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Abstract 

Tigrinya is one of the modem Ethio-Semitic languages spoken in the Tigray region in 

Ethiopia and in the highlands of Eritrea. The language has varieties on whose divisions 
there is no complete consensus. This study considers Eastern Tigrinya, spoken in four 
woredas (districts), as a distinct variety. The study attempts to describe the phonology of 

the dialect and to identify its phonological distinctive features. The research also deals 
with phonological aspects of Tigrinya that have not been treated by previous studies. 
Apart from describing the phonology of Eastern Tigrinya, the following are the findings 
of the study. 

1. Phonological features peculiar to Eastern Tigrinya 

a) Consonant vowel metathesis 

b) The palatal approximant Iyl replacing the high front vowel Iii when it remains 
with another vowel after a consonant between them is deleted. 

c) Approximant elision without any trace 
2. Phonological features observed in Eastern Tigrinya as well as in the south eastern and 

southern varieties 

a) The voiced bilabial stop fbi intervocalically changes to the labiodental 
approximant [1)] 

b) The mid central vowel I~I following stem-initial velar stop /k/ or velar ejective 
stop Ik' I changes to the low vowel [ a]. 

3. Phonological features obtained in Eastern Tigrinya and in the northern varieties 
a) Spirantization of velar stops and velar ejective stops after a vowel 

After a vowel, the voiceless velar stop /k/ and the velar ejective stop !k'i change to the 

voiceless uvular fricative [xl and the uvular ejective fricative [X'] respectively. Similarly, 
the labialized voiceless velar stop !kwi and the labialized velar ejective stop !k,wI change 

to the labialized voiceless uvular fricative [XW] and the labialized uvular ejective fricative 
[X' W] respectively. 

b) Spirantization ofthe velar stops and velar ejective stops after gutturals 

The voiceless velar stop /k/ and the velar ejective stop !k'i after a guttural change to the 

voiceless uvular fricative [xl and the uvular ejective fricative [X'] respectively. In the 
same manner, the voiceless labialized velar stop Ikwi and the labialized ejective stop !k,wI 
change to the voiceless labialized uvular fricative [XW] and the labialized uvular ejective 
fricative [X,W] respectively. 

4. A feature observed in Tigrinya but not treated in the previous studies 
The alveolar nasal In! before the labialized velar stops I kW, k'w, gWI gets assimilated by 

the velar and the labial features [IJ '']. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 

1.1 Background of the Study 

Tigrinya (tigrinna) is one of the modem Ethio-Semitic languages which is spoken by the 

Tigray-Tigriny people in the Tigray region of Ethiopia and in central as well as south 

Eritrea. In both Tigray and Eritrea, it serves as an official working language. 

According to the population and housing census of the Federal Democratic Republic of 

Ethiopia Population Census Commission (2008), the Tigray Region has an estimated total 

population of 4,314,456, of which 2,124,853 (49.25%) are male and 2,189,603 (50.75%) 

are female (2008: 22 table 1). Urban inhabitants are 842,723 (19.5%) while rural 

inhabitants are 3,471 ,733 (80.5) (2008: 19, table 2.4). The Eastern zone is constituted 

from nine woredas of which the research was conducted in four of them; the woredas are: 

(a) Saesi Tsadamba (population = 138,043), (b) Hawzen (population = 118,648), (c) Kilte 

Awlalo (population = 99,688) and (d) Atsbi Wonberta (population = 112,264). The total 

population of the four woredas is 468,613 (2008: 58, table 3). 

Tigrinya, with its large number of speakers in Tigray and Eritrea, has developed dialects. 

Although the term dialect is sometimes ambiguous, Fromkin et al. (2003: 445) generally 

define dialects as "mutually intelligible forms of a language that differ in systematic 

ways." Going further, Chambers and Trudgill (2004: 5) identify the ways they differ and 

define them as "varieties which are grammatically ... as well as phonologically different 

from other varieties." 
" 

Based on the preceding definition, dialects can be generally considered as varieties within 

a mutually intelligible language. But, according to Fromkin et al. (2003: 446), defining 

"mutual intelligibility" is not so easy. For example, Danes, Norwegians and Swedes can 

communicate with each other; but Danish, Norwegian and Swedish are considered three 

different languages. That is due to the fact that they are spoken in different countries. On 

the other hand, Mandarin and Cantonese, although not mutually intelligible to each other, 

are considered varieties of Chinese for the simple reason that they are spoken in one 

country and they use a single script. Hence, the distinction between dialect and language 
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is confusing. Nevertheless, suggested consideration is that dialects of a language are 

mutually intelligible varieties but manifesting systematic difference in vocabulary, 

pronunciation and grammar. 

Regarding Tigrinya, varieties are observed in different regions where the language is 

spoken. Between places that are far apart distinctive varieties are encountered. The 

farther one goes from a point, the greater the difference would be. This is what scholars 

call geogrophical dialect continuum. The varied features observed between the dialects 

are phonological, morphological and lexical. Yikune Amlak (1999 E.C: 271) as well as 

Gebremedhin and Hailemichael (1991 E.C: 289) attribute dialectal variations in Tigrinya 

to geograph ical reasons. However, there is no clear~ut boundary among the varieties. 

There are various works classif'ying the dialects of Tigrinya into different categories. 

Some scholars, for example, Girmay (1991) classifies the dialects of Tigrinya into 

Northern and Southern. He puts the Tigrinya spoken in Eritrea under the Northern 

category and the Tigrinya spoken in Tigray in the Southern. However, he considers the 

Tigrinya in Adwa, Axum and Shire as influenced by the Eritrean variety. Leslau (1939) 

class ifies Tigrinya into Akkele Guzay, Hamasien and Adwa dialects. Leslau (1939: 66-

67) points out phonological differences among Adwa, Akkele Guzay and Hamasen 

dialects of Tigrinya. Among the phonological differences, he claims that the voiceless 

palatal fricative m is pronounced as [~] in the Adwa dialect as in kul/usa r 'all the time' 

while it is rare in Akkele Guzay and thus the preceding word is, for instance, pronounced 

as kul/usar'all the time'. In Hamasen, the occurrence of I~I depends on the presence of 

the high front vowel Iii or the high-central vowel Iii as in [slin] 'name' and [dak 'k 'isom] 

'they slept'. The assumption is that the palatalized 1M is derived from lsi. Similarly, the 

three dialects differ in the way the bilabial glide Iwl is pronounced. It is pronounced as 

the voiceless labiodental fricative [f] in Adwa as in nafti 'sister', as the labiovelar 

approximant [w] in Akkele Guzay as in nawti 'sister' and as the voiced bilabial stop [b] in 

Hamasen as in nabti 'sister'. 

Ghelawdewos (1991 E.C: 702-703) identifies three major dialectal divisions in Tigrinya: 

Tigrinya spoken around (a) Agame, Kilte Awlalo, Debre Damo, Shumezana and Tsorena; 

(b) Adwa, Axum, Shire and Adi Quala area of Seraye (Eritrea); and (c) Enderta with 
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parts of Temben. The study does not include Rayya, Hamasen, parts of Seraye and 

Akkele Guzay varieties. 

According to Aba Ya-ekob (cited in Asmerom 1991 E.e: 726), Tigrinya may be divided 

into the dialect groups of: (a) Temben, Kilte Awlalo, Enderta, Agame and part of Akkele 

Guzay; (b) Rayya Azebo, Za'mel, Wajerat, Wegerat and Weldya; (c) Adwa, Axum, 

Shire, Hamasen Seraye and part of Akkele Guzay. 

Different criteria have been suggested in different studies for classifying Tigrinya into 

dialects. However, phonological and morphological variations are considered as the 

major ones. According to Gebremedhn and Hailemichael (1991 E.e: 290), there are no 

syntactic differences among the varieties. Of the phonological and morphological 

differences, the former is widespread. Girmay (1991) distinguishes the Northern and the 

Southern dialects as IZ-I group and IL-I group dialects respectively. This is due to the fact 

that the relative clause marker (as in [Ia]) and the negative marker (as in [Ib])in the 

Northern starts with Iz-I while in the South it starts with I I-I. Fitzgerald's study (online) 

on Phonological Variation in Tigrinya supports this assumption. His example below 

illustrates the dialectal difference (Fitzgerald p.2). 

[ 1] 

Northern Tigrinya Sou thern Tigrinya Gloss 

a) zi - garafo 'who (msg) whipped' 

b) hi-zay 'without' (bold face is mine) 

In the above example [1], the Z-L opposition shows the North-South dialectal variation, 

respectively, in Tigrinya. 

Similarly, Yikune Amlak (1999 E.C) distinguishes between 101 dialect and IZI dialect. 

According to Yikune Amlak, the Ofla dialect (Ofla and Za'mel are alternative names of a 

place including Korem and its surrounding) is a /01 dialect since the relative clause 

marker begins with the sound Id-I while in the other dialects the relative clause marker 

begins with /z-I. Yikune Amlak (1999 E.e: 273) provides the following examples. 
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[2] 

Ofla dialect 

di - s 'awa r -a - ni 

rei - call.PRF - 3msg - me 

'who called me ' 

other dialects 

zi - s';o,w;o,) - ;0, - ni 

rei - call.PRF - 3msg - me 

'who called me' 

In view of the above disparities regarding the number of dialects and the identification of 

dialectal regions, Tigrinya varieties need to be studied further. 

Regarding the phonology of Tigrinya, it is assumed that it began to draw attention since 

about a century and half ago (the information 1 have is back to Praetorius 1871). In the 

phonology part of his work on Tigrinya grammar, he describes the consonants and 

vowels of the language and some phonological processes. 

Many studies on Tigrinya grammar, including phonology, have been conducted on 

different parts of Eritrea, central and southern Tigray. There is hardly any research work 

particularly on the phonology of Eastern Tigrinya. 

Thus, for the purpose of this paper data have been collected from four eastern Tigray 

villages; they are: (i) Tegahne, (ii) Abraha we Atsbaha, (iii) Gormoddo and (iv) Diggum. 

The vi llages are from four woredas (districts). The woredas are respectively: (a) Atsbi 

Womberta, (b) Kilte Awlalo, (c) Saesi Tsadamba and (d) Hawzen. The Tigray region is 

currently divided into seven administrative zones: (I) Eastern zone, (2) Western zone, (3) 

North Western zone, (4) Southern zone, (5) South Eastern zone, (6) Central zone and (7) 

Mekele zone. The four Woredas identified for this study are found in the eastern zone. 

For the location of the Woradas, refer to the map below. 
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Various studies have treated the phonology and the grammar of Tigrinya in the grammar 

of the language (Praetorius (1871), Leslau (1941), Tsehaye (1979), Kogan (1997), Tesfay 

(2002), Daniel (2000 E.C)). Some researches have also been conducted on the phonology 

of Tigrinya (Girmay (1983, 1991), Palmer (1957), Mohammad (1983), Fitzgerald 

(online)). However, researches so far conducted on Tigrinya do not reflect the particular 

phonological features of Eastern Tigrinya. Hence, my thesis attempts to fill this gap by 

way of deepening the existing knowledge about Tigrinya phonology. 

1.3 Research Questions 

The study seeks to answer the following basic research questions: 

a) What are the particular phonological features of Eastern Tigrinya? 

b) What specific phonological processes are observed in Eastern Tigrinya? 
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As yet, there is no full-fledged standard Tigrinya to compare the specific phonological 

features of Eastern Tigrinya with. There is, however, what is considered as ' Standard 

Tigrinya' , that is the type of Tigrinya used for the purpose of the mass media and 

education. I have, therefore, used this version to compare Eastern Tigrinya with. I also 

make reference to the works on the non-Eastern dialects. Furthermore, I employ 

comparative data from the speakers of the other dialects. 

1.4 Objectives 

The thesi s attempts to attain the following general and specific objectives. 

1.4.1 General Objectives 

The major objective of this study is to identify and describe the main phonological 

features of Eastern Tigrinya. 

1.4.2 Specific Objectives 

The specific objectives of the research are to identify and describe the specific features of 

the phonology of Eastern Tigrinya. That is, to identify and describe: 

i) Assimilation of progressive, fusional and distance types 

ii) The effects of gemination 

iii) Metathesis of vowels, consonants and vowel consonant 

iv) Vowel harmony 

1.5 Significance 

It is hoped that the results of this study will generally enrich the existing knowledge 

about Tigrinya which in turn could contribute to the study of Ethio-Semitic in general. 

Furthermore, the outcome of the study could serve as an input for further research in the 

field. In practical terms, teachers and students of Tigrinya as well those engaged in 

devising policy and material production related to the language may benefit from the 

study. 

1.6 Scope 

This research focuses on the phonology of Tigrinya spoken in four villages (Tegahne, 

Abraha we Atsbaha, Gormoddo and Duggum) which are found in four woredas of 

Eastern Tigray. The woredas are Atsbi Wonberta, Kilte Awlalo, Saesi Tsadamba and 
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Hawzen respectively. The concern of the study is to point out and describe the distinctive 

features of the phonology of Eastern Tigrinya, that is, its particular features related to 

phonological processes and syllables. 

1. 7 Limitation 

The research is synchronic in its approach and does not deal with diachronic issues with 

respect to the phonology of Eastern Tigrinya. It does not also fully compare and contrast 

the phonology of Eastern Tigrinya with those of the other Tigrinya dialects. Comparison 

is made only in an attempt to identify the distinctive features of the phonology of Eastern 

Tigrinya. Moreover, the Tigrinya spoken around Adi Girat and Zalambesa has not been 

treated as that could reflect features resulting from the influence of the neighboring 

Eritrean variety. 

