12.

Studies in African Linguistics
Volume 8, lumber 2, July 1911

ACCENT MODIFICATIOI RULES IN :UGANDA
J olm KaleJlla
Makerere U~i versi ty

Most analyses of Luganda treat it as a 'tone language.

Rece-nt

studies also show that it bas features which seem to make it
possible to characterize it a.s a "pitch accent language".

Further, McCawley [1970] suggests that languages may have a
pitch accent system up to some point in t.he ordering of its
rules and thereafter have a tonal system: the claim is also

made that Luganda is a tone language starting from a very
early point in the ordering of its rules. This claim is reexamined and the nature of various accent modification rules
in Luganda are investigated. It is concluded that McCawley's
claim is acceptable only when one is accounting for pitch in
words. Furthermore. it is shown that Luganda has several

processes which modifY accent thus postponing the stage at
which the language ceases to be a pitch accent language to
become a tone language.

1.

Introduction
Previous studies of Luganda prosodyl have generally been made with

the asstUnption that Luganda is a

It

tone language" which, according to Pike

[1948:3], is "a language having lexically significant, contrastive, but
relative pitch on each syllable. 1t

Thus Luganda is a tone language since,

according to the above definition, the

acoustic difference between each

of the pairs of words given in (I), where pitch is indicated by profile,
is purely one of pitch:
(1)

i. (a)

(b)
ii. (a)

(b)
iii. (a)

(b)

~bala

~
~

~

'to cOWlt'
'to bear fruit'

'to lend money'
'to cool'

!!l jala

'hWlger'

~

'nails/claws'

In the above examples an initial segment with a low pitch is followed, in
the case of (a) of each pair, by high pitch throughout, while in the case

ISee in particular Meeussen [1965, 1966J; Cole [1967J; and Stevick
[1969a, 1969bJ.

or (b) ot' each pair, the ini tinl low pitched segment it:; followed first
by

a high pitched segment and then by a low pitched segment.
More recent studies 2 on the other hand, using criteria other than

the shape of the informational nature of the acoustic signal in characterizing the prosodic system of the language, have shown that Luganda
possesses features that would seem to make it possible to characterize it
as a 1Ipitch accent language".

The decision to characterize Luganda in

this way rests, first of all, on a consideration of the kind of information that is needed, with respect to pitch, by the underlying lexical
representations of morphemes in the language.

McCawley [1964] says that

if the Wlderlying form of each morpheme in a language requires at most the
specification of some pitch phenomenon, for example the location of a high
pitch or a drop in pitch, then the language being considered has a pitch
accent system.

Such a language would be quite different from one where

the morphemes would require an underlying representation in which each
syllable must be specified for illlderlying pitch.

So that in a pitch ac-

cent language the information which must be recorded in the dictionary is
at most the location of some "accented" syllable.

Such information may,

of course, be even less than the marking of the accent--information as to
which syllable is accented may be indicated indirectly by a morphological
feature; or no information at all may need marking in languages where
accent is totally predictable.

In these cases a rule will then be utilized

to mark some syllable as accented on the basis of other information in the
dictionary entry.3
The second key factor in deciding whether or not a language has a
pitch accent system derives from a consideration of the type of rule or

2Particularly Heny [1970J; McCawley [1970J and Kalema [1974J.
3Languages where accent or prominence patterns can be related to pitch
distinctions in one vowel of each word and where, as a result, the surface
manifestation of pitch can be accounted for in a very general way, have
been reported in other related Bantu languages: (Safwa) Voorhoeve (1973];
(Kinga) Schadeberg [1973J; (Haya) Byarushengo, and Hyman, and Tenenbaum [1976J; (Kinyarwanda) Kimenyi [1976J.
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rules that are needed to derive a phonetic representation given the in-

formation relating to pitch that is contained in the underlying representat ions.

Thus if among the rules modifying accent are accent reduction

rules with the effect of inserting accent on some syllable while reducing
all other accents in the domain of that rule by one degree, this would
mean that the language being considered, while it may or may not be partially tonal, has a pitch accent system at some stage in the derivation of
its surface pitch.

