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ABSTRACT 

This paper deals with the phonology of Nuer. It attempts to give 

~brief descrip tion of the phonology and examines t h e r ole of the syllab le 
'lk~ 

structure in light of ",auto segmental approach. 

Chapter one gives some background information about the people .--
and the ~n~ge, the r eview of literature and the theoretical models 

employed in the analyses. 

Chapter two deals with a brief description of t he phonology, describing 

"'" and a nalyzing the consonant and vowel p h onemes inA-light of underspecification 

theory. The underspecified fea ture matrices a r e given with the r e levant 

redundancy rules for both consonants and vowels. The description gives 

special attention to the vowel system, b ecause of its interesting but difficult 
...-

na ture. There are sixteen vowel phonemes agains t the twenty consonant 

phone mes . T he v owels b elong to two types of voice qualities: plain and 

breathy. It is a distinction based on the acou s tic analyses of the two 

sets of vowels . Besides, the t onal system is briefly described and thr ee 

tone levelS-high, mid and low - a re recorded. 

Chapter three discusses the morphophonemic processes and the role 

t he syllab le s tructure plays. From both descriptive and theoretical point s 

of view, .• syllable structure is found to be an interesting aspect of 

Nuer phonology. It can control most of the morphophone mic processes 

of the language a nd these processes are conditioned both by the principle 

of licensing a nd the syllable t emplat e of Nuer. 

The fourth and the last chapter gives the summary a nd conclusion 

of the thesis. 



1. I NTRODUCTI ON 

1.1 The pe ople and the langua ge 

The Nue rs, along with the B'.lrun and Anywa , be long to the Western 

Nilotic group . They live in the Republic of Sudan and Ethiopia. The 

main body of Nuer speakers, numbering perhaps half a million, is found 

in sou t hern Sudan. (Bender, 1975 : 51) The Nuers of Ethiopia, about 

60,000 - 65,000, inhabit the south-western border of the country along 

the bank of Baro (Sobat) River , centered in Gambella Region of Western 

Ethiopia. 

Though pastoral- horticulture forms the basic economy , ca ttle are 

the passion of Nuer; and according to Bender (1975: 52), the Nuer are 

noted as the cat tle people par excellence in Africa and the world. By 

and large, the payments of bride-wealth, blood-wealth, etc are paid in 

terms of cattle. 

Nuer is the name of the language as well as the people who speak 

the language. Linguistically, this language is classified under the East ­

Sudanic sub-fa mily in the Nilo-Saharan phylum ( Bender , 1976: 441) . 

Tucker and Bryan, (1956:98) say that in Nuer "there are several main 

dialects, roughly corresponding to the geographical divisions of the Nuer 

tribes" However, according to the present study Nuer has four dialects, 

namely: (1) gaajak, (2) gaajiok, (3 ) \:, w , a nd (4) Jikuecie"t) 1 

Only the first two dialects are partially represented in Ethiopia while 

a ll four are spoken is Sudan. Th e dialect variation is quite distincti"l,e 

in the phonology of the language .. ' One major variation could be the dental 

and interdental sounds. In gaajak and gaajigk (eastern dialects) the 

phonemes 1;'1 ,Idl and Inl are interdental sounds while in the western 
....... -#.L 

dialects, l')"; and Jikuecie!) , they are produced at dental position. --- ~ 

Moreover, in some words the phonemes Ik I and I hl appear interchangeably 

in different dialects . The following are examples: 
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Eastern Nuer Western Nuer· Gloss 

(1) 1 c ~k 1 1 oh 1 'ant' 

( 2) 1 coakl Icoahl 'bone' 

(3) 
1 pU;lkl 1 pu ~hI 

'the ash of 

cow dung' 

From the above examples, it is reasonable t o suppose t hat t he 

gaaJak and gaajiok dialects are closer to each other whilst 

the I~ a nd Jikuecie'l dia lects are also closer to each other. 

However, since the paper limits itself to the gaajak dialect it is difficult 

to say precisely the extent t o which the dia lects vary from each other, 

but a fur ther contrastive study of these dialects might reveal it. 

1.2 Previous studies 

In the past , very f ew linguis tic studies have been made of the structure 

of the language . These are : 

1. 2. 1 Outlines of A Nuer Grammar by J. P. Crazzolara (1933). 

