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Cause of Tone 4 sandhi in Beijing Mandarin and its relationship with
lexical stress

Abstract

In the social dialect of Beijing Mandarin, Tone 4 (T4), a falling tone, can turn into a rising tone
when preceding another T4. Researchers have not been able to reach an agreement on the cause
of the tone sandhi rule. This paper investigates the relationship between preceding-T4 sandhi
and lexical stress based on the results of a speech case study and text analysis. First of all, two
perceptual experiments and an acoustic measurement were conducted to verify stress patterns
in disyllabic sample words where the preceding-T4 sandhi can occur. Results showed that in
almost all of these samples, listeners confirmed they had final stress. Next, the chosen sample
words were cross-checked with lists of neutral-tone words, which further proved they cannot
have initial stress in spoken Beijing Mandarin. The causes of two patterns of T4 sandhi, namely,
the preceding T4 changing to a rising tone and the following T4 changing to a low falling tone,
and the effect of lexical stress on the sandhi patterns were analyzed. We argue that both T4 san-
dhi patterns are the results of assimilation between adjacent tones under the effects of Principle
of Accentual Preservation, Principle of Accentual Attraction, and Principle of Up and Down,
and that the effects of progressive and regressive assimilation in T4-sequences imply that two
stress patterns—initial and final-stress patterns—exist in Beijing Mandarin.

Keywords: Beijing Mandarin, lexical stress, Tone 4, tone sandhi
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