McCawley [1964) had classified languages according to

their phonological rule systems into tonal languages, as those in which
rules that do assimilations and dissimilations on pitch levels are to be
found, and pitch accent languages, where accent reduction rules operate.
McCawley [1970:529), in citing examples of languages incorporating both
types of rule systems, however, dismisses the earlier classification and
admits that it is impossible to make such a classificat;Lon non-arbitrarily.
Nevertheless, McCawley adds, "it will be possible to speak of a language
as having a pitch accent system up to some point in the ordering of its

rules and having a tonal system from that point onwards in the rules.
Languages could then be classified according to how early in their grammars the point occurred at which they became tone languages".

In the

same study McCawley puts forward the view that Luganda is a tone language
starting from a very early point in the ordering of its rules.
The aim of this paper is to investigate the nature of the various
processes or rules that modify accent in Luganda.

During the course of

the investigation it will be shown that McCawley's conclusion regarding
the stage at which Luganda becomes a tone language may be acceptable only
when one is accounting for pitch in words.

If one is dealing with

strt:!tr:h~s longer than the word, one finds that, apart from the "one VE'ry
~arly Ilcr:~nt r~ductjon rul~"4 mentioned by McCawley, Luganda has other
proc~ss~9
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Assignment

TaLking about Lugallda verb-words, Heny [1970:17)J says that "there
is just one fall in tone from high to low in each surface verb-word.
Once the position of this drop in tone is fixed, the tone of the other
syllables can be determined. II

This means that provided an initial

marking is made to the word form, the pitches of certain segments, both
before and after the accented segment, need not be determined individually syllable by syllable, but rather they may be predicted by rules:

after the accented segment, everything is low pitched,S while everything
up to the accented segment is high pitched except for certain segments
occurring initially, and are themselves not accented and are specified
as low pitched either in the dictionary or by rules; where in a word
there is no accented segment, everything is high pitched except for the
initial mora 6 which is always low.

The accented segment is identified

with the high pitch in a high-low pitch sequence in the pitch profiles
and will be indicated informally elsewhere by an acute mark (').

In this

paper, we will not dwell specifically on how this initial marking to a

SThis pitch profile is possible only when "sentence" intonation is
used. With this type of intonation, for example, items such as liiso
'eye', ekibegabega 'shoulder', oburnanyirivu 'expertise' would have
the following pitch transcriptions respectively: TTl~, ~
obu Iffialnyi rivu. In making their pitch transcriptions, the majority of
past studies in Luganda have marked items using a "list" intonation which
means that the list of items quoted above would be transcribed as follows:
I i i so , eki be gabe ga , obu rna nyili vu. The use of sentence intonation is reserved for items with the potential of occurring as fully independent utterances while list intonation is used when the item involved
forms part of a list of other items to be enumerated. Indeed going
through a list of items with an informant, as most transcribers of
Luganda pitch no doubt have done, automatically conditions the informant
to render his answers with the type of intonation most appropriate for
the task at hand: enumerating a list of items, actions, etc. Since in
Luganda even individual words may form complete sentences on their own,
it seems more appropriate that the type of pitch transcription based on
a sentence intonation should be used, sentence intonation thus being regarded as the most neutral type of intonation. Accordingly all words and
phrases in this paper have been transcribed on the basis of their sentence
intonation.
6 A mora is a unit of phonological distance defined in loose terms by
McCawley [1968:58J as "something of which a long syllable consists of
two and a short syllable consists of oneil. In Luganda each mora would
therefore consist of either a consonant or a glide followed by a vowel,
or a vowel alone, or a SYllabic consonant.

,.
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Luganda word is accomplished 7 since the rules being considered, although
they depend on the presence of the accent in a word, will operate irrespective of how the accent is assigned in the first place.
3.

Accent Shift
One process that has been overlooked by those studies which have

characterized Luganda as being, at least partially, a pitch accent language, is one which involves the shifting of the accented segment from

its original position in a word to a new position in environments larger
than the word.

The process of accent shift, for example, occurs when

an accented noun is followed by one of the following post-positional

genitive pronouns:

-ange

'my',

-affe

'our',

-ammwe

'your' (plural),

-abwe

'their'.