• 

This is the oldest book on Nuer grammar. It starts 

with a brief s k etch of the sound system of the language 

and goes on with the morphological and syntactic description 

in some det ail. As far as phonology is concerned , the 

author identified three types of vowels which he labelle d 

as 'normal', 'hollow' and 'bag sounds' (Crazzolara, 1933:2) 

While the distinction between normal (=plain) and hollow 

( =breathy) vowels seems to be clear enough, the third 

distinction, af 'bag sounds' is quite ambiguous. All 

in all, t welve vowel phonemes are recorded . 
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" -Hand book of AfrIcan _ Languages. Part III. ..... The Non-

Bantu Languages of North-Eastern Africa. Tu~k"r and 

Bryan (1956). This book gives some basic information 

on the dialect variation and linguistic classification of 

Nuer in brief. 

1. 2.3 Linguistic Analyses, the Non-Bantu Languages of North­

Eastern Africa by Tucker and Bryan (1966). The book 

deals with "Nilotic" languages of which Nuer is a member 

according to the authors. These languages include 

Dinka, Northern lwo and Southern lwo. The purpose 

was to give a comparative sketch of these languages. 

Although it might be very brief, the book is a useful 

guide for further investigation i~\o the grammar of the 

language. 

1.2.4 Tentative Time depths for Nuer, Dinka, and Anuak 

by John Mclaughlin (1967). This paper attempts to 

determine the chronological linguistic relationship, or 

time of separation, between Nuer, Dinka and Anuak 

in terms of glottochronology. 

The study is based on the comparison of the basic 

vocabulary items originally proposed by Swadesh. 

The result of the study is supposed to show that 

the language group of which Anuak was a member began 

to separate from the Nuer-Dinka language D..ou",ci 

335 B. C. and the Nuer-Dinka began to separate some 

120 years later around A.D. 85. 

According to the analyses presented in the study 

Nuer is closer to Dinka than to Anuak. 
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1. 2 . 5 A more recent paper is done by Tsehainesh G/Yoha nnese 

a semor essay in Linguistics, entit led Nu e r phonc!0gy 

( 1983) . In this preliminary study of Nuer phonology 

the writer presents thirty-two segmental phonemes 

twenty-four of which are consonants and the rest vowels; 

a ll vowels appear both short and long. Besides, t he 

distribution and cooccurence of Nuer phonemes are 

discussed. Concerning the tonal system three contras tive 

tonemes, high, mid and low are recorded. 

1.3 The objective of the present study: 

As can be seen in the review of literature, Nuer is one of 

t h e leas t describe d languages of the Western Nilotic group. Very 

Ii ttle descriptive work ha s been done on t he langua ge . Particularly, 

the wowel system, probably due t o its complicated nature, is 

one of the areas of Nuer phonology that is hardly described .. _ 

Hence, t he main objectives of the present study are : -

(1) to give a brief de s c rip tion of the phonology, and 

(2) t o show the role the syllable structure plays in 

N uer phonology. 

For this purpose, a non-linear approach is employed. 

It i s c laimed in this s tudy that p honological phenomeno;: like 

the syllable can more adequately and consistently be des cribe d 

in the autosegmental framework. Further developements of this 

approach such as ' Autosegmental Licensing' and 'underspecification 

Theory' are also utilized in the analyses. 
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1.4 T h eoretical Models 

1. 4 . 1 Non-linear p honology 

In order to a nalyse a tone language such as Nue r, it has 

been arq·ued that the standard generative approach is 

inadequate (Golds mith, 1976) . The SPE model as sumes that 

tone is an inhe r ent p roperty of the segment and both 

segmental and suprasegmental elements are arranged in a 

linear order one aft e r an other (Ka ta mba , 1989: 189 ) . 

As discussed in the literatu r e at length ( Golds mith, 

1976,1 990) , ( Duran d, 1990 ) , a n appr oach which assu mes more 

than one tie r can more adequate ly describe a tonal phenomena. 

According to this approach, tone is a property whose domain 

is t ied to a segmen t b ut which assumes a n independent tier 

of its won . Hence , a tonal tier should be distinct from, but 

associated t o a segmental tier (Goldsmith, 1976) . 

