Fuzzy tones and low functional load: The case of Muklom Tangsa
In this presentation the tone system of a Tibeto-Burman language variety, Muklom Tangsa, will be discussed. The data for this discussion have been collected during a recent field trip to Northeast India. A striking feature of Muklom tones is their fuzziness. It is argued that this fuzziness is allowed by the low functional load of tones in Muklom Tangsa. Finally, the implications of fuzzy or low functional load tone systems in general for tone analysis in the field will be discussed.
While we find that in certain languages pitch height or contour suffices as the single relevant cue for tone, in other languages we see that tone categories consist of a bundle of relevant features. The latter is indeed the case for Muklom Tangsa, a Tibeto-Burman language of Northeast India. In Muklom Tangsa not only pitch contour, but also duration and phonation play an important role. What makes this tone system even more fascinating, is the fact that not all typical cues need to be present within the speech of a single person. Tone realization shows a high degree of fuzziness between speakers. For example, in one person the main cue for a specific tone category may be contour, while in a second person contours are highly variable for the same tone category and instead phonation type features as the main cue.
Why does Muklom Tangsa allow this amount of flexibility in tone realization? Tone languages vary as to how important tone is for disambiguation of word meaning or word recognition in general. Speakers of some tone languages rely more on context and less on tone than those of other tone languages. We say that in the former type of language tone has a low functional load. The Tangsa languages in general exhibit tone systems that carry low functional load and this is what explains or allows the existence of relatively sloppy realization of tones in Muklom Tangsa.
[bookmark: _GoBack]A low functional load tone language has various implications for descriptive linguistic research. First of all, it may take longer to (a) figure out whether such a language has tone at all, (b) identify the number of categories, (c) determine what the relevant cues are. In the case of a fuzzy tone language like Muklom Tangsa it is further necessary that recordings are collected of more than just a speaker or two. Finally, it is important to rely not just on analysis by a non-native linguist, but first to take into account and to report on speaker intuitions for tone categories.