1.8 Methods 

Purely qualitative data were acquired from both primary and secondary sources by 

observation, recording and informal interviewing. Relevant information was obtained 

essentially from twelve native monolingual speakers of Eastern Tigrinya. I collected the 

data from the natural utterances of the twelve informants. The criteria for selecting the 

informants include that each informant should be from the respective villages in birth and 

domicile, should be 40-70 years old and monolingual. That was to ensure the authenticity 

of the data and avoid, as much as possible, influence from other dialects and languages. 

As mentioned in section 1.7 above, for comparison, data were also gathered from 

speakers of dialects other than the Eastern version. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Review of Related Literature 

Since written documents on Tigrinya are of recent date (my information is since to 

Praetorius 1871), very little is known about the linguistic history of Tigrinya. 

Nevertheless, as indicated in section 1.2 of the preceding chapter, studies have treated the 

grammar and the phonology of Tigrinya and also the phonology of some dialects of the 

language. 

Daniel (2000 E.C: 22-66), in his book, zabanawi sawasiW k"'ank"'a tigrifina 'Modern 

Grammar of the Tigrinya Language', assigns a chapter to phonology and discusses, 

among others, sound pattern and some phonological processes. However, the researcher 

of the present study finds some of Daniel's descriptions questionable. According to 

Daniel (2000 E.C: 55-56), each letter of the four gutturals (laryngeal and pharyngeal 

sounds) in Tigrinya (>, (7a), '} (\'a), '" (ha) and 'I (ha)) influences a neighboring letter to 

its right and changes it to the fourth order (example, rna rar _rna rar 'honey'). It is true 

that a guttural sound influences the vowel of a neighboring consonant. The influence can 

occur on either side of the influencing sound unlike Daniel's claim that the influence 

takes place only in the right direction. Moreover, the influenced segment is normally the 

vowel of the target consonant and not a ' letter' as Daniel indicates. I have also observed 

that not only pharyngeals and laryngeals but also vowel sounds after them influence 

vowels preceding the gutturals. The influencing vowels include those which have 

themselves been influenced. Reference could be made to section 3.1.8.1 for a discussion 

on the influence of pharyngeal and laryngeal consonants. 

Daniel (2000 E.C: 64-65) discusses the process of velarization where the alveolar nasal 

Inl takes on a velar feature from a velar consonant /k, g, k'i on its right (lttankasl .... 

[lialJkas] 'limping'). Unfortunately, in the gloss of his book 'velarization' is taken for 

'palatalization ' (Daniel 2000 E.C: 333). 

Girmay (1983) describes the consonants and vowels of Tigrinya including secondary 

articulation, gemination, syllable structure, phonological processes and suprasegmental 

features. He states that "geminated consonants are not simply phonetically long 
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consonants, geminating is phonemic in Tigrinya" (1983: 64). Accordingly, he points out 

that geminates in Tigrinya have two functions, lexical and grammatical as in the 

following example. 

[ I] 

1. a) habitu 

'he persuaded' 

ii. a) haba 

'give me!' 

b) habbitu 

'he became blind' 

b) habba 

'give her!' 

In the above example [I i] the voiced bilabial stop fbI in its single form has one meaning 

and in its geminate fonn another meaning. Therefore, it manifests lexical distinction in its 

non-geminate and geminate forms. In [I ii] the single and geminate forms of Ibl result in 

a grammatical difference. That is, the word in [1 ii (a)] has one grammatical 

interpretation while the word in [I ii (b)] has another. 

Girmay (1983: 3) indicates that his study was conducted on Enderta and Hulet Awlalo 

districts. But, Girmay does nothing regarding dialect variation in the two districts as they 

belong to two different dialect areas. For instance, in the Eastern d ialect, the velar stop /k/ 

in the second person possessive marker, when preceded by consonants, except gutturals, 

is pronounced as [k]. In Enderta, this same morpheme in the same position is pronounced 

as [xl If the morpheme is preceded by a vowel or a guttural, it is pronounced as [X] in 

both districts. 

[2] 

Underlying representation 

a) mas 'naf - ka 

book - 2msg.POSS 

'your book' 

b) gaza - kum 

house - 2mpl.POSS 

'your house' 

Surface representation 

Eastern Tigrinya Enderta 

[m;Js' hatka] [m;Js'hafxa] 

[g;Jzaxum] [gnaxum] 

Girmay (1983: 67-76) in his discussion of paradigms of the possessive markers, does not 

show how the allophones [k] and [xl of the initial consonant /k/ of the second person 

morpheme surface in Hulet Awlalo which is in the present day Eastern Tigrinya. 
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Girmay (1983; 64) also deals with the assimilation processes in Tigrinya. He discusses 

the complete and partial assimilations of consonants in Tigrinya. However, his 

assumption that the assimilation of homorganic consonants in Tigrinya is of the 

regressive type is open to question. As there are indications that progressive changes are 

also possible in Eastern Tigrinya including the variety of the Hulet Awlalo district. For 

example, in Imakayidtil ' companion' changing to [maxayiddi] the I -d-I assimilates the I-t-I 

which fo llows it. This is a progressive assimilation. 

There is also a problem in the treatment of the voiced bilabial stop fbi. In the Eastern 

Tigrinya dialect (Hulet Awlalo is part of Eastern Tigrinya) fbi is pronounced as 

labiodental approximant [v] in the environment adjacent to a vowel. Compare Girmay's 

(1983: 18-19) observation and what the researcher of the present study considers for 

Eastern Tigrinya regarding the pronunciation of fbi in the position adjacent to a vowel. 

[3] 

Underlying Girmay's observation 

a) In~bril 'tiger' [n~bri] 

b) Iminbahl ' barking' [minbah] 

Eastern Tigrinya 

[n~vri] 

[minvah] 

Similarly, Girmay (1983: 19) seems to overlook the fact that the voiceless velar stop [k] 

and what he considers its counterpart, the voiceless velar fricative [x] are in 

complementary distribution. The same problem holds true for the voiceless velar ejective 

[k'] and its counterpart, the ejective fricative [x'] with respect to their distribution. The 

following are among the examples he provided. 

[4] 

Underlying Girmay's observation Eastern Tigrinya Enderta 

a) Imikbarl 'to respect' [mikbar] 

b) Imik' barl ' to bury ' [mik ' bar] 

[mixvar] 

[mix'var] 

[mixvar] 

[mix'var] 

Another problem with Girmay's analysis is that the description about one vowel 

influencing another does not match with the data given. He states that " in Tigrinya, the 

front vowels are, generally, influenced by the back vowels lui and 10/." But the 

influenced vowels given in the data are central. The following are examples taken from 

Girmay (1983: 66). 
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[5] 

a) Ika lbikuml ~ [kalbukum] 'your dog' [2mpl] 

b) Ibirilla7ul ~ [birillu'lu] ' flask' 

c) Ikarra7ul ~ [karru7u] 'his knife ' 

d) Ibirilla 70m! ~ [birill070m] ' their flask' 

e) Ikarra70ml 
~ 

[karr070m] 'their knife 

As can be seen in [5 a-b] above, the influenced vowels are the central vowels and not 

front vowels. It is the central vowels (Iii, la/, and laI) which turned into back vowels (/01 

and luI) . 

Mohammed (1983) in his senior paper describes the phonology of Rayya Tigrinya. He 

shows the phonemic representation and phonetic realization of consonants and vowels. 

He also attempts to treat the syllable structure. 

Palmer (1957) studies geminates in Tigrinya. He investigates the exponents of 

gemination. Palmer (1957: 14 1) describes the exponent of gemination in terms of 

duration, tenseness of articulation and position of articulation. Plural forms are employed 

for the purpose. But some of the geminates he presents are not acceptable to native 

Tigrinya speakers (Eastern Tigrinya speakers for example). Thus the geminates under 

Plural-2 in example [6] below from Palmer (1957: 142-144) are not permissible. 

[6] 

Singular Gloss Plural-! Plural-2 

a) manbar 'seat' manabir manabbir 

b) mankas 'chin' manakis manakkis 

c) mask'al 'cross ' masak'i! masak' k'i! 

d) narmaz 'elephant' liaramiz liarammiz 

e) manka ' spoon' manaku manakku 

11 



In addition to the gemination problem in the last column of the above example, Palmer 

(1957) employs the velar stops [k, k'], where the uvular fricatives, [x. X'], should appear. 

Following a vowel, the voiceless velar stop /kJ and the voiceless velar ejective stop /k.' I 

are realized as voiceless uvular fricative [xl and the uvular ejective fricative [X'] 

respectively. 

Tesfay (2002), in the phonetics and phonology chapter of his grammar of Tigrinya, deals 

with consonants and vowels, phonemes and allophones, phonotactics, syllable structure, 

phonological processes and the behavior of laryngeals, pharyngeals as well as the glides. 

For Tesfay (2002: 34), the realization of the voiceless velar stop Iki as a voiceless velar 

fricative [x] (I consider it voiceless uvular fricative [xl) and the velar ejective /k.'1 as a 

velar ejective (fricative) [x' ] (I consider it uvular ejective fricative [X'l) is a matter of 

being preceded by a vowel. But, in Eastern Tigrinya, the changes from /kJ to [xl and /k.' I 

to [x'] are possible also after pharyngeal and laryngeal consonants. Here are some 

examples. 

[7] 

a) ?a - hk'ik' - u - [7ahX' iX' u] 

caus - dessolve.CONV - 3msg 

' he having caused to dissolve' 

b) mi- rIc'al - [mi'x' al] 

ger - shade.lMPF 

'shading' 

c) mi-ms'a?-ki - [mims'a7xi] 

ger - come.IMPF - 2fsg 

'your coming' 

In [7 c] above, we observe that the voiceless velar stop /kJ becomes the voiceless uvular 

fricative [xl after a guttural consonant. In [7 a], the velar ejective /k.' I after the voiceless 

pharyngeal !hi becomes the uvular ejective fricative [X'] and also the velar ejective stop 

preceded by the vowellif becomes the uvular ejective fricative [X' ]. Similarly, in [7 b] the 

voiceless velar ejective stop /k.'1 preceded by the voiced pharyngeal fricative 1, 1 turns into 

the uvular ejective fricative [X' ]. 
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Teweldebirhan (1991 E.C), in his treatment of the phonotactics of Tigrinya consonants, 

attempts to show the permissible patterns. He also gives data on the number of words 

which start with each consonant of the Tigrinya syllabary. Another attempt to describe 

the phonology of Tigrinya is included in the Tigrinya grammar of Tsehaye (1979). 

Tsehaye deals with such phonological items as syllable structure, stress and sound change 

among others. Tsehaye (1979: 1) claims that the Asmara dialect "which is similar to the 

one spoken around the Axum-Adwa area, can be considered the standard variety." 

Tsehaye (1979) and Girmay (1983) include stress in their studies. They point out that 

stress doesn't have any phonemic value in Tigrinya Tsehaye (1979: 40) and Girmay 

(1983: 47). According to Tsehaye (1979: 40), "primary stress in multisylable words falls 

.. . on the penultimate syllable ... whereas in two syllable words it falls on the last 

syllable." The following are examples taken from Tsehaye (1979: 40-41). 

[8] 

a) salUs 'Tuesday' 

b) saiGm 'peace' 

c) nagaruna ' they told us' 

d) tirglsti 'petiencc' 

In Leslau (1941: 3) /hI and II I are treated as laryngeal and It!, 1t'1, Id/, lsi , Iz/ and Is' I as 

dental consonants. The former, Inl and II I, are today distinguished as pharyngeals and the 

latter ones, It!, It'l , Id/, lsi , /zl and Is'l , as alveolars. Regarding the palatal consonants, I~, n, 
j, c, c', and 't./, Leslau (1941: 4) considers them as being used for loan words mostly from 

Amharic. But according to Kogan (1997: 246-247) there are a lot of Tigrinya words with 

palatal sounds which do not have cognates in Amharic . The following are examples from 

Kogan. 

[9] 

Tigrinya 

a) I ~iljmil 

b) Iljamm u~t;)1 

Amharic Gloss 

I liml [s'im] 'beard on the chin and around the lips' 

l7ammist! ' five' 

(In this study, I use the symbols c', nand t' for~, Ij and! respectively) 
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Studies 0 11 the phonology ofTigrinya, and in some cases on that of its dialects, have been 

surveyed in chapter two. In chapter three, I shall discuss the features of phonological 

processes in Eastern Tigrinya. 
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CHAPTER TIffiEE 

Phonological Processes 

This chapter focuses on the main concerns of the research, that is, description of the 

phonologica l processes in Eastern Tigrinya. Phonological features discussed here in 

relation to Eastern Tigrinya may, in some cases, be found in the other dialects. However, 

[ wi ll attempt to show those peculiar to Eastern Tigrinya. Moreover, features appearing in 

the various dialects but which have not been treated in any of the previous studies on 

Tigrinya phonology will be revealed; for instance, the realization of the alveolar nasal In! 

before the labialized velar IgWI as in tnang"al/ _ [/iall"g"al] 'brain'. Note that the 

alveolar Inl takes on the velar, lUi, as well as the secondary labial, IUw/, features from the 

adjacent labialized velar consonant IgW/. This is a case of regressive or anticipatory 

assimi lation. 

Tigrinya consonants and vowels are important for the discussions that follow. Hence, the 

follow ing two tables present symbols for Tigrinya consonants and vowels. They are 

based on Tesfay (2002: 25-31). 