Goldsmith (1990:8 - 9) gives a simple picture to illustrate 

this p oint 

(1) (a) ( b ) [+syllJ [ - syllJ 

I 
[+syll J 

I 
Segmental bu tu 

I ( 
tonal H L [ +High] [ -High] 

According to him, " Each tier i tse lf cons is ts of a s t ring 

of s egments, but the segments on ea ch tier differ with regard 

to what features are specified in them ... in (la) the 

segments are not analysed as features, in (1b ), features 

a re used to illustrate much the same r epresentation" 

(1990: 8- 9) 
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Therefore, on the tonal tier each segment or feature 

is specified only for tone and on the segmental tier all 

the other features are specified . This idea of having 

two or more parallel tiers in phonological representations 

was also extended to other phenomena such as vo~e) . , 
,/. 1(,.1 

harmony, nasalization, redup lication ,etc . "<"? 
! ' • .) 

'~~Il(l,·,.,,~.t ~. 
. Anot~er advantage of the non-linear approa\~ IS 1. " '::7ItiV-~ 
Its recogmtlOn of the syllable as a p honologIcal un'i,'h J 

~---:t­
In the SPE the syllable was practically ignored and t r 
emphasis was on segments and boundaries. T he need 

for the syllable was later established on the basis that: 

(1) a segment-based description is inadequate 

to express rules which are syllable-based; 

(2) the specification of the phonotactics of a language 

can be complicated,if the syllable is ignored; 

and a s a result, a large number of important generalizations 

would be missed. 

As we shall discuss in chapter 3, in Nuer, as in 

some other languages, recognjsing a syllable-based description 

will more adequately describe the morphophonemic processes 

and the phonotactic restrictions. In analysing the syllable 

s t ructure the notion of 'Autosegmental Licensing' is applied 

and a brief summary of the notion is as follows . 

1.4.2 Autosegmental Licensing 

The notion of 'autosegmental licensing' was first 

introduced by Goldsmith(1990) in his book AutosegrnentaJ 

and Metrical phonology. He claims that the notion of 

licensing serves to link autosegmental structure together 

with the hierarchical structure of the syllable (Goldsmith 

1990:5) . 
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According to this notion there are prosodic units that are licensers­

the syllable node, the coda and certain word-fina l morphemes. The 

syllable node is the primary licenser, and the remaining two are secondary 

licensers. Goldsmith (1990: 123)says "a licenser is endowed by the 

grammar of the language with the ability to license a set of phonological 

teatures .. ," 

Accordingly, the syllable node, b eing the "main licenser" can 

license all the distinctive features of the language. It can license 

any feature or autosegment in the combined domain of the oIlSe.t­

nu cleus span. The onset and the first element of the nucleus are 

counted as a single unit. 

The coda, which is a "secondary licenser", on the other hand, 

licenses only a su bset of the distincth'e feature of the language. 

This means that a coda may be incapable of licensing some of the 

distinctive featurEf of the language. 
/' 

One example is homorganic assimilation where nasals and obstruents 

that appear in coda will either be homorganic . to the following consonant, 
c\th<. 

i.e. they will share the point of articula tion autosegment that is licensed 
I' 

by the following onset or they will have a non- distinct default point 

of articulation. 

Elements that are not licensed at word -level will be deleted. 

According to Goldsmith(1990 : 124)." ... all autosegmental material must 

be licenced at the level we called the W-level, the word-level. Elements 

not licensed at this level will not proceed to the postlexical phonology, 

i. e . a re deleted". 

In short, the basic principles of the theory of licensing can 

be spelled out as follows, 

(1) The syllable node will always be a licenser for all the distinctive 

features of the language. 

(2) The coda will be a licenser for a smail subset of the features 

of the language , thus having only a small set of possible contrasts . 
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(3) The onset and the first element of the nucleus are counted 

as a unit. Anything to the right of the single obligatory 

nucleus position is part of the coda , 

(4) T here is a maximum of one apperance of each distinct ive 

feature over the onse t -nucleus span , 

(5) Tone and stress can also be lice nsed by the syllable n ode. 

But the coda licenses tone or stress depending upon language 

specific parameterS , 

1.4.3 Underspecification Theory CUT) 

UT is developed by pu lleyblank (1983,1986) and Archangeli 

(1984) as a theory of d istinctive features and their specification 

in underlying r epresentation. This theory assumes that 

there should be few feature specifications as possible 

in the lexicon. According to Archangeli (1984: 50) "A 

grammar is most highly valued when underlying r epresentations 

include the minimal number of features necessary to 

make different the phonemes of the language " This principle 
/he. 

is known as ",Featur e Minimization Principle. It is a lso 

stressed that "redundan cies s hould be extracted from 

underlying entries not only for distinctive features but 

for all other aspects of phonological representation " 

(Durand, 1990: 159) , 

Goldsmith (1990: 243) summarizes the core ideas 

of underspecification theory in two principles. 