Let us consider the examples in (2):

(2)

Original accent

Accent shift

Pitch profile

kutuu B

kutuu kwaange

.!s!!..ltuu Ikwaange

kibiinaa kyaange

!JJbiinaalkyaange

k i bonerezo kyanmwe

ill bonerezol kya!MJwe

ekibegabega kyaange

~begabegalkyaange

obutukuvu bwaffe

~tukuvulbwaffe

'my ear'

'ear'

kibi inaa

'my class'

'class'

kibonerezo

'your pWlishment'

'punishment'

ekibegabega 9

'my shoulder 1

'shoulder'

obut ukuvu

'our holiness'

'holiness'

7This is a complex subject. Preliminary attempts to deal with it
have been made by Heny [1970J and Ka1erna [1974J and also in my paper "On
.l!(:cent assignment in Luganda" (in preparation).
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In all the above examples the original accent of the word is shifted from

its original position to the very last mora before the genitive pronoWl.
There are, however, certain exceptions to this general process.

The

first exception is found in the case of stems which are made up of two
syllables with the structure CVCV.

When such stems are followed by any

of the post-positional genitive pronouns, the accent does not shift from
its original position as the items in (3) illustrate:
(3)

Ori~inal

accent

mukazi

Accent shift

Pitch l'rofile

mukazi waange

~

b i tuba byaabwe

EJ..~ ba b~aabwe

emigugu gyammwe

~

omuwala waange

~~Ia waange

'wife'

'my wife'

b i tuba
I

chests t

'their chests'

emigugu

'luggage'

'your" luggage'

omuwala

'girl'

'my girl'

The second case involving no accentual shift is found among nouns of
foreign origin.

In Luganda, nouns of foreign origin seem to sub-divide

themselves accentually into two categories depending on the type of
structure the accented syllable has.

In all cases, it is the last but

one syllable that is accented with the accent being inserted on the first
mora where the affected syllable consists of a geminate vowel cluster or
on the only vowel of a syllable with no geminate vowel cluster.

This

categorization is also reflected once such nouns are placed before the
genitive pronouns under consideration:

there is accentual shift in all

those items originally accented on the first mora of a geminate vowel
cluster and no accentual shift in items accented on the last but one
vowel of syllables with no geminate vowel cluster as the examples in (4a)

and (4b) illustrate respectively:
(4)

Original accent
a. bapulfisi
'policeman'

Accent shift

< (English: bapuliisi barrmwe
po lice)

Pitch profile
ba!pul i isi I bammwe

'your policeman'
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(4) cont.
ki taambaa I a < (Swahili:

kit aambaa Ia kyaffe

'table cloth' kitambaa)
mapaapaal i
'pawpaws'

rour table cloth I

< (Swahili:

mapaapaal

i gaabwe

mapapayi)

b. baserikale
'soldiers'

< (Swahili:
barua)

bulaangfti

< (Swahili:

~ seri ka Ite baffe
'our soldiers'

government I

'letters'

'blankets'

baseri ka Ie baffe

serikal i

mabaluwa

~ paapaa I i Igaabwe
'their pawpaws'

< (Swahili :
t

111 taambaa Ia Ikyaffe

)

mabaluwa gaange

~balulwa gaange

bulaangft i zaabwe

~Iaangilti zaabwe

'my letters'

bulanket i)

'their blankets'

Thus, apart from these exceptions which would have to be marked as

exceptional to the rule to accent shift, we need a rule of accent shift
such that before a genitive pronoun, accented nouns have their accents
shifted from their original positions on to the very last mora of the
stem.

Before attempting to formulate this rule in more formal terms,

let us examine another process that modifies accent in Luganda phrases.

4.

Accent Reduction
Consider first the genitive phrases in (5) in which the possessing

noun is separated from the possessed noun by a genitive particle
(5) Original accent

kikopo

mukazi

'cup'

'woman'

musawo

baserikale

A·::!cent reduction

Pitch profile

kikopo kyaa mukazi

.!s.!J kopo

musawo waa baserikale ~sawo waa baserika ~
'the soldiers' doctor'

migugu gyaa bagolee

milgugu gyaa bagole~

lubalaza Iwaa njuu

-'.!!..!balaza Iwaa njul!!.