Tigrinya Consonants 

Manner of Places of articulation 
articulation Bi- Labio- Alveolar Palatal Velar Labio- Uvular Labio- Phary- Lary-

labial dental velar uvular ngeal ngeal 
Stop Voiceless p t k kW 

7 
Voiced b d g gW 

Ejective p' I' k' k'w 
Nasal Voiced m rT) n i\ U U

W 

Fricative Voiceless f s ~ y r.w h h 
Voiced V Z Z \' 

Ejective s' r.' 'Y..'w 

Affricate Voiceless C 
Voiced i 
Ejective C' 

Approximant Voiced U y W 

Trill Voiced r 
Lateral Voiced I 
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Tigrinya Vowels 

Front Central Back 

High u 

Mid e o 

Low a 

In the table for consonants, I included the labio-dental nasal Irr/, the labio-velar nasal IfJwI 

and the labio-dental approximant lui . I changed the place of articulation of the velar 

fricatives lx, x'i to uvular fricatives Ix, X' I and the labio-velar fricatives Ixw, x,wI to labio­

uvular fricatives IXw, X,w/. I also altered 'glide' for 'approximant' and ' liquid ' for 'trill' 

and ' lateral ' . 

3.1 Phonological Processes in Eastern Tigrinya 

For different reasons, a sound in a word may change its features or add new features as a 

result of the influence from other neighboring sounds. It may be reduced or even deleted. 

It is natural that sounds of a language undergo changes. Among the alternations resulting 

from these processes are assimilation, dissimilation, elision, metathesis, gemination and 

reduplication. Among others, metathesis and elision are very common phonological 

processes in Eastern Tigrinya. Before going into the discussion of the preceding 

phonological processes, I shall first present the various phonetic shapes of sounds, that is, 

allophones which commonly occur in Tigrinya. The allophonic variations are generally 

encountered in Tigrinya but in some aspects are peculiar to the eastern version of the 

language. 

3.1.1 Allophones 

Allophones are different physical realizations of individual phonemes. In other words, 

allophones are variant realizations of individual phonemic segments without bearing 

meaning change to the morphological element. A phoneme shares some phonetic features 

with a neighboring phoneme and thus appears in a certain form. The same phoneme may 

assume another fonn in another environment. These variant forms are allophones. They 
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are mutually exclusive in their distribution. That is, allophones of the same phoneme do 

not appear in the same phonological environment. They are thus complementary in their 

distribution. Where one appears, the other does not. In the sections that follow, I examine 

the characteristics of various types of allophones in Eastern Tigrinya. 

3.1.1.1 Allophones of the Velar Stops 

The velar sounds: IkI, Ik'l, Ikwi and lk,wl have different realizations in different 

environments. For instance, depending on the environment, the velar stop IkI changes its 

place and manner of articulation to the uvular fricative [x]. On the other hand, the velar 

ejective stop Ik'i changes its place and manner features and becomes the uvular ejective 

fricative [X' ]. 

Before proceeding to see the allophones of the velar sounds in detail, let us look one 

important point regarding the velar sounds. Tesfay (2002: 26) considers [x, x', xW, x'W] as 

allophones of Ik, k' , kW, k,w/. But, in the present study, [x, x', xW, x 'W], which are velar 

fricative, velar ejective fricative, labiovelar fricative and labiovelar ejective fricative are 

substituted by the voiceless uvular fricative [x] , the voiceless uvular ejective fricative 

[X' ], the voiceless labiouvular fricative [XW] and the voiceless labiouvular ejective 

fri cative [X'W] respectively. The velar consonants Ik, k', kW, k,wl are four different 

phonemes. In the following set of examples, all the four words are similar except for one 

segment. It is that segment which distinguishes each word in meaning. 

[ I] 

a) kan 'dry' 

b) k'an 'attract' 

c) k"an 'knock' 

d) k,u' ali 'open eye' 

In [I a-d] above, each word is distinct in meaning as the result of difference in the initial 

consonant. Hence, each of the initial sounds is a phoneme in Eastern Tigrinya. The 

discussions below treat the allophones of each of the preceding phonemes. 

i) Allophones of the voiceless velar stop IkJ 

The voiceless velar stop IkI is realized as either [k] or [x] in different environments as in 

the following example. 
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[2] 

a) takal- a - [t:lX:ll:l] 

plant.PRF - 3msg 

'he planted' 

b) dakim - u - [d:lximu] 

tired.CONV - 3msg 

'he being tired' 

c) ?a - tkit - u - [?atkilu] 

caus - plant.CONV - 3msg 

'he having caused to plant' 

d) mi-dkam - [midkam] 

ger - tired.IMPF 

' becoming tired' 

In [2 a and b] above, the voiceless velar stop /kJ is realized as the voiceless uvular 

fricative [xl Tesfay (2002: 34) indicates that, in Tigrinya, the voiceless velar stop /kJ is 

realized as the voiceless velar fricative [x] when preceded by a vowel. The assumption is 

due to the fact that the open approximation feature of the preceding vowel spreads to the 

following consonant, that is, to /kJ and the latter becomes a continuant, [x] . Elsewhere the 

/ki appears as [k]. In Eastern Tigrinya, however, the voiceless velar stop /kJ is realized as 

either the voiceless velar stop [k] or as the voiceless uvular fricative [xl of course, 

depending on position. 

Word initially, /ki is realized as [k] or [xl in Eastern Tigrinya, as [k] in Adwa, Hamasen, 

Akkele Guzay and Seraye, as [xl in Enderta while in Rayya as the voiceless laryngeal 

fricative [h]. In Enderta and Rayya, /kJ is realized as the voiceless uvular fricative [xl 
word medially. In Eastern Tigrinya, Rayya and Enderta, word initially, the mid central 

vowel /:l/ is realized as the low vowel [a] after the voiceless velar stop /kJ. The following 

example illustrates the realization ofthe velar stop /kJ in the different localities. 
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[3] 

Underlying Adwa Eastern Enderta Rayya 

Representation Tigrinya 

a) mi- bkay [ mil?kay] [miukay] [miuxay] [miuxay] 

ger - cry .IMPF 

'crying' 

b) kamay [k::lm::lY] [kam::lY] ([xam::lY]) [xam::lY] [ham::lY] 

how 

'how' 

Tn [3 a] above, the voiceless velar stop Ik/ is realized as the voiceless velar stop [k] in 

Adwa and Eastern Tigrinya. The sound is preceded by the devoiced bilabial stop [l?] and 

the labiodental approximant [u] respectively. However, the sound surfaces as the 

voiceless uvular fricative [x.] in Endarta and Rayya. In [3 b], the word-initial voiceless 

velar stop IkJ is pronounced as [k] in Adwa. The sound surfaces optionally as either the 

voiceless velar stop [k] or the voiceless uvular fricative [x.] in Eastern Tigrinya. In 

Enderta and Rayya, it occurs as the voiceless uvular fricative [x.] and the voiceless glottal 

fricative [h] respectively. In [3 b], the mid-central vowel l ::ll after the word initial 

consonant segment is pronounced as the mid-central vowel [::l] in Adwa but as the low 

vowel [ a] in Eastern Tigrinya, Enderta and Rayya. 

In the above example [3], the weakening of the voiceless velar stop Ik/ to the voiceless 

uvular fricative [x.] in Eastern Tigrinya, Enderta and Rayya (in Rayya, also to the 

voiceless glottal fricative [h]) is probably due to the influence of the vowel [a] that 

follows. Furthermore, the weakened form [x.] gets lowered to [h] in Rayya as the result of 

the infl uence of the low vowel [a]. 

As illustrated in the following example [4], in Eastern Tigrinya, the voiceless velar stop 

Ik/ is rea lized as the voiceless uvular fricative [x.] after anyone of the guttural consonants 

Ih, 11, 7, 'II or a vowel. 

[4] 

a) mi- nkak -- [mil1xax] 
ger - scratch.lMPF 

'scratching' 
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b) ma7ka1 

center 
'center' 

c) lila fKan 

attic 
'attic' 

_ [ma7xal] 

- [ma'i'xan] 

In [4 a] above, /kJ is realized as [xl in the position after a guttural and after a vowel. In [4 

b-c] , [xl is the result of the presence of a guttural. We may thus conclude that the 

voiceless velar stop IkJ is realized as the voiceless uvular fricative [xl when preceded 

either by a vowel or a guttural. 

ii) Allophones of the velar ejective stop Ik'i 

The phonological environments which cause the voiceless velar stop /kJ to change to the 

voiceless uvular fricative [xl also cause the velar ejective stop /k'i to change to the uvular 

ejective fricative [X'] . Although these changes are concerning Eastern Tigrinya, they 

occur in the other dialects, too. 

[5] 

a) sak'al- a - [sax'ala] 

hang.PRF - 3msg 

' he hanged (sit)' 

b) mak 'al- a - [max'ala] 

divide.PRF - 3msg 

' he divided' 

c) lI1i- sk'al - [misk'al] 

ger - hang.fMPF 

' hanging' 

d) mi- mk'al - [mimk'al] 

ger - divide.IMPF 

'dividing' 

The velar ejective stop /k' i in [5 a-b] above is preceded by a vowel and realized as the 

uvular ejective fricative [X'], whereas in [5 c-d] it is preceded by a consonant and is 

realized as [k ']. As in example [5] above in relation to the weakening of(spirantization or 

20 



fricativization) IkJ to [xl after a guttural, the velar ejective stop !k'i also weakens to [X' ] 

after a guttural. Let us look at the following set of examples. 

[6] 

a) ?a - nk'ik' - u - [7ahx' iX' u] 

caus - dissolve.CONV - 3msg 

' he having caused to dissolve' 

b) mi- rk 'af - [mi'lx'al] 

ger - be in a shed.IMPF 

' being in a shed' 

There are two fk'i consonants in [6 a] above both realized as the uvular ejective fricative 

[X' ]. The weakening of the first is caused by the influence of the guttural /hi that precedes 

it wh ile the weakening of the second is caused by the preceding vowel fi! . In [6 b], the 

change from !k'i to [x'] is the result ofthe influence of the preceding guttural I'll. 

iii) Allophones of the voiceless labiovelar stop Ikwi 

In Eastern Tigrinya, the voiceless labiovelar stop fkwf is realized as the voiceless 

labiouvular fricative [XW] after a vowel or a guttural but as the voiceless labiovelar stop 

[kW] elsewhere. This is, in fact, observed in the other dialects, too. 

[7] 

a) tanl(' af ~ [t~lJwkW~I] 

mischief 

' mischief 

b) rak"at - a ~ ['1axW~t~] 

take a handful.PRF - 3msg 

' he took a handful' 

c) mi - rk!' at ~ [mi'lxWat] 

ger - take handful.IMPF 

' taking a handful ' 
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• 

In [7 b-c] the voiceless labiovelar stop /k"1 is realized as the voiceless labiouvular 

fricative [X" ] because in [7 b] it is preceded by vowel and in [7 c] by a pharyngeal 

consonant. [n [7 a] Ik"l is pronounced as [k"] because it is preceded by consonant. What 

is interesting in [7 a] is that the alveolar nasal In! undergo two changes. On the one hand, 

it changes to the velar nasal as the result of the influence from the following velar stop 

Ik/. On the other hand, it takes the feature of the secondary labial articulation /"1 again 

from the fo llowing Ik"l. 

iv) Allophones of the labioveIar ejective stop Ik,wI 

In Eastern Tigrinya as well as in the other dialects, the labiovelar ejective stop [k"Y] and 

the labiouvular ejective fricative lx'''] are allophones of the labiovelar ejective stop Ik'''I. 

Ik'''1 is pronounced as the labiouvular ejective fricative [X'''] after a vowel or a guttural 

consonant. 

[8] 

a) nak"'an-a 

shake.PRF - 3msg 

' he shook' 

_ [hax"Yana] 

--+_ [7ahx"Yana] 

caus - shake.PRF - 3msg 

' he caused to shake' 

c) lay - k'''aras' - a 

neg - cut.IMPF - 3msg 

' before he cuts' 

In [8 a] above, the labiovelar ejective stop /k'''1 is preceded by the low vowel Ia! and is 

pronounced as the labiouvular ejective fricative [X,W]. Similarly, in [8 b], it is preceded by 

the pharyngeal /hi and is pronounced as the labiouvular ejective fricative [X''']. In [8 c], 

however, it is realized as the labiovelar ejective stop [k'''] since it is preceded neither by a 

vowel nor by a guttural. It is rather preceded by a consonal]t other than a guttural. 

The next section, 3.1.1.2, discusses the various allophonic representations of the voiced 

bilabial stop Ib/. In this category, I will identify an allophone relatively peculiar to the 

Eastern Tigrinya, that is, fbi surfacing as the voiced labiodental approximant [u]. 
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3.1.1.2 Allophones of the Voiced Bilabial Stop Ibl 

In Eastern Tigrinya the voiced bilabial stop fbI is realized as the voiced bilabial stop [b], 

the voiced labiodenta l approximant [u], the voiceless labiodental fricative [f] or as the 

labiovelar glide [w] in different environments. In the words Ibahlil 'culture' , Ik'iJlliJbl 

' provisions' , Ina! biJlJ! 'stand up! ' and Inasibul 'he thought', the voiced bilabial stop fbI is 

realized in different ways. We have four different pronunciations of the phoneme fbI in 

the preceding four different words. 

The voiced bilabial stop fbI realized as the voiced bilabial stop [b] 

[9] 

a) biJlr - i -. [b~tri] 
stick - epnt 

' stick' 

b) bahl- i -. [bah Ii] 

culture - epnt 

'culture ' 

c) nimbirl- i -. [himbirti] 

navel - epnt 

'navel, center' 

As seen in the preceding examples [9 a-c], the voiced bilabial stop fbI appears as [b]. The 

final high front vowel [i] in all three cases is an epenthetic vowel inserted to break the 

word final clusters as the language does no! permit more than one consonant at the end of 

a word. In add ition, assimilation is observed in [9 c] when the underlying alveolar nasal 

In! has turned into the bilabial nasal [m] as the result of the regressive assimilation from 

the voiced bilabial stop Ib/. 

