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Between stress and tone: Tones in Shixing and other Qiangic languages
CRLAO, CNRS Katia Chirkova

Abstract : Shixing, a little-studied language of Western Sichuan, is currently classified within the Qiangic

subgroup of Tibeto-Burman languages. Previous studies (Sun 1983, Huang and Renzeng 1991) describe this
language as tonal and claim it possesses these two characteristics: (1) among its four tones (55, 53, 35 and 33),
only the former three contrast on monosyllables, whereas the fourth appears only in polysyllabic words; (2) its
tones are not stable and often change in natural speech flow.

The author's fieldwork in 2005 and 2006 confirms these two observations and uncovers a prosodic
system with distinctive pitch (here analyzed as word-tone). This system is in many respects similar to those
described for other Qiangic languages, such as Puxi Lavrung, Caodeng rGyal-rong and Shuitang Qiang,
interpreted by Sun (2005) and Evans (2006) as combining prototypical properties of tone and accent. An
examination of previous descriptions of tonal systems of other Qiangic languages shows that the same analysis
in terms of tone and accent applies to the entire Qiangic subgroup. This combination of tonal and accentual
features is treated by the author as an areal feature of Western Sichuan.

Keywords: Shixing; word tone; stress; pitch accent; tone; Qiangic; areal features
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