(1) 'eliminate redundant features from the lexical phonology'. 

This means that we have to use the smallest number 

of distinctive featu res necessary to keep the phonemes 

distinct. 

C 2) 'eliminate unmarked feature specifications from underlying 

forms', Only t h e 'marked'or the less expec+ted \lalu e 

may be explicitly present in underlying representations . 
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The a d vantage of this theory is it reduces the a mount 

of information stored in the deepes t representation. Its application 

to Nuer data will also accoun t for the asymmetric behaviour of 

a consona nt and a vowel. 

1. 5 Distinctive Features 

Within the main-stream generative phonology there are different 

assumption s as to how distinctive features operate in phonological 

sys tems and their specification in underlying r epresentations. 

For instance, in SPE it is assume d that phonological rules operate 

on fully specified Distj(l c tive Feature Matrices . That is , "a 

value for ever y feature is assigned to every phoneme, ... " 

( Archangeli, 1984: 39) 

On the contrary , as discussed above, UT advocates 

that there are as few feature specification as possible in underlying 

represen tations . 

As to which features and which values should be r epresented 

underlyingly, Archangeli (1984 : 56) proposes that the features 

that are truly dis tinctive in a particular language and those 

values which are unpredictable should be represented. The 

choice of the underlying value depends on both language specific 

and universa l principles. The predictable distinctive features 

or fea ture values are supplied by Redunda ncy Rules-which 

are also '0-, result of the interaction between la nguage specific 

a nd universal principles. 

The Redundancy Rules that/fill in the missing values are 

two types: default rules and complement rules . "Dafault rules 

are, for the most part, universal but can b e language specific. 

Complement rules are language-specific but result from a universal 

convention and are therefor e, cost free" (Durand, 1990:161) · 

A typical example of a default ru le can be: 

(2) ] -- -7> [ -low ] / [+high] 
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Which means that for hig h segment s non-low is a normal value. 

A complement rule supplies the opposite value of the feature 

selected for underlying r epresentation . If, for instance, in a language 

for certain vowels the feature [+low] is marked in underlying representation, 

the opposite value would be marked for the remaining vowels by a 

comple ment rule such as (3) below. 

(3) ] ---~ [-low] 

The ordering of redundancy rules relative to each other and 

to the other r ules of the language is la rgely derivable from the 

Elsewhere Condition. According to this principle , the more specif ic 

rule applies first and later the more general rule applies elsewhere. 

Goldsmith (1990: 221) says "The Elsewhere Condition states, in informal 

terms, that, when two principles of operation are in conflict at a 

certain point in a deriva tion, then the one whose domain of operation 

is more restricted has priority of action." 
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Notes on chapter 1 

1. I was a ble to find informants from these diffe r e n .t dia lects in 

Gambella town a nd all of them agree that Nuer has four varieties. 

It is based on the judge~~rts of these informants and my own 

observation in the fieldt-I made this claim. Some lexical evidences 

"is also given on pagep . . 
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2 , A BR I EF DESCR I PTI ON OF THE PHONOLOGY: 

In this section, a brief description of the consonant system, the vowel 

system, the tonal system and phonotactics will be gi\-en. 

2.1 

the 

1 The consonant system . 

2.1 .1 consonant phonemes. 

Nuer has twenty consonant phonemes. These phonemes 

are simHar to phonemes given by Tucker and Bryan (1966:402) 

as "a characteristic basic consonant system" for Nilotic 

languages. 

Bila 

VI p 

Plosives 
Vd b 

Nasals m 

Liquids 

Glides w 

chart 1 

Dental Alveo Palat Velar 

t t c k 

d d J g 

., 
j n n n 

~ 

I, r 

y 

? 
consonant phonemes of Nuer-

The dental and alveolar sounds are contrastive as can 

following examples . 3 

(4) / 
., 

tuk / 'began' 

/ tUk / 'languages' 
~ 

(5) / dol / 'to collect ' 

/ dol / 'boy' 
~ 

(6) / niam / 'face' 

/ nial / 'rain' ,.. 

