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Abstract

The Characteristics and Trends of Tone Changes in Three-Character Phrases in
Cantonese in the Pearl River Delta Region
— A Case Study of Guangzhou, Hong Kong, Macao, and Foshan

Lee Chi San - Lo In Fat

This paper examines tone changes in trisyllabic words in Cantonese, focusing
primarily on the high-level 55 and high-rising 35 tones, with occasional
occurrences of the abrupt 35 tone. These tone changes are further categorized
into linked reading tone changes and semantic tone changes. The author conducts
a comprehensive comparison of the Guangfu dialect across three regions—Hong
Kong, Macao, and Foshan—analyzing both diachronic (age-related trends) and
synchronic (urban hierarchical system) perspectives. The study concludes that the
pace of economic development correlates with the rate of tone change. Drawing
on insights from lexicology and phonology, the author proposes that the second
and third characters in trisyllabic tone-changing words in Cantonese exhibit an
agglutinative relationship, with tone changes occurring primarily in the third
character. Consequently, the paper suggests that the causes of tone change in
Cantonese serve to distinguish semantics and floating tones: the former
corresponds to semantic tone change, while the latter pertains to linked reading
tone change. While most existing literature on Cantonese tone change focuses on
monosyllabic and disyllabic words, this study addresses the gap by investigating
tone changes in trisyllabic words.

Keywords: Trisyllabic words, Tone changes in Cantonese, Abrupt 35 tone, Age-—related
Trends, Urban Hierarchical System
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