'the brides' baggage I

'baggage' 'brides'
lubalaza ; njuu
'verandah' 'house'

kyaa muka I~

'the woman's cup'

'doctor' 'soldiers'

miguguu ; bagolee

-a:

'the house's verandah'

In (5), in spite of the fact that each of the constituent nouns in the
genitive phrases is accented, only one accent--the right-most accent-ia mhrd feated.

The same phenomenon is observable in "compound nClwls" as

1 J J IJHtrlJ.t,r~(J J n (~):

,u)

Original accent

ACccIlt reducLion

Pi tell profile

mukazi ; muku I u

mukazi muku I u

~

'woman'

'elderly'

I (i so

ddene

'eye'

'big'

f

~
I

~

Ii iso ddene

I I 150 dde

mafut a mi fngi

~

mutwe munene

~

'God'

mafuta ; mi fng;

5.

kazl muku

elderly woman

'goods'

'many'

mutwee

munene

'head'

'big'

'wealthy person'

t

stubborn person'

The Role of Syntax in Accent Modification

It is possible to assume that the accentual modification processes,
that we have dealt with, will operate irrespective of syntactic environment.

This, however, is not quite the case.

In Luganda there is, for

example, a distinction between ~ kaz i muku ~

~

'the woman is old',

same elementary constituents.

f

elderly woman t and

In both cases, we have exactly the

There is, however, a difference in the way

in which these constituents are combined which is reflected in the different surface structures in (7):

(7) a.

NP

~ADJ
N
I
I.
mukaz
muku I u
I

'woman'

'elderly'

b.

ADJ
I

N

I
mukaz i
'woman'

muku I u

'elderly'

In (7a) where both the nOilll and adjective belong to the category "Noun
Phrase" the phonological rules must yield a surface pitch contour in which
there is only one accented segment:

.!l!.!!1

kaz i muku

IJJd. ;

while in (7b) where

both constituents belong to the category "Sentence" the phonological rules
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must give a surface pitch contour in which there are two accented segments:

~~.

In fact all the examples quoted so far portray this

same dependence on syntax with regard to accentual modification with the
genitive constructions in section 3 having the post-positional genitive
element accented on the first mora, once the constituents Noun and Genitive

Pronoun both belong to the category Sentence.

So, the process of accent

shift and accent reduction seem to operate only when the constituents invol ved both come under the immediate domination of the category Noun Phrase.

6.
6.1.

Nature of the Rules
Accent reduction.

In order to account for the state of affairs in

(5) and (6) it is possible to assume that each item goes through the accent
assignment processes with the result that each item would contain one

primary accent.

If, at this stage, we have a rule in the grammar with

the effect of reducing the accent on the first item from primary to
secondary, then we should end up with noun phrases manifesting both
primary and secondary accents--primary accent being situated on the
second accented segment and secondary accent being located on the first
accented segment as in

(8) where primary accent is marked as

1 and sec-

ondary accent as 2:

(8)

a.~
b.

d

k6po kyaa

'elderly woman'

mUk~l2i

'the woman's cup'

If accent placement is one that places primary accent rather than weakening
accent, and if the following convention is adopted:

"when primary accent

is placed in a certain position, then all other accents in the string under
consideration at that point are automatically weakened by one", then the
rule of accent reduction could be formulated as follows:

(9)

Assign primary accent to a primary-accented mora in the context
1

M····· ___

·····J

NP

k stands

for n morA. w.ith primary ncc(>nt and t.hp da~h
"Inr)jr~a.tRS thf:' position of the segment to whjeh thE' rulp applif'H.)
(In this rule

Hull' \L)) wuulJ assign prllllury {i('eent.. tu
prt:'l't-"J{~lt

Ii

llrimury-aecentt!d

frl.C;l'tI.

by another pl'imary-act'l'llted mora in u Noun Phra::;t!.

which i:~

By the CCJfl-

Vent10Il that we stated above, the effect of' this rule would be to weaken
the other accents in the striIlg to which the rule applies.