Glott -- -

h 

be seen in 

These are not truly minimal pairs rather they are sub minimal pairs. 
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The scarcity : of fricative sounds in the system is apparen t. . While 

discussing the phonology of Anuak, Keefe r, J. and e t a l (1976 : 165) say 

that "one of the most striking phonological fea tu res of the \"ilotic languages 

to which Anuak b elongs is the scarcity of fricative sounds ". This stateme nt 

holds true for Nuer since almost no fricative sound is identified in this 

study. 

There are also some phonetic variations in the consonant system:aspiration, 

palata lization and labia liza tion are apparen t in the langua ge. 

Voice less p losives are aspirated word -finally as well as intervocalically 

as can be seen in the following examples . 

( 7) dep h 
'rope' 

(8 ) dokh 'fat ' 

(9) d:>th:>al 'young snake' 

(1 0) mith:>th 1 'little ' 

Palatalization and labialization a ppear both with front and ~k fowels -- -----------
( 11 ) ( tyec ] 'ask! ' 

(12 ) [by~L J 'taste! I 

(13 ) (ky£L J 'cough! ' 

(14) { cW?'"J J 'finish! ' 

(1 5 ) f gw~rj J 'touch ! ' 

(16) (Pw?,tJ 'sweel! I 

(17) [ Jyek.J 'find! ' 

(18) (gw:>r7 ., .' ~ 
'e lephant' 

(19) { lw":>c.] 'answer! I 

(2 0 ) ( lw~k J 'he lp! ' 

(21 ) (ri£m 7 'blood' 

(2 2) (rt.U?,n] 'year' 
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Except I h l , all consonants occur with the features of palatalization 

and labialization. With the excep~i'::JD of the high vowel IiI a ll vowels occur 

after palatalized consona nts . Similarly, all vowels except the high back 

vowel luI occur after labialized consona nts. In Nuer, these high glides 

are analysed as vowel sequences or diphthongs. 

Consonant cluster do exist word -initia lly in the language and they 

are a consonant plus one of the high glides. This happens, however, 

only preceding double vowels and the first vowel should be a non-high 
4 vowel as in the following examples . 

(23) 
, , 

I kW£it / 'tortoise ' 

(24) " . I ') y~?n I , to scratch' 

(25 ) / " 'bee ' twaar I 

( 26) / kWln I ' to grow up' 

(27) I " 'to forget' rw~~c / 

(28) I kwei I 'name of a person ' 

2.1.2 Classificatory features and Redundancy Rules 

In this section , the distinc tive features needed 

for Nuer consonants will be presented. The fu lly specified 

feature matrix will b e given first and then the minimal 

feature matrix will follow with the r elevant rules. 

The first feature listed in the matrix (see chart2) 

is [voc 1 or vocalic. In the non -linear analysis, the 

feature consonantal is not needed since the syllable structure 

will d efine consonants and vowels . The feature [+voc] 

will be sufficient identification for [w] or [y] and the 

syllable structure will d efine it as a consonant. 

I 
I 
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I 

voe voic son nas oee eel vib BK Lab Api Cor Hi 

p - - - - + + - - + - - -

b - + - - + + - - + - - -

t - - - - + + - - - + + -
~ - -

- + - - + + - - - + + -
d .. 

- + + - - - - + -
t - - -

- + + - - - - + -
d - + -

- + + - - - - + + e - - -

+ + - - - - + + 
J - + - -

+ + - + - - + 
k - - - - -

+ + - + - - + g - + - - -

+ + - - + - - -
m - + + + 

+ - - - + + -
n - + + + + 
~ 

- - + -
n - + + + + + - -

'" - - + + 
n - + + + + + - -

"!) !- I - - .. + - I + + I + + - ... ; 
I 

+ - - + 
w + + + ., - - - -

- - + + 
y + + + - - - - -

-
h - + + - .. + - - - - -

+ -1 - + + - - + - - - -

r - + + - - + ... + - - - -
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The feature voice , [ voi], is needed to distinguish the voiced and 

voice less p los ives. The sonorant[ son ] feature is necessary to dis tinguish 

the plos ives from all the other phone mes in order to capture the morphophonemic 

process prevalent in the la nguage . The feature Nasal [Nas] will distinguish 

nasals wi thin the sonoran t class. 

There is a phonotactic restriction for which we need the feature central 

c losure [ CCL]. This feature distinguishes the semi- vowels IWI and Iyl 

from the rest of the consonants. It is defined by Sommerstein(1977: 103) 

as a comple te closure involvin g the center of the oral tract . The fea ture 

Occlusive , [ occ ], which blocks the flow of air in the mouth (Sannmerstein, 

1977: 103 ) , will exclude the liquids from a ll the other consonants a nd it 

is necessary to account for the morphophonemic process restricted t o liquids. 