What is observed in the set of examples below is that the voiced bilabial stop changes to 

the voiced labiodental approximant [u] . 

The voiced bilabial stop fbI realized as the voiced labiodental approximant [u] 
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[10] 

a) k'allab --. [k'alkm] 

provisions 

'provisions' 

b) s'abbib --. [s';}bbiu] 

narrow 

'narrow' 

c) kalb - i --. [kalui] 

dog - epnt 

'dog' 

d) ?atban --. [7atuan] 

snake.pl 

'snakes' 

In [10 a-b] above, Ibl is preceded by a vowel whereas in [10 c-d] a vowel follows it. We 

observe that the preceding or the following vowel causes the voiced bilabial stop fbi to be 

weakened. Accordingly, the bilabial stop fbi becomes the labiodental approximant [u] 

with place and manner changes. 

In the environment where the bilabial stop Ibl is adjacent to the vowel lu I or the glides 

Iw, yl, the resulting sound is labiovelar approximant [w] . 

The voiced bilabial stop fbi realized as the labiovelar approximant [w] 

[ 11] 

a) nasib -u __ 

b) 

c) 

think.CONV - 3msg 

' he having thought' 

ruba --
river 

'river' 

hib - u --
give.CONY - 3msg 

' he having given ' 

[hasiwu] 

[ruwa] 

[hiwu] 
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d) rabiyy- i -- [I'awiyyi] 

large - epnt 

'large' 

e) 7ab - wiSt' - i -- [7awwiSt'i] 

at - inside - epnt 

'in side' 

In the above examples, we observe the voiced bilabial stop fbi changing to the labiovelar 

approximant [w]. The change occurs in the intervocalic position, that is, as the result of 

the influence from vowels on either sides and which are approximant in their manner of 

articulation and likely to encourage approximation in an adjacent obstruent. If the 

weakened segment, the voiced bilabial stop Ibl, is exposed in the environment to either of 

the glides Iw, yl or the high back vowel lui, the resulting sound is the labiovelar 

approximant [w]. In other words, the bilabial stop Ibl is weakened by flanking vowels, 

partially assimilated by a following or preceding glide or a high back round vowel lui. 

Whereas in [II e], the bilabial stop fbi is completely assimilated by the following 

labiovelar approximant Iw/. 

The voiced bilabial stop fbi realized as the voiceless labiodental fricative [t] 

[I2] 

a) fia! - biJl __ [haff:!l] 

rise - say(2msg).IMPER 

' rise!1 stand up! ' 

b) kab - fotana __ [kaff:!t:!na] 

from - exam 

'from exam' 

In the preceding examples [12 a-b], the voiced bilabial stop fbi is preceded or followed by 

the voiceless labiodental fricative If I. Due to the influence from the voiceless labiodental 

fricative If!, fbi is totally assimilated and becomes the voiceless labiodental fricative [t]. 

The change is from [+ voice] to [- voice] , from bilabial to labiodental and from [+ stop] 

to [+ sibilant]. 
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In [12 a] , the voiced bilabial stop fbi is totally assimilated by a preceding voiceless 

labiodental fricative If! in which case the assimilation is progressive; in [12 b], the voiced 

bilabial stop fbi is assimilated by the following voiceless labiodental fricative If I in which 

case the assimilation is regressive or anticipatory. 

3.1.1.3 Allophones of the alveolar nasallnl 

Depending on environment, the alveolar nasal lnl may be realized as the velar nasal [Q], 

as the labiodental nasal [rT)], as the bilabial nasal [m] or as the alveolar nasal [n] (Tesfay 

2002: 29). In addition to what Tesfay has said about the Tigrinya allophones of the 

alveolar nasal In!, the labiovelar nasal [QW] and the palatal nasal [iI] are other realizations 

of the alveolar nasal In! in Eastern Tigrinya. The following examples illustrate the 

allophonic occurrences of the phoneme In!. 

The alveolar nasal In! realized as the labiodental nasal [rT)] 

[1 3] 

a) man/as 

sprit 

'sprit' 

__ [marT)fas] 

The alveolar nasal In! partially assimilates with the voiceless labiodental fricative If! and 

becomes the labiodental nasal [rT)]. The alveolar Inl has lost its place feature and has 

become labiodental; but in its manner of articulation, it is still nasal and voiced. 

The alveolar nasal In! realized as the velar nasal [Q] 

[14] 

a) mangadd - i -- [maQgaddi] 

way - epnt 

'way' 

b) nankas 

lame 

' lame' 

__ [haQkas] 
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c) rank'ar 

uvula 

'uvula' 

__ [I'auk'ar] 

The alveolar nasal In!, in [14 a-c] above, appears before velar sounds and becomes a velar 

nasal [u]. In the process, place assimilation has taken place on the alveolar nasal In! 

resulting in a change from alveolar to velar. That is velar feature of the velar consonant 

has spread back to the alveolar nasal In! and the process being regressive place 

assimilation. 

The alveolar nasal In! realized as the bilabial nasal [m] 

[15] 

f'inbabo __ [I'imbawo] 

flower 

'flower' 

The example in [15] above shows that the bilabial stop Ibl has influenced the preceding 

alveolar nasa l In! thus causing In! to change to [m]. What has taken place is regressive 

partial (place feature) assimilation. That is fbi has influenced Inl with its labial feature 

changing it to [m]: but the latter retaining its voice and nasal manner features. 

The alveolar nasal In! realized as the palatal nasal [iI] 

[16] 

a) finial __ [ftiljal] 

cup 

'cup (of coffee) 

b) ?anc 'iwa -- [7ai\C'iwa] 

rat 

'rat' 

In [16 a-c) above, the alveolar nasal In! comes before palatal sounds. In both cases the 

palatal sounds assimilate In! which precedes them. Consequently, the alveolar In! 

becomes palatal [iI]like its palatal neighbors Ij and c'l. 
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The alveolar nasal In! realized as the labialized velar nasal [Uw] 

[17] 

a) t 'ank >W ali ----+ [t'au wk'Wali] 

wizard 

'wizard' 

b) hangWal 

brain 

'brain' 

c) tankWal 

conspiracy 

' conspiracy' 

The alveolar nasal In! in [17 a-c] above becomes labiovelar nasal [UW] due to the 

influence from the adjacent labialized velar consonant that follows it. That is Inl takes the 

velar and labial features from the complex articulations /k'w, gW, and kWI and becomes the 

complex labialized velar nasal sound [UW]. 

The alveolar nasal In! realized as the alveolar nasal [n] 

[ 18] 

a) mandak ' ----+ [mandaq'] 

wall 

'wall ' 

b) nabr - i 

tiger - epnt 

'tiger' 

----+ [nauri] 

The alveolar nasal In! is realized as the alveolar nasal [n] elsewhere other than in the 

environments in examples [13-17] above. Here, the above [18 a-b] are only two of the 

"elsewhere" environments where In! is realized as [nj. 

3.1.2 Assimilation 

Crysta l defines assimilation as "a ... term .. . which refers to the influence exercised by 

one sound segment upon the articulation of another, so that the sounds become more 

ali ke, or identical" (2003: 38). Similarly, Fromkin et al. (2003: 575) state that 
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assimilation is "a phonological process which changes feature values of segments to 

make them similar" . Also Fromkin et al. (2003: 301) indicate that assimilation increases 

the efficiency and ease of articulation. 

There are three important points regarding assimilation. They are (a) phonemes affected 

(sounds which are affected by the rule), (b) phonetic change (phonetic feature changing 

according to the rule) and (c) phonological environment (the context or the phonological 

environment in which assimilation occurs) (Fromkin et al. 2003: 302). 

Birjandi and Salmani-Nodoushan (2005: 132) identifY three types of assimilation: (a) 

assimilation of place-when the place of articulation of one segment is changed as a result 

of the influence from the place feature of a neighboring segment, (b) assimilation of 

manner- when the manner feature of a segment is changed by the manner feature of the 

adjacent segment and (c) assimilation of voice-when a segment changes its voice feature 

due to the influence of the voice feature of the influencing segment. Assimilation could 

occur between adjacent or distant segments in a progressive or regressive direction. The 

influence of one segment over another may be partial or total. 

Various studies have treated assimilation in Tigrinya. Tesfay (2002: 38-40) and Daniel 

(2000 F.e: 57-60) deal with assimilation in Tigrinya from the following perspectives: (1) 

regressive versus progressive assimilation, (2) distance versus contact assimilation, (3) 

partial versus complete assimilation and (4) fus ional assimilation. They give less 

emphasis to progressive and fusional assimilation. From the viewpoint of Eastern 

Tigrinya, 1 will deal with progress ive assimilation, distance assimilation and fusional 

assimilation. As far the rest of assimilation types are concerned, I consider that they have 

been given more attention. 

3.1.2.1 Progressive assimilation 

Progressive (perseverative) assimilation occurs when a feature of a segment spreads from 

left to right. Progressive assimilation is commonly observed in Eastern Tigrinya. The 

examples below show that a segment in the right is influenced by the features of a 

preceding segment. 
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[19] 

a) ma - kayid - Ii 

inst - go - pi 

'companion' 

b) ma - nambasi 

inst - swim 

'swimming pole' 

c) k'alil- om - wo 

__ [maxayiddi] 

__ [mahammasi] 

__ [k'atilommo] 

kill.CONV - they.m - him 

'they having killed him' 

d) dim - bal -- [ dawwal] 

stand - say.lMPER 

'stand up! ' 

In example [19 a] the voiceless alveolar stop It! is completely assimilated by the features 

of the preceding voiced alveolar stop Idl (d, I _ del). In [19 b] the bilabial nasal Iml 

completely assimilates the voiced bilabial stop Ibl (m, b_ mm). Similarly, in [19 c], the 

bilabial nasal 1m! totally assimilates the labiovelar approximant Iwl (m, w_ mm). The 

case in [19 d] is not different where the labiovelar approximant Iwl assimilates Ibl (w, b-+ 

ww). 

3.1.2.2 Fusional assimilation 

In hi s discussion about fusional assimilation, Tesfay (2002: 39 - 40) shows how and why 

the mid central vowel lal and the labiovelar approximant consonant Iwl yield the mid­

back vowel [0]. Additionally, I will describe that the palatal glide Iyl and the alveolar 

nasal Inl coalesce and result in the palatal nasal [ilj. Tesfay (2002: 26) indicates that 10/ is 

rare and unpronounceable for many native speakers ofTigrinya. However, it is not rare in 

Eastern Tigrinya. It appears and is well-pronounced in such words as nak 'anna 'truthful', 

jil1itlna 'bladder' and taranna 'on duty, in turn'. When the palatal glide Iyl and the 

alveolar nasal In! meet in an adjacent environment, they fuse and form the palatal nasal 

10/ as in the following example. 
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[20] 

a) dayna __ [ daMa ] 

judge 

'judge' 

b) wara - yna __ [w;lrnilila] 

talk - adj 

'talkative' 

c) mango - yna __ [m;lDgoilila] 

middle - adj 

' middleman, neutral' 

d) ?afa - yna __ [7af;lilila] 

mouth - adj 

'speaker, talkative' 

We can observe in the above examples that the glide Iyl merges with the alveolar nasal 

Inl and together yield the palatal nasal coalescent Int. Since the two segments (y, n) result 

in one segment [iI], one slot remains open which is compensated by gemination, -iiii - in 

the word as in dayna 'j udge' --. da-na --. danna. 

3.1.2.3 Distance assimilation 

Apart from the influence of a sound on an adjacent one, influence from a distance does 

also occur in languages. By distance is meant when intervening segment(s) appear 

between the interacting sounds. For example, the word kifu? 'wicked' is pronounced as 

kufu? In the latter form the first high-central vowel Iii has changed to the high-back 

vowel [u]. This is the result of the influence from the last high-back vowel lui from a 

distance. We may consider the following examples. 

[21] 

Underlying form Eastern Tigrinya 

a) lias'ib - at - i-I/- u [has'iwatillu] 

wash.CONY - she - epnt - dat - him 

' she having washed for him ' 
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b) k 'abir - all - 0 [k'awiratto] 

bury.CONY - she - him 

'she having buried him ' 

c) kab - saw ralla [kawS:lw\' att<l] 

from - seven 

'from seven' 

[k'<lIJiratto] [x'auratto] 

[ka\!~<lw\'att<l] [xa~<lw\'att<l] 

In the examples above, in Eastern Tigrinya, the bilabial stop fbi two processes in each 

case. Firstly, it has been weakened to labiodental approximant lui as the result of 

influence from the adjacent vowel(s). Secondly, it has changed to the labiovelar 

approximant [w] due to the distant influence of a back vowel lu, 0/ in [21 a and b] ; and 

due to the distant influence of the labiovelar approximant Iwl in [21 c]. 

In the section that follows, we shall look at another process in which consonants assume 

similarity. Th is is the case of gemination. 

3.1.3 Gemination 

In phonet ics and phonology, gemination occurs when a consonant is pronounced for an 

audibly longer time than a short consonant. Within the CV phonology, a geminate is 

represented as a single melod ic unit associated to two prosodic slots. A geminate can be 

considered as a sequence of two identical segments of a sound in a morpheme. It could be 

a long consonant in a syllable or simply two identical segments in the adjacent syllables 

ofa morpheme (Crystal 2003: 196-197). 

Geminates in Tigrinya are very important phonological aspects. Almost all Tigrinya 

consonants, with the exception of gutturals, are amenable to gemination. Geminates may 

be phonemic and thus may have lexical or grammatical functions (Girmay 1983: 64). The 

same holds true for Eastern Tigrinya. I identify three types of phonemic geminates: (a) 

geminate within a morpheme, (b) geminate at morpheme boundary and (c) geminate by 

assimilation. 

