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In the presentation I will describe the tone system of the Chatino language of San Juan 

Quiahije (Quiahije). Chatino languages are spoken in the southern part of Oaxaca, 

Mexico. Chatino forms a language subgroup that is coordinate with the Zapotecan 

language family within the Otomanguean linguistic stock (Kaufman 1993, Upson & 

Longacre 1965). There are three varieties of Chatino: Zenzontepec, Tataltepec and 

Eastern Chatino (Campbell 2013). Quiahije Chatino belongs to the Eastern Chatino 

variety. Quiahije Chatino reduces nearly all historic simple stems to monosyllables, 

leaving behind complex consonant clusters; it has an exceptionally large tone system and 

complex system of tonal Sandhi (Cruz 2011). In this presentation I will discuss two 

aspects of Quiahije.  First, my analysis of its tone inventory will show that Quiahije has 

fourteen contrastive tones at the lexical level and eleven phonetic tones (Cruz and 

Woodbury 2006; Cruz 2011; Cruz and Woodbury 20141; see Table 1).  Second, I will 

present tones in context (See Tables 2 and 3).  Special attention will be paid to how tone 

Sandhi functions in Quiahije Chatino.  

 

 

Table 1: Lexical Tones2 

 

Level tones Rising tones Descending tones 

E/knaH       ‘snake’ K/kaH-(0)       ‘cow’ B/tlaHL-(0)          ‘night’ 

C/knaM-(H)  ‘theft’  H/konM0       ‘I will eat’ JS/klaML             ‘twenty’ 

A/knaL       ‘rock’ i/sqenMH      ‘scorpion’ JW/ntyanML-(MH)  ‘will see’  

X/yja          ‘tortilla’ G/konLH        ‘tuber’ N/tyu0L-(0)          ‘dear little’ 

  M/skwanL-0   ‘I threw’   

 F/siLM           ‘butterfly’  

 

Quiahije presents complex Sandhi patterns. I will focus on floating tones.  In Table 1, 

floating tones are in parentheses.  Groups C, K, M, B, and JW have floating tones. See 

Table 2. 

 

Table 2: Floating Tones 

 

Group First Word Second Word 

Pre-sandhi  

Second Word 

Post-sandhi 

Gloss 

C KeM ʔin ʔinH his/her 

flower 

K kaK ʔin ʔin0 his/her cow 

M skwanL-0 ʔin ʔin0 I threw 

him/her 

                                                        
1 H=high, 0=floating, M=mid, L=low, X toneless 
2 In all tables, capital letters represent tone groups that cognate with other Chatino varieties. 



B ʔwaHL ʔin ʔin0 his/her 

banana 

JW klaJW yja yjai the tortillas 

will arrive 

 

I will also discuss tone cascading. For example, the toneless yja ‘tortilla’ will become J 

after E, F, H. See Table 3. 

 

Table 3: Tone Cascading 

 

Group First Word  Second Word Third Word Gloss 

E staH Pre-sandi yja 

Post-sandhi yjaJ 

Pre-sandi kwla 

Post-sandhi kwlaJ 

she/he smashed 

old tortillas  

F kwaLM Pre-sandi yja 

Post-sandhi yjaJ 

Pre-sandi kwla 

Post-sandhi kwlaJ 

she/he swept 

old tortillas 

H konM0 Pre-sandi yja 

Post-sandhi yjaJ 

Pre-sandi kwla 

Post-sandhi kwlaJ 

I will eat 

tortillas 
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