither grammatical tone associates to the root, but the negative suffix
M wins out over the habitual L suffix, resulting in M-M in the habitual negative.

(23) a. Habitual b. Negative
1 |
man -3 man - 4

c. Habitual + Negative > Habitual + Negative
..)

LM L HMM
' ! > ln\\
man -5 m; -a man - a

Assuming that lexical tones have special status preventing their deletion in favor of
grammatical tones, we now have a phonological basis for the difference in behavior
between the non-alternating M-toned roots® vs. the alternating L~H roots: the M-toned
roots have a prespecified root tone which blocks the association of grammatical tones,
while the L~H roots have no underlying tone and express whatever grammatical tone is
assigned to them (and, in cases where more than one grammatical tone is assigned, they
express the tones of the highest ranked inflectional category) or get L by default.

? There are two exceptions to the generalization that M-toned verbs always have M. The
first is the perfect, where M-toned verbs do express the grammatical L-H tone. The
second marks verbs in ‘purpose’ clauses, where M-toned verbs surface with H-M.
Nonetheless, the asymmetry between M-toned vs. L~H roots in all of the other
inflectional categories is striking and warrants an explanation; the fact that there exist two
categories where the underlying M root tone does not surface can be accommodated in
the present analysis if we assume that the perfect and purpose grammatical tones
exceptionally outrank the lexical tone of the root.
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The main problem raised by analyzing the verb system in this way is that at the
same time as I have argued for a M vs, toneless distinction on verb roots, I have also
made use of floating L and H tone grammatical markers. On the one hand, assuming that
L is unspecified on verb roots provides a principled explanation for the asymmetry
between the two root types with respect to whether they express grammatical tones, As
we saw in 2.1, assuming that L is unspecified also accounts for why the genitive M tone
spreads to L-toned N2 prefixes but not 1o H-toned prefixes. On the other hand, the
analysis of the verb system given here requires L to be available underlyingly as a
floating tone, as in the habitual and irrealis described above. A possible reconciliation of
these facts would be to claim that there are four possible tone values underlyingly (H, M,
L, and @) and that L is filled in as the default tone, producing the three-way surface
contrast in the language. However, there is no area of the language where all four values
are needed; as we have seen, the tests for phonologically specified tones point us in
different directions depending on which part of the system we focus on,

3 Conclusion

I have argued against the claim that in all languages with a three-way surface
tonal contrast and only two underlying tones, the M tone will be the unspecified, default
tone. Regardless of whether the Leggbo L tone is specified, I hope to have made it clear
that the M tone is an important element in the phonological system and that there is no
reason to assume that it is the unspecified or default tone. There do remain well-
established examples of 3-tone languages where the M tone is unspecified (e.g. Yoruba
(Pulleyblank 1986)), returning us to the question (Hyman 2001) of how many other types
of 3-tone systems might exist. For example, is there a language where a surface H-M.L
contrast is generated by underlying @-M-L with H as the default tone? This is an
empirical issue, and perhaps future research will reveal a language with just such a
system. In any event, I hope to have demonstrated that the choice of a default tone is not
a universal principle but a language-specific choice.
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