3.1.3.1 Gemination within a morpheme 

Unlike, for instance, in Amharic there is no gemination within a syllable in Tigrinya. In 

Amharic, such a syllable as libb 'heart', which is also in this case a word, is possible in 
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which the final consonant is a geminate, -bb. Note that the consonant can be considered 

long b:. However, in Tigrinya, the cognate of the preceding word has a syllable structure 

of lib.bi 'heart'. This is due to the fact that the language does not permit word-final 

clusters and therefore ' inserts an epenthetic vowel [i]. Thus, the gemination of the 

consonant in the word is at a syllable boundary and the geminate can be represented 

simply as -bb-. The following set of examples is of geminates within a morpheme. 

[22] 

a) diJrriJv - iJ 

double.PRF - 3msg 

' he doubled' 

b) !iJlliJS ' - iJ 

chop.PRF - 3msg 

' he chopped' 

c) WiJSSiJX - iJ 

add.PRF - 3msg 

'he added ' 

In each of the above words, the geminate has no effect on meaning or grammatical 

function. In other words, it is not phonemic. Eastern Tigrinya has similarities and 

differences with the other dialects (Rayya and Hamasen dialects, for example). Let us 

look at the following examples. 

[23] 

Standard Eastern Rayya Hamasien 

a) hayyal hayyal hayyal hayal 

strong 

' powerful, strong' 

b) k' ayyir - u k'ayyiru (x'ayyiru) x'ayyiru k'ayru 

change.CONV - 3msg 

' he having changed' 
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c) k';ls'i'l - u k'as'i'lu (x'as'i'lu) x'as's'i'lu k';ls'i'lu 

punish.CONV - 3msg 

' he having punished' 

d) k';ltil - u k'atilu (x'ati lu) x'attilu k';ltilu 

kill.CONV - 3msg 

' he having killed' 

Regarding the medial consonant of the above words, Eastern Tigrinya has similarity with 

Rayyan in [23 a and b] and differences in [23 c and d]; while with Hamasen similarity in 

[23 c and d] and difference in [23 a and b]. 

As mentioned above (page 31), in Eastern Tigrinya and in Tigrinya in general, geminates 

may cause lexical difference or alteration in grammatical function. Below, words in the 

left with no geminates differ in meaning from those in the right with geminates. 

[24] 

i. a) s';ll;ly - ;l b) s';lll;ly -;l 

influence.PRF - 3msg pray - 3msg.PRF 

' he influenced' 'he prayed' 

II. a) k';ln;ly - ;l b) k';lnn;ly - ;l 

tune.PRF - 3msg live long - 3msg.PRF 

' he tuned up the music ' 'hel it lasted, lived long' 

In addition to causing meaning difference, geminates can also change the grammar of a 

morphological unit as in the following example. 

[25] 

a) wis"d - a 

take.IMPER - 2fpl 

' take!' 

b) wis"dd - a 

take.lMPER (msg) - her 

'take her!' 

In both [25 a and b] above, the verbs are imperative. But in [25 a] the subject is second 

person feminine plural while in [25 b] the subject is second person masculine singular 

and there is a third person femin ine singular object. There is obvious grammatical 

difference between [25 a] and [25 b] as the result of the formal difference in the non-
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gemination and gemination of /d/. The second /d/ in [25 b] that causes gemination is a 

compensation for the deleted /7/ which is underlyingly present in the fina l morpheme, /-

7a1 '3fsg.obj '. 

3.1.3.2 Gemination at morpheme boundary 

When identical segments are in contact at a morpheme boundary, they are pronounced 

simultaneously and result in a geminate. Contact geminates are not true geminates and 

some scholars call them ' fake' or 'apparent' geminates (Crystal 2003: 197). Here are 

some examples of geminates resulting from concatenation of two identical consonants 

across morpheme boundary in Eastern Tigrinya. 

[26] 

a) wagan - na 

relative - 1 pl.POSS 

'our relative' 

b) mirak - ka 

calf - 2msg.POSS 

• 

'your calf (baby of cow)' 

[wag:mna] 

[mirakka] 

The geminates in the preceding examples are not ' true ' geminates. In both [26 a and b] , 

each segment which contributes to the formation of a geminate belongs to a different 

morpheme. However, the meeting of the identical segments at the boundary of the 

morpheme results in the formation of the geminate. For example in [26 a], n-n meet at the 

juncture of the two adjacent morphemes, wagan and -na, and form the geminate -nn-. 

3.1.3.3 Gemination by assimilation 

Assimilated geminates occur when a sound totally assimilates an adjacent sound at a 

morpheme boundary. Like the ones in section 3.1.3 .2, they are not 'true' geminates 

because one of the segments is different in the underlying form. But as a result of total 

assimilation at morpheme boundary they become geminate of identical sounds. So 

assimilated geminates are 'fake' geminates. There are plenty of examples of such 

geminates in Tigrinya. 
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[27] 

a) mirus' - zar 7 - i 

selected - seed - epnt 

'improved seed' 

b) kab - fatana 

from - exam 

'from exam' 

- [miruzz~r7i] 

_ [kaff~t~na] 

In the above example [27 a], the first segment of the second element of the compound 

word, that is segment -z-, totally assimilates the preceding -s '- sound of the first element 

of the compound. The process thus, results in the geminate -zz- as in [miruzzar7iJ. 

Similarly, in [27 b], we obtain the geminate-ff-. 

According to Tesfay (2002: 43) if object marker morphemes are attached to the stem of 

jussive or imperfective forms, gemination may occur as in the examples below. 

[28] 

a) yimarbc + am --. [yimarikkom] 'It:l him [surrender] them' 

b) sibar+o [sib~rro] 'break it!' 

In the examples above, the last consonant of the stem becomes geminated when the third 

person masculine plural and the third person masculine singular object markers are 

attached as in [28 a and b] respectively. But what causes -k and -r to be geminated? This 

is an important question. For instance, in [28 a], the jussive Iyimarikl has a syllable 

structure of CV.CV.CVC. When the third person masculine plural object marker I-ami is 

suffixed the stem becomes Iy imarikoml with a syllable structure of *CV.CV.CVC.Vc. 

But the last syllable is not permissible in the language; it does not have an onset. 

Therefore, the stem final consonant -k spreads to the onset position of the third person 

masculine plural object marker morpheme I-oml. Then phonetically, the voiceless velar 

stop -k becomes geminated -kk- [yimarikkom]. The same happens to the alveolar trill -r at 

the end of the stem in [28 b] . 
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3.1.4 Metathesis 

I have observed that in Eastern Tigrinya speakers change the sequence of segments 

within a word without changing meaning. Vowel metathesis, consonant metathesis and 

vowel-consonant metathesis are encountered. Let us look at each process in the 

discussions below. 

3.1.4.1 Vowel metathesis 

In examples [29 a-c], different vowels switch their underlying positions. Below I 

compare Eastern Tigrinya words with their counterparts in the relatively standardized 

version which is used in educational materials, literature and the mass media. 

[29] 

a) 

b) 

Standard 

k'addam -ay 

first - 3msg 

' first' 

madossa 

hummer 

'hummer' 

Eastern Tigrinya 

k'addamay 

modaMa 

As seen in the above examples, the sequence of the vowels in the first and second 

syllables is switched in Eastern Tigrinya. It appears that the weaker central vowels are 

relegated to the second syllables. 

3.1.4.2 Consonant metathesis 

Like what we have seen above in the case of vowel metathesis, consonants also switch 

their position without changing the meaning of a word. Unlike the vowel metathesis, in 

consonant metathesis the underlying sequence of consonants within a stem is predictable 

but speakers change this sequence unconsciously, that is, without being motivated by the 

phonology. Here are some examples. 

[30] 

a) maryam 

Mary 

' Mary' 

-+ [mayram] 
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b) sads - ay 

six - msg 

'sixth' 

c) rfiy - u 

-
-

see.CONY - 3msg 

' he having seen' 

[sasday] 

[riy7u] 

The switched consonants in the examples above do not follow uniform phonological 

similarities in view of syllable, manner and place of articulation in the underlying form. 

3.1.4.3 Vowel consonant metathesis 

In Eastern Tigrinya, speakers switch lal and Iyl and change the arrangement layl to [ya]. 

The mid-central vowel lal switches its position with the palatal glide Iyl when they are in 

the layl sequence. The layl sequence is changed to [ya] and the combination is realized as 

[e]: perhaps a compromise result between Iyl and lal where [e] shares the front feature of 

Iyl and the mid feature of la/. The following examples illustrate the vowel-consonant 

metathesis. 

[31 ] 

a) siJbir - u _ sa0iru _ sayru _ syaru _ [seru] 

break.CONV - 3msg 

' he having broken ' 

b) biJyn - iJn _ /byanan/ _ [benan] 

alone - 3fpl 

'they alone' 

c) 7abiJy _ l7abyal _ [7aue-] 

where 

'where' 

A word-final layl undergoes metathesis as in [31 c] above. However, the form 17abYiJi 

also represents another word meaning 'I denied'. Therefore, the switch between the mid 

central vowel lal and the glide Iyl in I ?abiJyl 'where ' takes place only when another 

morpheme follows it, as in the examples below. 
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[32] 

?abay - ?all- a __ nab:ly--lIo1 __ nabY:lllol __ [7auello] 

where - present.INTER - 3m! neutsg 

'where is hel it? ' 

In the following sections, we shall look at a process where vowels assume similarity. The 

process is known as vowel harmony. 

3.1.5 Vowel harmony 

Vowel harmony is a phonological process where "all vowels in a word share certain 

features" Crystal (2003: 215). The process is analogous to assimilation; but it is not 

simply the case of one vowel assimilating the other. Vowel harmony is the case of all the 

vowels of a word looking alike in certain features or in totality. Unlike in other varieties, 

in Eastern Tigrinya the features of a back vowel harmonize over the features of all central 

vowels in a word. This is illustrated in the examples below. 

[33] 

a) wa/ad - t - am • [woloddom] 

parent - pi - their.m 

' their parents' 

b) s'awaf- a - am • [s'owol'om] 

call.PRF - he - them.m 

' he called them' 

c) siran - u 

work - his 

' his work' 

d) sirra - ;U 

trousers - his 

'his trousers ' 

• [suruhu] 

---.. [surru7u] 

In [33 a and b] above, the mid-central vowel l :ll shares the features of the back vowel 10/. 

A simi lar process is observed in [33 c and d] where the first two vowels assume features 
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of the high-back vowel l ui. Girmay (1983: 66) seems to look at vowel harmony in a 

different way. Let us look at one of his examples. 

[34] 

kalbixum __ [kalbuxum] 'your [mpl] dog' 

The example above shows that the high back vowel lui influences the preceding high 

central vowel Iii but not the low vowel Ia!. However, vowel harmony is a case where all 

the vowels in a word share common features. 

Un like the phonological processes of one segment influencing another or segments 

switching positions, we will observe cases of segment or syllable deletion or elision in 

the section that follows. 

3.1.6 Elision 

Eli sion refers to a loss of vowel, consonant or a syllable in connected speech. In Eastern 

Tigrinya, speakers are observed dropping a segment or a syllable from a word in speech. 

For clarity, I have divided elision into segment elision and syllable elision. 

3.1.6.1 Segment elision 

A segment can easily be deleted or elided in a word without influencing the meaning of a 

word. Consonant segments are more likely to be elided in words. The following are 

examples from Eastern Tigrinya for word medial and word final elision. 

[35] 

a) nmvy - u -. lia0yu -. [liayu] 

cure. CONY - 3msg 

' he having been curedl healed ' 

b) bikay -. bik~0 -. [bix~] 

cry (msg).lMPER 

'cry!' 

If the high front vowel I ii remains with another vowel after deletion of a consonant, it is 

changed to the palatal glide [y] to hold the onset position of the deleted consonant. This is 

peculiar to the Eastern Tigrinya. The process is illustrated in the examples below. 
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[36] 

a) mas'i7- u _ mas'i0u _ [mas'yu] 

come.CONY - 3msg 

' he having come' 

b) t'aji7- a _ t'afi0a _ [t ' afya] 

10st.CONY - Isg 

'I having been lost' 

In [36 a and b] above, after the glottal stop 17/ is deleted, the high front vowel l if becomes 

Iyl to hold the onset position of the last syllable. However, in Adwa, Hamasen, Seraye 

and in what is presumed standard dialect, no deletion takes place in the above words. In 

Rayya, on the other hand, it is the high front vowel l if that is deleted as seen in the 

following example. 

[37] 

mas'i7- u _ [mas'7u] 

come.CONV - 3msg 

'he having come' 

3.1.6.2 Syllable Elision 

The preceding discussion treated segment elision; this section handles syllable elision. 

The examples below show surface forms of words missing one of their underlying 

syllables. 

[38] 

Phonemic 
form 

a) 7intay 

what 

'what' 

b) kab - 7abay 

from - where 

' from where ' 

Syllable 
structure 

7in.tay 

kab.7a.bay 
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elision 

I---.Iayl 

Ika-.--.bayl 

Phonetic 
form 

[tay] 

[kauay] 



c) mas 'a 7-a m:l.s ':l.7:l 

come - 3msg.PRF 

'he came' 

/m:l.s':l.--/ [m:ls':l] 

Deletion can happen to both open and closed syllables at any position in a word . In 

example [38 a] above word-initial closed syllable, 7in-, is deleted; but in [38 b] word-

medial open syllable, -7a-, including the coda of the first syllable, -b, are elided. In [38 

c] , the word-final open syllable, - l'a, is deleted. In the next section we will examine how 

different phonological forms freely occur in the same environment. 