The II I and Irl " Iso must be distinguished from each other. Therefore, 

we need the category \Tibrant, [ vib] . 

As fa r as point of articulation (P of A) is concerned, the featu r es 

Labial [Lab], Apical [Api], coronal [ cor], and [High] have bee n se t up. 

The g lides Iwl and Iyl are distinguished by t he featu re [Lab ] a nd [cor] 

respective ly. The combination of [ cor ] a nd [Hi] will distinguish the palatals. 

The ve lars will b el -cor] and [+hi]. The feat ure Back, [BK ],is u sed redundantly 

for consonants. However, it is useful in the Vowel Feature Matrix. 

As can b e seen in the above matrix, much of the information is non -

distinctive or redundant. According to the Feature Minimization Principle, 

a matrix s hould include the bare minimum of information and the unspecified 

features are filled in by either a d efault Ru le ( DR) or a compleme nt Ru le 

(CR) . 

(29) The Redundancy Rules for consonan t s are 

------';> [-voc ] CR 

------.=, [-CCL I [+voc] DR 

-- - ---3> [+son] I [ +vo c ] DR 

------~ [-occ] I [+voc ] DR 

1 -----.:;> [ -Api] I [+voc ] DR 

] .- - ---~ [+s on]1 [+NasJ DR 



/H 

-----7 [+Occ] 1 [+Nas J DR 

------;? [- Nas] CR 

-----'" [-Occ] CR 

------) [+CCL] 1 [ +Occ] DR 

] ------) [ +voi] 1 [+son] DR 

] -----:) [-son] CR 

-----~ [-voi] CR 

-----~ [-vib] CR 

-----"7 [+CCL] 1 [+vib] DR 

-----:> [+son] 1 [+vib] DR 

-----~ [+cor] 1 [+vib] DR 

- -----;> [- Api] 1 [+vib J DR 

------1 [-Hi ] [+vib J DR 

-----~ [-BK ]1 [+vib J DR 

-----~ [+voi] 1 [+vib] DR 

-----7'- [ -cor] CR 

-----,.. [-BK] 1 [+lab J DR 

-----:'> [-Hi ] 1 C
VOC

] 

DR 
+lab 

-----.~ [-Api] 1 [ +lab ] DR 

------. [- lab ] 

---- -~ [- BK J 1 [+corJ DR 

-----:;, [+BK] CR 

-----~ [+Api] CR 

----- ~ [-Hi 1 [+Api J DR 

-----"> [-Hi ] TeLl -occ DR 

-Vib 

] -----'t [+Hi] CR 

In Nuer, the least specified consonant is Irl and as we shall see 

in section(3 .1.2) it is also the only epenthetic consonant in the language. 

One reason could be ilS being the least stable phoneme in the language) 

s ometimes it does not appear on the surface when it is expected tO~here. 
For instance , the underlying form of t he verb Iw,.} , / 'to go' is /W i~ 1'/' 

When the suffix is added to the root the lost final Irl will come out as 

in Iwert 1 ' go !' (Imp . 2ps). 
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voe v oi son Nas Gee I CCL Vic Bx Lab Api Cor Hi 

p .. • 
b + .. .. 
t .. + " 
d • + • 
" 
t + - .. -
d • .. - .. -
e .. - .. 
J .. .. - .. 
k .. -
g .. + -
m + - .. -
n .. - ~ 

" 
n .. - .. -
" n .. - + 

'}J + -
w .. .. 
y + .. 
h .. t - -
1 -.. .. - .. 
r 

+ 

Chart 3, Matrix of underspecified Features for Nuer consonants. 
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'2.2. T he vowel system 

The vowel system of Nuer , although it is difficult to analyse, is an 

interestin g part of Nuer phonology . In the past , a few have commented 

on the nature of vowels but no one has given a de tailed account of the 

system. 

Tuck er and Bryan (1966:402) in their d iscuss ion of 'The Nilotic Languages' 

noted that an outstanding characteristic of these languages is the presence 

of both 'hard' and 'breathy' (or 'hollow') voice quality in the pron¢unciation 

of vowels, dip hthongs, and semi- vowels. 