Thus, the

accents in (8a) would be derived as follows:

mukazi

(10)

muku I u

l.

1

1

Original Accents

2.

2

1

Accent Reduction rule

An approach such as the above, however, makes claims about Luganda
phrases that cannot be fully substantiated, namely that the phrases such
as the ones under investigation have segments with different degrees of
stress.

As far as we can tell, no distinction in degrees of stress

exist in these phrases.

What seems to be the case though is that once

the pitch rises on the first accented segment, it remains high on all subsequent segments until after the right-most accented segment when it drops
to low.

This means in effect that it would be a misrepresentation to con-

tinue assigning numerical values to our accented segments.

Rather than

having a rule such as (9), where primary accent is inserted on a particular segment with the effect of reducing the accent on all other segments
in the stretch, the type of accent reduction rule that would be more
appropriate for Luganda would be one which has the effect of making one
element of a phrase predominant by eliminating the accentual phenomena
elsewhere in the stretch to which it applies.

The accent reduction rule

may be formulated verbally as follows:
(11)

Delete the left-most accent in the context of

M..... J NP

Thus, instead of the derivation (10) we would have the derivation (12) for
the phrase
(12)

.!!!!!.l kaz i

l.

mukazi

l.

mukazi

2.

muk~zi

muku

lill. :
muku I u

muku I u

Original Accents

muku I u

Accent Reduction rule

In fact, the accent reduction rule deletes not just the first accent in
a Noun Phrase but all accents occurring before the last accented segment
in a stretch to which the rule applies.

Furthermore, the accent reduction
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rule applies in a cycle, first operatiLg on the innermost brack.eted or
smallest constituents in a stretch and "then on larger cons'tituents,

until the maximal domain of the phonological rule is reached.

Thus

~ kopo kyaa mukazi muku ~ 'the elderly

the accents in the phrase

WODl8ll'S cup', with the constituent structare shown in (13) would be

derived as in (14):

-----------------

(13)

NP

NP

PP

prep

N

N

I

(14)

NP

~

A~

I

I

kikopo

kyaa

mukaz j

mukulu

'cup'

'of'

'voman'

'elderly'

kikopo

kyaa

mukazi

mukulu

l.

klkopo

kyaa

mukaz i

mUku I u

Original Accents

2.

kikopo

kyaa

mukgzi

muku I u

Accent Reduction rule

3.

kikgpo

kyaa

muk~zi

mukulu

Accent Reduction rule

First Pass through Cycle

Second Pass through Cycle

First, accent is assigned individually to nouns and adjectives in the construction.

The accent reduction rule, operating on the next largest con-

stituent during the first pass through the cycle, deletes the left-most
accent in the phrase NP

[muk~zi

mUkuluJ.

During the second pass through

the cycle, the accent reduction rule operates on the phrase NP [kikopo
kyaa muk~zi mUkuluJ deleting the first accent in the phrase to produce
NP [kiktpo kyaa muk~zl mukuluJ where there is only one accented segment.
6.2.

Accent shift.

With a rule such as (11) having the effect of getting

rid of the accent(s) to the left of the accent which is made to predominate
in a phrase, and with the right ordering of the rules, the process of
accent shift in Luganda may be accounted for by a rule which assigns
accent to the final mora of an accented nOlm followed by a geni ti ve pro-

noun.

If the accent shift rule, which is formulated verbaJly as (15) is

made to operate before the accent reduction rule, then we would have a
stage in our derivation when we have two accent morae on the noun before
the genitive element.
(15)

Assign accent on the final mora of a noun in the context

iiI ..... __ #]]

GEN] NP

(where Mstands for an accent mora and the dash indicates the
position of the item to which the rule applies)
If, at this stage, the accent reduction rule is made to operate, then we
would end up with only one accent as shown in (16) in accounting for the

~ paapaa Ii 19aabwe

accent in the phrase

(16)

7.