3.1. 7 Free variation 

Free variation is the free alternation of segments in the same environment without 

changing the meaning of a stem. According to Durand (1990: 8), "if two phones can be 

substituted for each other in the same environment without destroying the identity of the 

lexical item under consideration, they can be said to be free variations of the same 

phoneme." Crystal (2003: 188) also defines free variation as a term" ... referring to the 

substitutability of one sound for another in a given environment, with no consequent 

change in the word's meaning." 

In Eastern Tigrinya, there are a lot of pairs of sounds which alternatively replace each 

other in the same environment without causing any meaning change. Let us look at the 

following summary. 

The velar ejective stop [k'] and the uvular ejective fricative [X'] 

[39] 

a) [k'arn - i] ([J('arni]) 

horn - epnt 

'horn' 

b) [ w:lr:lk':lt] 

paper 

'paper' 

The voiceless velar stop [k] and the voiceless uvular fricative [xl 
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[40] 

Word initial Alternative voiceless 

voiceless velar stop uvular fricative [xl Gloss 

a) [kidan] [xidan] dress, cover 

b) [karra] [xarra] knife 

The voice less alveolar fricative [s] and the voiceless palatal fricative [~] 

[41] 

Standard Eastern Tigrinya Enderta Hamasen Adwa 

a) [samba] [samba] ([§amba]) [§amba] [samba] [samba] 

b) [kissau] [kissau] ([ki§§a'i']) [ki§§a'i'] [kisab] [kissat>] 

c) [hass~t] [hass~t] ([ha§§~t]) [hi§§~t] [hassot] [hassot] 

The alveolar ejective fricative Is ' ] and the palatal ejective affricate [c'] 

[42] 

a) [s'~gWr - i] 

hair - epnt 

'hair' 

b) ['i'ins'~yt - i] 

wood - epnt 

' firewood' 

c) [k'urras'] ([k'urrac']) 

cut 

'piece' 

The pharyngeal [11] and the laryngeal [h] 

[43] 

a) [h~zi] 

b) [higgi] 

([h~zi]) 

([higgi]) 

'now' 

' law' 
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The initial alveolar nasal [n] and the lateral approximant III 

[44] 

a) [nau-J ( [Iau-]) ' to' 

b) [ni-] ([Ii-]) 'for, to, ACC' 

The voiced palatal affricate OJ and the voiced palatal fricative [z] 

[45] 

a) 

b) 

m,nyak 

bojbWaj 

--+ 

--+ 

[m~i\jaxJ 

[bojbWaj] 

([ m~i\ZaxJ) 

([bofb W aZ]) 

3.1.8 The Influence of Consonants on Vowels 

'annoying, pestering' 

'coward' 

The influence of consonants that is treated here is, in fact, a subset of assimilation. In 

assimilation, we saw that one sound segment influences the articulation of another and 

results in the two becoming alike or identical. What I am going to examine here, in 

relation to Eastern Tigrinya, is only cases where a set of consonants influence vowels. 

Among such influential consonants in Tigrinya are pharyngeals, laryngeals and glides 

(Leslau 1941: 12-13; Kogan 1997: 428 and Tesfay 2002: 47-52). In the sections that 

follow, brief descriptions of the process in which the consonants influence vowels are 

presented. 

3.1.8.1 Gutturals influencing vowels 

Laryngeal and pharyngeal consonants change the realization of neighboring high front I i! 

and mid central lal vowels. 

When the mid central vowel lal is preceded by the laryngeal or pharyngeal consonant, it 

is realized as a low vowel [a] (Leslau 1941 : 12, Kogan 1997: 428). In the following 

examples we shall see I~I changing to [a] in the stem ofa perfective and a con verb as the 

result of the influence ofa pharyngeal or laryngeal. 

[46] 

a) mahar - a 

teach.PRF - 3msg 

' he taught' 

[m~har~] 
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b) 1.Jsir - u 

tie. CONY - 3msg 

'he having tied ' 

[7asiru] 

Normally, the vowel pattern of a triradical third person masculine singular perfective 

Tigrinya verb is -a-a-a as in k'atal-a ' he killed'. Similarly, that of a triradical third person 

masculine singular con verb is -a-i-u as in k'atil-li 'he having killed'. However, the vowel 

patterns of the following perfective and converb involving gutturals are -a-a-a and -a-i-u 

respectively (mahar-a and 7asir-u). In both cases the low vowel [a] replaces the mid 

central vowel/a/. That is due to the influence of the low guttural consonants (h, ?l on the 

mid central vowel/al coming after each one of them. Otherwise, as indicated above, the 

vowel pattern of the perfective verb in Tigrinya is as in k 'atal-a and that of the converb as 

in k 'atil-li. 

Nevertheless, the rule does not affect the final mid central vowel, -a, and the high back 

vowel, -U, of the perfective and converb respectively. Neither is a simple vowel, they are 

morphemes. While the former, -a, represents the third person masculine singular in the 

perfective structure, the latter stands for the same purpose hut in the structure of a 

converb. Let us look at the examples below. 

[47] 

a) wadda7-a 

finish.PRF - 3msg 

' he finished' 

b) fariPt-u [farihu] 

afraid.CONY - 3msg 

' he having been afraid' 

The examples above, show that the guttural consonants (h and ?l do not affect the vowel 

which follows each of them (-d, -u). The latter are morphemes as glossed in the examples 

and are not liable to be affected by the gutturals that precede them. 
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In a syllable closed by laryngeal or pharyngeal, the mid central vowel I';JI is realized as 

the low vowel [a] (Leslau 1941: 12, Kogan 1997: 428). That is, in a syllable with a 

laryngeal or pharyngeal coda, the nucleus lal changes to [a] . The examples below 

illustrate this. 

[48] 

a) siran [sirali ] 

work (msg).IMPER 

'work!' 

b) bilar [bila'l] 

eat (msg).IMPER 

'eat!' 

The vowel pattern in an imperative triradical third person masculine singular verb is 

normally -i-a- (as in s'irag! 'clean!'). But in the preceding examples we observe -i-a- (as 

in siran, bila r). The emergence of [a] substituting I';JI is due to the influence of the 

guttural consonant. Both gutturals are in a coda position in the second syllables of the 

stems. 

The mid central vowel IiI in a word initial syllable followed by a syllable whose onset is a 

guttural and whose nucleus is the low vowel la!, is realized as the low vowel [a], (/i/_ 

raJ). In the examples below, the high central vowel IiI in the instrumental prefix 

morpheme, fbi-I, is realized as the low vowel [a] ([ba ?argiJ) due to the influence from the 

low vowel [a] after the guttural segment in the following stem, 1- ?adgil. The surface 

representation of the construction in Eastern Tigrinya is hi- ?argi where Idl is replaced by 

Ir/. 

[49] 

bi- ?argi - [ba7argi] 

inst - donkey 

' by donkey, on the back of a donkey' 

46 



The mid central vowel lal in the initial open syllable of a triradical third person masculine 

singular perfective verb such as Is 'anafol 'he wrote' is realized as the low vowel [a]. 

Nonetheless, the central vowel after the guttural is primary in the change to the low 

vowel [a]. Let us look at the process in the example below. 

[50] 

s'anaJ- a -+ Is'anaf:ll -+ [s' anaf:l] 

write.PRF - 3msg 

'he wrote' 

Similarly, in the following example, the mid central vowel 1:11 is realized as the high 

central vowel [i] if the vowel after the guttural is the high front vowel /if. That is due to 

the influence of the high feature of the high vowel I ii to change from mid to high; 1:1/_ 

[i]. 

[5!] 

sa?in-u -+ [si7inu] 

lack.CONV - 3msg 

' he having lacked' 

If a guttural onset in an ultimate syllable position of a word is preceded and followed by 

the mid central vowel 1:1/, two types of changes happen on the preceding mid central 

vowel la/: (i) it is deleted if preceded by a non-geminated consonant, (ii) it is deleted if 

preceded by a geminated consonant but the slot is filled with the high central vowel [i] to 

avoid cluster. Let us look at the following examples. 

i) The mid central vowel lal is deleted if preceded by a non-geminated consonant. 

[52] 

Phonemic 

form 

maran - a 

lead.PRF - 3msg 

Syllable 

structure 

ma.ra.na 

' he led, chaired, managed' 
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ii) The mid central vowel 1;,1 is deleted if preceded by a geminated consonant. But 

the slot is filled with the high central vowel [i] so as to break consonant cluster. 

[53] 

Phonemic 

form 

wadda?-a 

finish.PRF - 3msg 

'he finished' 

Syllable 

structure 

3.1.8.2 Semivowels influencing vowels 

Deletion Phonetic 

form 

[w;,ddi7;, ] 

Some vowels are influenced when they make contact with the glide consonants. The 

resulting vowel shows either a compromise feature with the input vowel and the 

semivowel or dissimilation. The influence of semivowels on vowels is observed in the 

following three environments. 

When the high central vowel IiI is adjacent to the labiovelar approximant Iw/, it becomes 

the high back vowel [u] (Leslau 1941: 13, Kogan 1997: 428). Here are examples. 

[54] 

a) wisad - [ wus;,d] 

take (msg).IMPER 

'take!' 

b) yi- wsad - [yuws~d] 

2msg - take. russ 
'let him take' 

c) mi- ws 'a? - [muws 'a7] 

ger - leave. 

' leaving' 

When the mid central vowel I~I is adjacent to the labiovelar approximant Iw/, it is 

realized as the mid back vowel [0] (Leslau 1941: 12, Kogan 1997: 428). 
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[55] 

a) nawas - a - [nawos:l] 

mix.PRF - 3msg 

'he mixed' 

b) wadd- a _ [wodda] 

son - 3fsg.POSS 

'her son' 

c) la - waddi7- u _ [towoddi7u] 

pass - finish. CONY - neutsg 

' it having been finished' 

The high front vowel I ii is realized as the high central vowel [i] when it is adjacent to the 

palatal glide Iyl (Leslau 1941 : 13, Kogan 1997: 428) as in [56 a] below. However, I 

consider that I iI is deleted in the position adjacent to Iyl as in [56 b] below since its 

phonetic role is close to [y]. But in the environment of a geminated -yy- which in turn is 

adjacent to another consonant, I iI cannot be dropped since an impermissible could 

emerge. It rather undergoes dissimilation and changes to [i]. 

[56] 

a) k 'ayyir - u _ [k' ayyiru] 

change.CONV - 3msg 

' he having changed ' 

b) saliy - u -
drink. CONY - 3msg 

' he having drunk' 

[S:ltyu] 

In [56 a] above, Iii changes to [i] possibly, as indicated above, to distance its quality 

(dissimilate) from Iyl and is retained to avoid cluster. As in [56 b], if I ii is deleted in [56 

a], we would have k'ayyru which would mean that the word would have a consonant 

cluster of -yyr-. Therefore, retaining the vowel slot is imperative so as to have acceptable 

sy llables with the vowel Iii dissimilated to [i]- k'ay.yiru (CVC.CV.CV). 
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3.1.8.3 Velars influencing vowels 

In Eastern Tigrinya, including Enderta and Rayya, (as I have observed from the speech of 

my consultants Birhan and Nigus), word initial fkI and !k'1 influence the following mid 

central vowel 1;)1 to change to [a]. The change holds also when the voiceless velar stop fkI 

changes to the voiceless uvular fricative [xl and the velar ejective stop Ik'l changes to the 

uvular ejective fricative [X' ]. 

[57] 

a) k'iJliJ/- iJ _ [k'at;)I;)] 

kill.PRF - 3msg 

' he killed' 

b) l iJ - kiJjil- u _ [t;)Xafitu] 

pass - open.CONV - neut 

'it having been opened' 

c) l iJ - k 'iJs'il- u _ [t;)x'as'ilu] 

pass - burn.CONV - neut 

' it having been burnt' 

d) kiJliJma - [kat;)ma] 

town 

'town' 

3.1.9 Special Behavior of Semivowels 

Semivowels in Eastern Tigrinya exhibit such special kinds of behavior as the following. 

The geminated labiovelar approximant Iwl and the palatal approximant Iyl are subject to 

change into the geminated voiced labiovelar stop [ggW] and to the geminated voiced 

palatal affricate [jj] respectively. Let us look at the examples below. 

[58] 

a) ?livwiJ __ [7iggw;)] 'yes' 

b) k'iJYYitz __ [k';)jjih] 'red' 

In [58 a] above the labiovelar approximants, WW, lose their labial feature and become the 

voiced velar stop -gg-. The labial feature of -ww- is retained on gg as a secondary 

articu lation, -gg"-. In the case of [58 b], the palatal approximants -yy- change to the 
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voiced palatal affricates -Jj-. In both [58 a] and [58 b] the change is strengthening. In the 

former, the approximant geminate, -ww-, changes to a geminate stop with secondarily 

reta ining the labiovelar feature, -gg" -. In the latter, the approximant geminate, -)1)1-, 

changes to a geminate stop, -Jj-. 

Non-geminated semivowels may be omitted as in the following examples. 

[59] 

a) mi- wdak ' -- [midax'] 

ger - fall , fail.IMPF 

' falling, failing ' 

b) kayad - a __ [kada] 

go.PRF - 3msg 

' he went' 

In [59 a], the semivowel -w- is deleted while in [59 b] the semivowel -y- elides along 

with the vowel that follows it. 

In this chapter, we have seen various phonological processes which manifest distinct 

features of Eastern Tigrinya. Vowel consonant metathesis is, for example, peculiar to the 

Eastern Tigrinya. The next chapter also deals with other phonological factors related to 

the syllable structures of Eastern Tigrinya which again contribute to the distinctiveness of 

the eastern dialect. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Syllable Structure in Eastern Tigrinya 

4.1 Syllable 

Different scholars define the concept of syllable from different viewpoints. Birjandi and 

Salmani-Nodoushan (2005: 19) define syllable generally from the viewpoint of 

constituent elements. 