They also stated that in the Nilotic lan guages like Dinka, Nuer a nd 

Shilluk almost any vowel may be pronounced with both types of voice quality, 

depending largely on grammatical context. 

Commenting further on Dinka-Nuer vowel systems the authors stated 

that Dinka - Nuer has 7-9 vowels pronounced with 'hard' voice and the same 

vowels pronounced with 'breathy' voice. 

vowels pronounced with breathy yoice. 

mentioned Nuer while comparing it with 

Moreover, there are 2-4 centmlized 

Since Tucker and Bryan have 

other Nilotic la nguages their comparative 

sketch is very brief and too summary in description . Only general statements 

are given on the nature of vowels and according to the author s "t he exact 

phonemic boundaries of some of the vowels are still uncertain" (1966:402) . 

T he present study, h owever, agrees with Tucker a nd Bryan in the presence 

of two type s of voice qualities! plain and breathy. 

On the other hand, Tsehainesh (1983:17)recorded eight basic vowels 

all of which occur both short and long; and length being phonemicAhe 

concluded that there are sixteen vowels in the language. 

Front central Back 

i 
T 

u 

e 0 

f: J 

a 

Chart 4; Vowel Ehonemes of Nuer as given b:y: Tsehainesh . 
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This s t udy differs from Tsehainesh's analys is on the following poin ts. 

(a) The present study identifies t wo types of voice quality but 

she identified only one type. 

(b) Tsehainesh identified the high central vowel I + I as a phoneme 

of Nuer. But it is not identified in the present study and not 

recorded in any of the related languages like Dinka and Anuak. 5 

Accordin g to the analysis made in this study there are two types 

of voice qualities: plain and b reathy. Acou s tic evidence is given is section 

2 . 2 . 3 below. 

2.2.1 Plain (or non-breathy) vowels 

There are seven plain vowels in Nuer . Of these the fron t vowels 

I 1 , e, ~ I are similar to the cardinal vowels 1,2 , and 3 respectively. 

The back vowels I ::> ,0, u I a re also similar to the cardinals 6,7 and 8 

respectively. The other vowel is t he low central vowel lal which is similar 

to the cardinal vowel 4 The following are examples. "-

, 
(30) (a) I titl 'to r emember' 

, 
(b) Itetl 'hand' 

(c) I t'it! 'reclaim' 
, 

(d) It.:.tl 'one side of bu~ock' 
, 

(e) l ut! 'waste ' 
(f) Itotl 'to bend' 

( g) I t utl 'bulls' 

There is little allophonic variation in the vowel phonemes. Nasalization 

is apparent preceding or following nasal consonants and it does not affect 

breathy vowels . 

Concerning the distribution of plain vowels, ba~k vowels are not found 

in word initial position while front vowels are found in all positions in 

a word. However , for the time b eing, the r easons for the non-occurence 

of back vowels in initial position are not clear. 
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2.22. Breathy Vowels 

Breathy vowels, as in other Nilotic languages like Dinka and Anuak, 

are produced with
il

6pen pharynx accompained by glottal friction. Some 
I'-

linguists have commented on the natu re of breathy vowels. 

According t o Welme rs (1973:28) during the production of these vowe ls 

"the vocal cords do not eJirely close, permitting the air passing from ,-
the lungs to produce an audibly fticative effect" While discussing the 

Dinka vowels John Duerksen and Salva Agany (1982:3), as quoted by 

Job Malou (1988: 29) , also say that "The breathy voice is produced by 

opening the vocal cords slightly, increasing the flow of air from the lungs 

and expanding the pharynx." 

A more detaila description of breathiness is given by John Laver 
" 

(1980) . For him the quality of breathy voice is a modified form of the 

normal voice which he calls a 'modal voice'. He says that breathiness 

is a normal voice which is accompained by slight audible friction (1980: 132) 

The impressions given by different linguists concerning the breathy 

voice are more or less similar in the sense that breathy voice is produced 

withG!.slight opening of the glottis that permits a higher flow of air to 
I-

cause g lottal friction and expansion of the pharynx. 

As in the other Western Nilotic languages in Nuer also what is involved 

in the production of breathy vowel~is an audible glottal friction which 

is caused by increasing flow of air . The effect is , as Catford in 

Laver (1980 :132) explained it, somewha t like that of sighing. 

Consider the following examples and compare them with examples in 

(30) above . 

