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Reverse-engineering Tones and Tone Sandhi  
in Wenzhou Dialect: 

Between-speaker Differences and Historical Development� 

Phil Rose 
Australian National University 

 
Auditory and acoustic descriptions are presented for the tones and tone 

sandhi of two Wenzhou speakers in disyllabic words with tones from the 
historical ping + qu categories. Differences between the speakers both in 
isolation tones and tone sandhi are demonstrated. It is suggested that the opaque 
morphotonemic relationships between sandhi and isolation tones are better 
accounted for historically, rather than as synchronic operations on unique 
underliers. The effects of stress / metrical strength are an important factor. 

 
Keywords: Wu dialects, Wenzhou, tone sandhi, between-speaker differences, 

reconstruction. 

1. Introduction 

This paper illustrates some of the fascinating and challenging aspects of 
disyllabic lexical tone sandhi in the Oūjiāng  Wu dialect of Wēnzhōu . The 
Wu dialects of China are well known for their complex tone sandhi, and Wenzhou is 
no exception. One of the many sources of the complexity is the often opaque 
morphotonemic relationship between a dialect’s isolation tones and the tones when 
they occur on morphemes within a word. It is a goal to make tonological sense of 
these relationships: to understand how the tones on a word might arise, or might have 
arisen, from the combination of tones on its constituent morphemes. This paper 
illustrates an additional level of complexity in the tone sandhi: between-speaker 
differences. It documents some differences in tones and tone sandhi behaviour 
between a male Wenzhou speaker who was 34 years old when recorded in 1988, and a 
female speaker in her early twenties, recorded in 2006. The corpus and elicitation are 
described in Rose (2001), and were exactly the same for both speakers. 
                                                 
� Once again thanks to Professor William Ballard for generously making available his valuable 

field-work recordings. Thanks also to my colleagues Shen Zhongwei and Zhang Cuiling for 
helping with translation, and to Jiao Lei for suggesting references. The usual disclaimers 
apply. 
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Mixed Mandarin & Wú—Dialects of Jìngjiāng Island 

Richard VanNess Simmons 
Rutgers University 

 
 

This paper presents a brief overview of the island and the dialect that is 
spoken in the southern village of Shíwěi and a comparison of the speech of two 
generations. We examine the difference in the speech of a father born in 1939 
and his daughter born in 1961. The comparison is primarily focused on 
phonological and lexical features of the language of the two speakers. Following 
a detailed examination and analysis of over 500 words and features, in contrast 
to her father we find the daughter’s speech appears to slightly trend toward 
Mandarin and standard Chinese forms, while the father’s speech is more 
conservative, with a stronger local flavor and Wú dialect coloring. In overall 
perspective, however, the dialect of both speakers is strongly mixed and neither 
can be definitively classed as either Mandarin or Wú. 
 
Keywords: Chinese dialects, Wú dialects, Mandarin dialects, Jìngjiāng dialects, 

dialect classification 

1. Introduction 

Jìngjiāng  County occupies an island on the northern edge of the Yangtze 
River in Southern Jiāngsū . The island formed out of silt deposits left as the 
Yangtze rounded a bend at that point in its course to the sea. As it rose out of the river, 
the fertile soil of the island probably first attracted settlers in Táng times and was 
promoted to xiàn in the Míng. Early administrative accounts show a connection with 
Jiāngyīn  in the south. So it is likely that the first settlers were people from south 
of the river who brought their native Wú dialect with them. After the channel between 
the northern bank of the island and the mainland silted up, land continued to rise on 
the southern periphery of the island substantially extending the breadth of the fertile 
ground. Since then, immigrants from the Jiāng-Huái Mandarin speaking regions north 
of the Yangtze settled the newer land. Because high numbers of Wú speakers are 
concentrated in the most central regions of the island and also dominate the county 
seat, the island of Jìngjiāng has a reputation as a Wú speaking county. But in fact at 
least a third of the island is Mandarin speaking. The strong Mandarin presence has 
strongly affected the nature of the Wú spoken in the Jìngjiāng county seat. The history 
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Tonal Representation of Chinese Wenzhou Dialect 

         Hongming Zhang               Xiaojuan Jin 
University of Wisconsin-Madison  University of Wisconsin-Madison 

          Nankai University 
 
 

This paper centers on tonal representation of Chinese Wenzhou dialect. 
Tonal behaviors in Wenzhou indicate that tone is on an independent tier to the 
segment. Also, because of the complex of register and contour, Chinese tones 
have been represented with a structure of two dimensions, i.e. register and 
contour. However, these representations present an insolvable dilemma when 
analyzing the tonal behavior of Wenzhou dialect. Noticing that tone sandhi in 
Wenzhou is totally blind to register, we will propose that register is not an 
underlying feature for Wenzhou tone. We will further suggest that it is the initial 
consonant that carries the feature of register. This paper will conclude that the 
tonal representation of Wenzhou dialect has only one level, the tonal contour is 
formed by concatenation of level tones, and initial consonants carry the burden 
of meaning distinction that “tonal register” is supposed to carry. 
 
Keywords: Southern Wu Chinese, Wenzhou dialect, tonology, representation of 

tone, tonal category, tonal contour 

1. Introduction 

This paper centers on tonal representation of Chinese Wenzhou dialect 1. The 
first part of the paper is a brief review on tonal representation for Chinese languages. 
The second part is an introduction to the phonological system of Wenzhou. Since tone 
in Wenzhou is closely related to initial consonants, this paper will pay particular 
attention to the initials. The third part focuses on tonal representation. We will argue 
that it is hardly controversial that tone in Wenzhou dialect is at an auto-segmental tier. 
Tonal behaviors, such as floating tone, in Wenzhou indicate that tone is on an 
independent tier to the segment. Also, because of the complex of register and contour, 
Chinese tones have been represented with a structure of two dimensions, i.e. register 
and contour. However, these representations present an insolvable dilemma when 

                                                        
1 Wenzhou is located in the southeastern area of Zhejiang Province in China; Wenzhou dialect 

is classified as a Southern Wu dialect. 
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