"The sounds that result from one chest pulse form a syllable. In its 

minimal form, a syllable consists of a vowel. In addition to the vowel, a 

syllable may consist of one or more consonants that appear on either or 

both sides of the vowel." 

Birjandi and Salmani-Nodoushan consider that it is the component parts that are 

important in the consideration of the syllable. Furthermore, from the functional 

perspective of the components, Birjandi and Salmani-Nodoushan define syllable as 

follows (2005: 20). 

"A syllable is a phonological unit composed of one or more phonemes. 

Every syllable has a nucleus which is usually a vowel (but which may be 

a syllabic liquid or nasal). The nucleus may be preceded by one or more 

phonemes called syllable onsets and followed by one or more phonemes 

called the syllable coda." 

On the other hand, Zec (2007: 162) sees the syllable simply as " .. . representational device 

that encompasses principles of segment sequencing." Zec further notes that the sequence 

of strings is "highly constrained'. 

Other similar definitions could be cited. Yet, there is no fully agreed definition. That is, 

probably, why Ladefoged (1975: 281) states that a syllable is "a unit of speech for which 

there is no satisfactory definition." Lodge (2009: 222) summarizes the definition of 

syllable from phonetic and phonological viewpoints. Phonetically, he defines syllable on 

the basis of the properties of sounds (such as sonority, aspiration, length, stress and pitch) 

and the articulatory effort needed in order to produce them. Phonologically, on the other 

hand, he considers the activities of the speaker and the ways sounds combine in 

individual languages to produce typical sequences. 
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Tigrinya permits only ev and eve syllable structures (Kogan 1997: 428, Tesfay 2002: 

44). The language does not allow two or more consonants word initially or word finally 

(Tesfay 2002: 47; Kogan 1997: 428). When two consecutive consonants appear word 

medially, the first consonant is coda of the previous syllable and the second consonant is 

onset of the next syllable. A cluster of three or more consonants never appears word 

medially. When a cluster of consonants appears, an epenthetic high front vowel [i] is 

inserted. 

Phonological processes discussed in chapter three dealt with change of features on 

segments as a result of the influence from the feature(s) of the neighboring segment. 

However, phonological processes treated in this chapter are in view of their influence on 

the syllable structure. 

In the following sections I will deal with the number of syllables in Tigrinya words, the 

sy llable structure of words with geminated sounds, syllable and suffixation and also 

syllable reduplication. 

4.2 Syllables in a word 

In Eastern Tigrinya, syllables in words can be one or more. The number of syllables may 

increase with inflection. Let us look at words with different number of syllables. 

4.2.1 Monosyllabic words 

In Eastern Tigrinya, there are many nouns and verbs (mostly converbs and imperatives) 

which have only one syllable. Almost all monosyllabic words have eve syllable 

structure. I found hardly any monosyllabic word with only ev structure except for 

discourse expressives such as 7a 'really'. Here are some examples of monosyllabic 

words. 

[ I] 

i. Nouns 

a) naw 'brother' 

b) dam 'blood' 

ii. Verbs 

a) 

b) 
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4.2.2 Disyllabic words 

Words with two syllables can have both syllables open (CV.CV) as in [2 a), both 

syllables closed (CVC.CVC) as in [2 b), open-closed (CV.CVC) as in [2 c) or closed­

open (CVC.CV) as in [2 d) below. 

[2) 

Word 

a) naf- a 

come.IMPER - 2msg 

'come on!' 

b) ganzab 

money 

'money' 

c) g" aflQt 

morning 

'morning' 

d) haft - i 

sister - epnt 

'sister' 

Syllable Structure 

naSa 

g:m.z~1) 

gWa.hat 

haf.ti 

CV Structure 

CV.CV 

CVC.CVC 

CV.CVC 

CVC.CV 

There are also many words which have two syllables in the surface representation but 

three syllables underlyingly. The reduction is caused by either assimilation or deletion. 

This is exemplified below. 

[3) 

was 'a? - a (w~.s'~.7~) 

leave.PRF - 3msg 

' he went out' 

__ [w~s'~) (w~ .s'~) 

In the example above, the last syllable of the underlying representation is deleted in the 

surface representation. That is wa.s 'a. i!1 changes to wa.s 'a. In Eastern Tigrinya, it is not 

unusual that a guttural or a semivowel inter-vocalically or with a vowel as a syllable gets 

dropped in the word structures of the language. 
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The fo llowing example [4] is another type of elision but with a more complex process. 

First, in [4 a], the glide, w, merges with the fo llowing mid central vowel, a, and together 

result in the mid back vowel, o. Then, since the language does not permit consecutive 

vowels, the weaker one, a, gets deleted. Thus, the underlying tri syllable word mawala 

(ma.lVa.la) becomes a bisyllable mala (mo.la) on the surface. The same is true for the 

palatal glide Iyl and the mid central vowel lal in [4 b] below. 

[4] 

a) mawal - a ---+ maota ---+ [mota] 

die.PRF - 3msg 

' he died ' 

b) riyasa ---+ riesa ---+ [resa] 

corpse 

'corpse (dead body)' 

Simi lar deletion processes apply to the following words, too. Nevertheless, in these 

words a consonant is first dropped and two consecutive vowels remain. Since the 

language does not allow vowels in sequence, one of them, Iii, changes to [y] as shown 

below. 

[5] 

a) namim - u -. ha0imu --+ [haymu] 

sick. CONY - 3msg 

' he having become sick' 

b) narir - u -. ha0iru ---+ [hayru] 

burned.CONV - 3msg 

' he having been burned' 

c) gadid - u -. ga0idu --+ [gaydu] 

aggravate.CONV - neut 

' having been aggravated' 
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• 

4.2.3 Trisyllabic words 

Most of Tigrinya verbs are trisyllabic. There are also many nouns with three syllables. 

Below are some examples of trisyllabic words both in the underlying and in the surface 

representations. 

[6] 

Phonetic Form Syllable Structure CV Struvture 

a) [I'ass~rt~] 'ten' I'as.s~r.t~ CVC.CVC.CV 

b) [kul'i sso] 'ball' kuSiS.so CV.CVC.CV 

c) [has~xa] 'worm' ha.s~·xa CV.CV.CV 

d) [haml~way] 'green' ham.l~.way CVC.CV.CVC 

The syllable representations of the above trisyllabic words indicate that even if the words 

have equal number of syllables, they vary in the structures of their syllables. For instance, 

ras.sor.la has CVC.CVC.CV structure wheras ku. ns.so has CV.CVC.CV, that is, the 

former word has close-close-open syllable while the latter open-close-open. The words in 

[6 c and d], hasaxa and hamlaway, are CV.CV.CV and CVC.CV.CVC respectively. 

4.2.4 Quadrisyllabic words 

There are plenty of words with four syllables in Tigrinya. Words like liJx'aliJsiJ 'he 

fought' , 7ak 'k'amomo 'he mixed different ingredients' and lomborkiJxo 'he kneeled down' 

have four syllables each with CV.CV.CV.CV, CVC.CV.CV.CV and CVC.CVC.CV.CV 

structure respectively. 

4.2.5 Pentasyllabic words 

The following words have five syllables each. The syllables in the words are all open. 

[7] 

aJ loWo ra ral - 0 

agree.PRF - 3msg 

'he made agreement' 
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b) /alnayaya/ ' - a 

discuss.PRF - 3msg 

'he discussed' 

Although rare, there are also words with more than five syllables in the language such as 

lay/alVa ra rala (lay. la. wa. ra. ra.la) 'he without making agreement' and lalafllasax 'ax 'ala 

(la.la.flla.sa.x 'a.x'a.la) ' getting complex' 

4.3 Syllables of Words with Geminated Sounds 

Geminate consonants are normally identical adjacent segments of sounds in a single 

morpheme. However, according to Crystal (2003: 196), a geminate sequence cannot be 

regarded simply as a long consonant since one of the consonants in a geminate falls in the 

coda position of one syllable and the other in the onset position of the next syllable. That 

is, the geminate consonants are divided into two adjacent syllables. Such geminates are 

what are sometimes known as 'fake geminates.' In the sections that follow, I will discuss 

the various kinds of geminates in the syllable context. 

4.3.1 Non-lexical geminates 

Non-lexical geminates occur at syllable boundary in a morpheme. Such geminates do not 

have a single consonant counterpart where the morpheme with the geminate has one 

meaning and the morpheme with a single similar consonant has another meaning. That 

means, in this case, a geminate is not a factor in causing meaning difference. It is, 

therefore, non-lexical. Here are examples. 

[8] 

Phonetic Form 

a) [libbi] 'heart' 

b) ['i'addi] 'birth place' 

Syllable Structure 

lib.bi 

'i'ad.di 

The geminates in the above words appear word finally. But since the language does not 

permit word-final clusters, the epenthetic [i] is attached to break the cluster. 

Consequently, the words become bisyllabic in structure, /libb/ .... [11b.bi] ' heart' and 

/ radd/-+ [raddi] 'birth place '. 
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4.3.2 Lexical geminates 

Lexical geminate is a doubling of identical consonant segments in a word where doubling 

contributes to the meaning of the lexeme. In the following examples, the word in [9 a] 

with a single -1- means one thing while the word in [9 b] with a geminate, -11-, means 

another. As for syllabification, the former has three open syllables while the latter one a 

closed syllable and two open ones. 

[9] 

Word 

a) nala! - a 

pass - 3msg.PRF 

'he passed' 

b) nalla! - a 

exceed - 3msg.PRF 

'he exceeded' 

Syllable Structure 

ha.l;}.f;} 

hal.l;}.f;} 

In Eastern Tigrinya as well as in the other dialects, geminated segments protect a syllable 

or part of it from reduction. In [10 a] below, the vowel Iii with the glide Iyl gets deleted 

as its function here could be satisfied by the glide. However, in llO b], the vowel Iii is 

retained as it is possibly protected by the preceding gemination (-11-). Because, if Iii is 

deleted, the geminate, -11-, along with the glide, -y-, would result in a cluster. Therefore, 

the retention of Iii is necessary. Let us look at the following illustration. 

[10] 

a) 

b) 

Phonemic form 

lialiy - u (ha.li.yu) 

favor - 3msg.CONV 

'he having favored' 

balliy - u (hal.li.yu) 

keep - 3msg.CONV 

'he having kept' 
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halyu (hal.yu) 

halliyu (hal.li.yu) 



4.3.3 Concatenated geminates 

As seen earlier, Crystal (2003: 197) defines concatenated gem inates as "fake or apparent 

geminates, where identical segments have been made adjacent through morphological 

concatenation". Concatenated geminates result from the contact of identical consonants at 

a word or morpheme boundary. Such segments seem geminates but they are identical 

segments of two different morphological units. 

Concatenated geminates do not have any influence on the structure and number of the 

preexisting syllables in Tigrinya; because no change happens upon the segments in 

contact and in syllabification the segments are separated into their respective syllables. In 

pronunciation they sound as a geminate because they are pronounced immediately one 

after the other. When the adjective Is 'a!liml 'black' is followed by the noun Imiraxl 'calf 

(baby of a cow)', it gives the phrase [s 'allimmiraxl 'black calf. The two adjacent Iml 

sounds are pronounced immediately after one another. But in syllabification they split 

into the two words: s 'al.lim mirax. 

4.3.4 Assimilated geminates 

Assimilated geminates occur when one segment totally assimilates another adjacent 

homorganic segment at a syllable or morpheme boundary. Except for the changes upon 

the assimilated segments, no change happens on the structure and number of the 

syllables. In the underlying representation, the third radical of Isawat '-til 'sellers' (-ti is 

plural marker), the third radical is ejective, It'l. However, it is realized as the plosive [tl in 

the surface representation due to the influence from the neighboring plosive segment It! at 

morpheme boundary. The word is, thus, pronounced as [sawat-tl]' 

When we syllabity the word, it looks like Sa.wat'.ti in the underlying representation and 

sa. wal.li in the surface representation where the word has three syllables with a 

CV.CVC.CV structure both in the underlying and surface representations. There is no 

change on the structure and number of syllables. The formation of the assimilated 

geminate, -tt-, can be summarized as: 
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[I I] 

sawal ' - Ii 
sell - pI 
'sellers' 

___ .~ [S~w~tti] 

The process can also be diagrammatically illustrated as fo llows. 

[12] 

~ 
Word 
~ 

Stem suffix Stem suffix 

~ I ~ I 

irA Ir It!~ It 
ONONCO N ~ 

N N N N 

! I I I I I I 
a w a t' t i ! ~ l ~ (I') t I 

4.4 Syllable and Suffixation 

When a third person objective marker morpheme is suffixed to a verb, the word exhibits 

an interesting change on its syllable structure. In such suffixation, either of the fo llowing 

phenomena happens to a word. 

I) The last consonant of a word is geminated if the word ends in a consonant. 

2) A deleted segment in the surface representation is recovered from the underlying 

representation. 

Gem inating of the last consonant 

When any of the third person object markers (/-01 3msg, I-a! 3fsg, I-oml 3mpl and I-an! 

3fpl), is suffixed to an imperative verb with a consonant at the end, the last consonant is 

geminated. Accordingly, for example, when the third person singular masculine object 

marker 1-01 is suffixed to the imperative verb k'itaZ 'kill !', this verb cannot directly take 

the object morpheme 1-01 and form new structure because, as seen below, the object 

morpheme appears to be a syllable on its own. But this is not permissible according to the 

syllable types ofTigrinya. 
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[13] 

k'ital + -0 

kill.IMPER - 3msg 

'kill him!' 

·[k'it~lo] ·(k'i.t~.lo) 

This disallowed structure can also be seen from the following diagrammatic 

representation. 

