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Introduction

Eastern Cham (also Phan Rang Cham) is an Austronesian language
spoken on the south-central coast of Vietnam. While Proto-Chamic was originally
sesquisyllabic and had no word-level intonational contrasts, Eastern Cham,
possibly through contact with neighboring Mon-Khmer languages, has become
almost entirely monosyllabic and has developed phonological registers. Recently, it
has further been described as incipiently tonal by a few phoneticians and historical
linguists (Hoang 1987, Phu et al. 1992, Thurgood 1996, Thurgood 1999). Although
monosyllabicization and the development of register are uncontroversial, the
phonological status of Eastern Cham ‘tones’ remains unclear. Claims about
tonogenesis seem to stem from misinterpretations of the term ‘tone’ in descriptions
where it was not meant to be equated with ‘contrastive tone’ (Blood 1967,
Moussay 1971). Despite the fact that the authors of the only acoustic study of pitch
in Eastern Cham have been careful not to draw firm conclusions about the
phonemic status of the pitch contours resulting from the interaction of registers and
codas (Phu et al. 1992), it is generally held that Eastern Cham has an incipient, if
not full-fledged, tonal system.

Additional evidence is needed to determine whether Eastern Cham pitch
contours are phonemic or not. One way to obtain such evidence is to carry out
further acoustic research (Brunelle, in progress). Another type of evidence comes
from phonological processes. In this squib, I present data from a word game that
informs us about the phonological status of Eastern Cham registers and tones. The
reliability of external evidence and, more specifically of word games, for
phonological analyses is well established (Campbell 1986, Hombert 1986),
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