'their pawpaws t

mapaapaal i

gaabwe

1-

mapaapaal i

gaabwe

Original Accents

2.

mapaapaal

f

gaabwe

3.

mapaap~al r

Accent Shift rule

gaabwe

Accent Reduction rule

:

Pitch Assignment
All the processes that we have dealt with in this paper are concerned

only with accent and, although they affect pitch in the end, this is only
indirectly.

Both the accent shift and accent reduction rules are earlier

operations in the grammar in comparison with pitch or tonal assignment
processes which apply once the processes involving accent assignment and
accent modification have operated.
paper.

These are not the concern of this

Nevertheless, an outline of what they are is essential if only to

clarifY how one moves from the accent modification processes to the
actual pitch contours in our phrases.
Pitch assignment rules required in the production of surface pitch in
Luganda fall roughly into three categories, applying in the order given
here: a) rules that insert pitch on particular segments of words or phrases,
b) pitch spreading rules, and c) intonational rules.

Prior to the appli-

cation of these rules, we need a rule or convention that automatically
assigns high pitch to any segment specified as [+AccentedJ.
deriving the pitch contour in the phrase

Thus in

~ paapaal i Igaabwe the pitch

assignment rules viII utilize, as their input, the output of (16) as
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illustrated in (17).

The rules in the first category will insert low

pitch on the initial syllable(s) of certain word forms utilizing both
phonological and morphological information of the segments involved.

this case the class prefix is specified as low.

In

Once the initial low

syllable is specified, pitch spreading rules apply specifYing as high
everything after the initial low up to the accent ed segment as high and
as low everything after the accented segment.

At this stage everything

in the phrase has been specified for pitch, as being high or low.

Finally

the third group of rules, which are concerned with phonetic detail, will
deal with problems of downdrift and will assign scalar values to segments

already specified for pitch.

mapaap~a I r gaabwe

(17)
l.

2.

3.

4.
8.

mapaapaal (

gaabwe

mapaapaalf gaabwe
mapaapaalf gaabwe
m~pHp~~,t

~~

~

gaabwe

Low Pitch on Class Prefix
High Spreading Rule
Low Pitch Spreading Rule
Downdrift Rules

Conclusion

In accounting for pitch in Luganda words, the stage at which the language ceases to be a pitch accent language and converts to a tonal system
is reached quite early in the derivations since all that is involved
here is the specification of the accented segment (if any).

Once this

is accomplished, the language ceases to behave as a pitch accent system
and converts to a tonal system with tonal rules to account for pitch on
segments other than the accented segment.

In environments longer than the

word, however, accounting for the pitch that is manifested at the surface
level involves more processes typical of pitch accent languages:

apart

from specifying the location of the accented segment, we need, before the
tonal rules can apply, both an accent shift rule and an accent reduction
rule, thus providing evidence to suggest that the stage at which the language switches from a pitch accent system to a tonal one is not as early
f:l,S

previously thought.
Tn i nVPBtigating the nature of the various processes that. mOdify

1V: (:"'n t,

th1 H IJa.pAr hR8 oj 80 Ahown or revp.Rlcd cf'rtain charRt't.eri

~1. i ('1'1

of

(\t,,:-,~,

~ll'c)~·t:';:j;:;\.:'~;

nut

Ilf't'vil)\w1y l'vvl"uJt'd of' Uj()Ut~ht

LL!~~;Ul~ia.

~;pt:"\'i t'll'ally,

uttl:'!':;Ull.'t'

to this l<:t,nguuge i::; (ktl::'r'milled

Wo;:,' hliVt' ohuWI1 that
ill

J i1t'Jy tI.I ul)t-I'ti't(~ jr.

tile HeceutU&J HJJ1.Y,f::-·uI) uf aI)
SOIne

nHilln~r

by the surf&'Cf::

.,t:'Ul' tun' 01' the partil'ulur ut teraw. .:e Mel ttw.t, in general, the /:1.ccentu&J
shal.lt:" at' a particular wlit such as a phrase, is determined by the inher-

ent ('omp1ex properties of its parts and the way in which these parts are
('ombined, with similar rules operating on units of varying levels of'
complexity.
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