[14] 

·Word 

+ A~X 

I I I I I I I I I I 
k' i t ~ I -0 k' i t ~ I 0 

In the tree diagram above the last syllable which consists only a nucleus is impermissible 

in Tigrinya. The syllable lacks a consonant in the onset position. Therefore, to obtain an 

acceptable syllable structure, the last consonant of k'itiJl should spread to the onset 

position of the syllable with only a nucleus. Thus, k 'itallo will have acceptable syllable 

structure as also exhibited by the tree diagram below. 

[15] 

k 'itiJl-o 

kill - 3msg.lMPER 

' kill him!' 

A N~ 
I I I I I 
k' i t :l I 

[k ' it~llo] 

Word 
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Therefore, when the third person masculine object marker 1-01 is suffixed to a stem 

ending with a consonant, the last consonant should be geminated. This applies to the third 

person singular feminine as well as the third person masculine and feminine plural object 

markers, too. 

Recovering the underlying representation 

A word final segment that had been reduced before the suffixation of a third person 

object marker, is recovered from the underlying representation during suffixation. For 

instance, when the third person masculine plural object marker I-oml is suffixed to the 

word s'iwa 'tell!', the form s'iwayyom 'tell them!' is obtained with I-yy-I inserted as 

shown below. 

[16] 

[s'iwa] + I-oml [s ' iwayyom] 

Word 

Word + suffix 

I 
0 

~A A I 
R -
"" 0 0 NC o N 0 N~ 0 N C 

I I I I 1. 1 I V I I 
s' -0 m s' twa y o m 

Why and how is the geminate -yy- obtained? The response to the first question is to 

satisfy syllable permissibility. To answer the second question we need go to the 

underlying representation where we find the word final consonant /yl as in Is'iwayl 'tell'. 

As in the case of k'ital, s ';'vay also ends with a consonant and it is syllabified as s'lway. 

When the suffix object pronoun -am is attached, we get s 'lway + am. To avoid the lack 

of onset in the last syllable, the coda of the preceding syllable, y-, spreads to the onset 

posi tion of the next syllable as illustrated above. 
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4.5 Reduplication 

Reduplication is a phonological process involving the repetition of part or the whole of a 

form. In Eastern Tigrinya a syllable or part of a syllable of a word is reduplicated and 

results in a word structure with an altered meaning. Native Tigrinya speakers of the 

eastern version are observed carrying out reduplication word initially, word medially and 

word finally . Examples of reduplication are provided below which result in syllable 

increment. 

4.5.1 Word initial reduplication 

Usually, word initial reduplication involves the repetition of CV at the beginning of the 

word. The CV could be an open syllable proper or the onset and nucleus of a closed 

syllable as in examples [17 a and b] below. 

[ 17] 

Word Syllable structure Reduplication Syllable structure 

a) baliru b~ . liSu 

'he ate' 

b) d<Jngis 'u d~n.gi.s 'u 

' he shocked ' 

b~b .b~ . liSu 

' he ate again and again' 

d.dd~ngis'u d~d.d.n.gi.s'u 

'he was shocked repeatedly' 

The examples above show that after the reduplicated initial CV of each word, the initial 

segment of each word is geminated. In the reduplicated form of each word, the first 

syllable has a CVC pattern then the remaining part, the original word, is syllabified 

accordingly. Thus the reduplicated word in [17 a] has the syllable pattern of 

CVC.CV.CV.CV while in [17 b] CVC.CVC.CV.CV. 

4.5.2 Word medial reduplication 

Word medial reduplication takes place in relation to the medial syllable. For instance, in a 

triradical verb, if the medial syllable is open, the vowel is changed to the low vowel [a] 

but if the mid syllable is closed, only the onset along with the nucleus is considered and 

the latter is changed to [a] . These reduplications are put immediately before the syllable 

they are drawn from. The reduplicants have the sense of ' complete action'. Let us look at 

the following examples. 
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[ 18] 

Word Syllable structure Reduplicatiou Syllable structure 

a) b"Z" r" b~.l~.'i'~ b~lal~'i'~ b~.la.l~.'i'~ 

' he ate' 'he ate all' 

b) I" ras 'iyu t~.'i'a.s'i.yu t~'i'as'as ' iyu t~.'i'a .s 'a.s ' i.yu 

' it was closed' ' it was totally closed' 
c) w"sidna w~.sid .na w~sasidna w~.sa.sid.na 

'we took' 'we took all' 

d) k '"s 'i ?xinana k'~.s' i'i' . ki .na .na k'~s'as' i'i'kinana k' ~.s'a.s' i'i'.ki.na.na 

'you (fpl) punished us' 'you have already punished us' 

4.5.3 Word final reduplication 

There are two types of stem final syllable reduplication. (i) a closed syllable repeated 

without any formal change. The reduplicated construction gives the sense of ' intensively 

completing an action' . (ii) a closed syllable repeated with its vowel changed to the low 

vowel [a]. The reduplicated form is a noun and has the sense of ' a number of little 

things'. These are illustrated below. 

[ 19] 

I. Reduplication of a stem final closed syllable without any change 

Phonetic form Syllable strncture Reduplication Syllable structure 

a) [s'irig] 'clean' s'i.rig s'i.rig.rig 'clean completely' s'i.rig.rig 

b) [siuir] ' break' si.uir si.uir.uir 'break completely' si.uir.uir 

II. Reduplication of a stem final closed syllable with its vowel changed to [a] 

Phonetic form Syllable structure Reduplication Syllable structure 

c) [7isir] 'tie' 7i.sir 7i.sir.sar 'a piece of tie' 7i.sir.sar 

d) [wisiX] 'add' wi.six wi.six.sax 'a piece of additional' wi.six.sax 

Another type of word final reduplication involves a word final syllable repetition with a 

special insertion. If the final syllable is open, its vowel changes to the low vowel [a] . 
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Then m- with the copied nucleus and coda of the first syllable of the word is inserted. Let 

us consider example [20 a] of the set below: k'aldi -.k'al.di ..... k 'al.da -.k'al.da.mal. 

Then the final syllable of the word is attached: k'al.da.mal.di. it has the sense of' a bit of 

jock.' Below are more illustrations. 

[20] 

Phonetic form Syllable Reduplication Syllable 

structure structure 

a) [k' :lldi] 'jock' k':ll.di k':lldamaldi ' a bit of jock' k':ll.da.mal.di 

b) [sirk' i] ' theft ' str.k'i sirk'amn-k'i 'a bit of theft' sir. k'a.mn-.k'i 

c) [k':lllil] 'easy' k':ll.lil k' :lllilmallil 'a bit of sit easy' k':ll.l il.mal.l il 

d) [g:lffih] 'wide' g:lf.fih g:lffilimajlih 'a bit of sit wide' g:lf.fih.majfih 

In example [20 a and b] the final open syllable is inserted with the nucleus changed to [a], 

that is, as -da- and -ka- respectively. But in [20 c and d], the final closed syllable is 

inserted without alteration, that is, -li/- and jin-. Then, as in [20 a and b], in [20 c and d] 

also m- along with the copied nucleus and coda of the first syllable of the word is 

attached. The fonnation of [20 c], for example, appears as follows. 

k'allil __ k':ll.lil _ k':lllilm31 -. k':lllilm31li1 

The chapter, as seen in the discussion, has treated the syllable structures of Eastern 

Tigrinya. Accordingly, number of syllables in a word, syllables of words with geminated 

sounds, affecting syllable structure and reduplication have been dealt with. The next 

chapter, which is the final, will summarize and conclude the thesis. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Summary and Conclusion 

5.1 Summary 

This study organized in four chapters apart from this one, attempts to describe the 

phonology of Eastern Tigrinya and identify the phonological distinctive features of the 

dialect. The first chapter sets the context and framework of the study. The chapter 

incorporates such a basic point as the classi fication of Tigrinya into various dialects by 

previous studies. The chapter also provides preliminaries projecting what are to follow in 

the subsequent chapters. Previous studies related to the present research are reviewed in 

chapter two. Researches on the phonology of Tigrinya and of the different varieties of the 

language have been surveyed. 

The main concerns of the study are addressed by chapters three and four. The two 

chapters focus on two major aspects of the phonology of Eastern Tigrinya. These are 

phonological processes and syllable structure. Chapter three deals with such phonological 

processes as assimilation, vowel harmony and elision among others. Chapter four treats 

issues related to syllables such as factors affecting the number of syllables in a word, 

causes of changes in syllable structure and effects of reduplication on syllables and their 

structures as well as word meaning. Furthermore, the study deals with the phonological 

features ofTigrinya which are not treated in the literature. 

5.2 Conclusion 

While describing the phonology of Eastern Tigrinya, I came across four sets of 

phonological features that have not been treated by previous studies. The first set 

concerns Eastern Tigrinya, the second concerns Eastern Tigrinya along with south 

western and southern varieties, the third involves Eastern Tigrinya along with the 

northern varieties (Adwa, Axum, Shire, Akkele Guzay, Hamasen and Seraye), the fourth 

involves Tigrinya as a whole, that is, all the dialects of the language. 

I. Features peculiar to Eastern Tigrinya 

a) Consonant vowel metathesis 
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This is a case of adjacent consonant and vowel switching their position as in the 

following example. 

sabiru _ s~0iru _ s~yru _ syaru 'he having broken' 

As can be seen in the example, the central vowel -a- and the glide -y- change their 

sequence from -ay- to -ya-. In fact, the change in the word is not limited in this. It further 

changes to the form [seru] where the metathesisized segments, -ya-, merge and result in 

[e]. Thus the underlying Isayrul surfaces as [seru]. The surface representation of the 

same word is, for example, in Adwa (North) [sayru] where the merger of the central 

vowel I~I and the glide Iyl does not take place. 

b) The glide [y] replacing the deleted high front vowel Iii 

When the high front vowel Iii remains after a consonant gets deleted, in the environment 

given in the example below, it is replaced by the glide [y] so as to avoid the 

impermissible vowel sequence. 

mas'i?u _ mas' i0u -.. [mas'yu] ' having come' 

c) Semivowel elision without leaving trace 

A semivowel in an underlying representation may elide in a surface representation. 

nawyu _ [hayu] ' he having been cured' 

The preceding features resulting from phonological process are, as indicated above, 

distinctive to the Eastern Tigrinya. 

2. Features manifested in Eastern Tigrinya, in south eastern and southern varieties 

a) The voiced bilabial stop Ibl inter-vocalically changes to the labiodental 

approximant [u] as in the example below. 

?abay -.. [7auay] 'where' 

b) The mid central vowel I~I after a stem initial velar stop /k/ or velar ejective 

stop Ik'i changes to the low vowel [a] as in the following examples. 

bib • [kalui] 'dog' 

k 'amiS --•• [kamg] ' dress ' 
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3. A feature manifested in Eastern Tigrinya and the northern varieties 

In Eastern Tigrinya and the northern varieties (Adwa, Axum, Shire, Eritrea) 

spirantization of the velar stops takes place after a vowel or a guttural 

a) Spirantization of the velar stop after a vowel 

A velar stop after a vowel changes to a uvular fricative as in the examples below 

IkJ _ [X] takala __ [t~x~l~] ' he planted' 

!k' i __ [X'] da k'k'ik~ [d~k'k'ix'] 'fine (particle)' 

b) Spirantization ofthe velar stop after a guttural 

A velar stop after a guttural changes to a uvular fricative as shown below. 

IkJ_ [X] mihkak -- [ mihxaxJ 'scraching' 

Ik 'L-. [X'] mifk'al -- [mi'i'x' al] ' being in a shed' 

Ikwl -- [XW] mifk"at -- [mi'i'xWat] ' taking a handful ' 

Ik'wL. [X ,W] mihk '''an __ [mihx,Wan] ' shaking' 

4. A feature observed in Tigrinya but not treated in the literature 

The alveolar nasal Inl followed by the velar stop Ig! normally gets assimilated by the 

velar feature and becomes velar nasal [Q]. It has been observed in Tigrinya that the 

alveo lar nasal In! followed by the labialized velar stops gets assimilated by the velar 

feature and also takes the labial feature, as in the example below. 
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List oflnformants Informants for Eastern Tigrinya 
i) 

~1-!.0 Name 
Ato Muez Gebrehiwet 

1 
W/o Birikti Yebyo 2 
Ato Desta Asefa 3 
W/o Gidey Hagos 4 
Ato Desta Girmay 5 
W/o Tekien Hailemariam 

6 
Ato Girmay Hadera 7 
Ato Alem Hagos 8 -- W/o Tsehainesh Hiluf 9 -- Ato Gebregiorgis Kahsay 10 -- W 10 Letebirhan Hailu 11 ~ W/o Mitslal Alemayu 12 

ii) 
1 0formants for the other dialects 

Name F ·roJo 
W/o Birhan 1 
Ato Abraha 2 
Ato Nigus 3 
Ato Amanuel 4 

formant for Amharic 
000) 10 III 

A tl1afu Wit Meseret 

Hailemariam 
Girmay 
Weldezgu 
Halefom 

Village 
Tegahne 
Tegahne 
Tegahne 
Gormoddo 
Gormoddo 
Gormoddo 
Abraha we Atsbaha Abraha we Atsbaha Abraha we Atsbaha Duggum 

Duggum 
Duggum 

Dialect 
Enderta 
Adwa 
Rayya 
Hamasen 

Woreda 
Atsbi Womberta 
Atsbi Womberta 
Atsbi Womberta 
Saeai Tsadamba 
Saeai Tsadamba 
Saeai Tsadamba 
Kilte Awlalo 
KiIte Awlalo 
KiIte A wlalo 
Hawzen 
Hawzen 
Hawzen 
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