, 
(31) (a ) I ti.t I 'magicians' 

( b) I t~t/ ' to dig' 

(c) It~t/ 'branch of something' 

(d) 1*1 'erection' 

(e) I t'nl 'summer! 

(f) Itgtl 'lifting up ' 

.... "'1 -..J:_ .... ~ 



As can be seen from the above examples Nuer has six breathy vowels. 

The breathy lui i8 3.bsent in the system and the r eason for this asymmetry 

is not clear. Probably it cou ld be due to historical reasons because the 

vowel is also absent in closely related languages like Dinka (l\lalou, 1988) 

a nd Anuak (Lus ted,1976) ( keefer et aI, 1976») 6 

Concerning the distribution of the breathy vowels , they occur in 

medial a nd final positions only. 
Word medially , 

(32) (a) / i I I tin I 'breast ' 
" 

(b) I e I I 
, 

tek I 'alive' .. 

(c) I ~ I I p"".n I 'to fall' 

(d) I a I I mat I ' smoke'(V) 
" 

(e) I :;, I I tDk I 'cattle' 

( f) I 0 I I kot I 'climbing' 

Word fina lly 

, , 
(33) (a) I i I I idi I r how ?' .. 

(b) 
, , 

'b r eath' I e I yi~ I .. 
(c) I ~ I / H,~I 'the first born child' 

(d) / I I ' , 'early morning' a baka / 
'" 

(e) 
.' , 

'may be' I ? I I d J,), I 

(f) 
, . 

'because' / 0 I / hoo / .... 

Why such vowels are not found in initial postition is an interesting 

and challengin g problem awaitingtAsolution, 

" 
In N\ler there are also other central breathy vowels 7 which do not 

have plain counterparts. This is in line whith Tucker and Bryan's general 

statement which says that in Dinka-Nuer there are 2-4 central vowels 



produced with breathy voice ( 1966 : 402). Particularly, in Nuer there are 

three central breathy vowe ls ; unlike in Dinka where they are analysed 

tentati vely as phonetic vowels b y Malou (1988: 74 ) here they have phonemic 

status . The following examples illustrate this point. 

(34) (a) / kH/ 'with' 

( b ) / kn. / ' the first born child' 

(c) / k~.~·. / 'a divorced lady' 

(35 ) (a ) / 
, 

'to clap' pat / 
" 

( b) / p~t 'cook' 

(c) P,\t / ' t ray' 

(36) (a) / l>k / 'washing mouth' 

(b) / l?,k / ' umbilical cord' 

(c) / l~k / 'refusal ' 

Of the centra l breathy vowels / ~ , ' .: J 
? / ,the mid low central breathy 

vowel / ¥ / is very rare in the language and so far it is found only in 

two word s , Moreover, the short counterpart of this vowel is absent an d 

only the lon g one is found , Th e remaining t\\'o a re found frequently in 

ma ny words in the language . As the other breathy vowels, no central . 
breathy vowels are found in word irltiaJ positions. 

/' 

As can be gath" 'fed from the above discussion the vowel phonemes 

of Nuer are the following 

Fron t Central Back Front Central Back 

Hig h i u ' i 

High-mid 
0 , 

~ 0 .e " 
" .. " " ? Low-mid f j , t f:' /,~ ? 

Low " a a 
" 

Plain Vowels Breathy Vowels 
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In Comparison with the plain vowels, a mong the breathy vowels there 

are more central vowels . The central vowels have no pla in counterparts . 

The gap is similar in the o ther languages like Dinka. The r eason for 

this gap could be his t orical, tha t is to say, eithe r the plain vowels los t 

these vowels or thes e vowels are recent innovations in the breathy vowels 

in the history of the language. This should be verified by historical 

analyses of Nuer a nd the relate d languages. 

2.2.3 The Acoustic eviden ce 

T he voice quality differe n ce in vowels discussed above, from an artic­

ula t ory point of view, can be supported by the acous tic a nalysis of these 

vowels . 

In order to see the acoustic characteristics of the voice qualities-
<\ ~ 

breathy and non - breathYl\spectrogragp}c analys is was made on selected 

examples . S From the formant data given in fooC'n ote (S) , the voice qualities 
'-" 

are represented in graph(1). (see Appendix 1) 
9 

" .. T he r esult of /,analysis shows that generally t he frequency of F 1 

( first formant frequen cy) is lower a nd the frequ ency of F2 (second formant 

freque ncy) is higher for b reathy vowels than plain ,-owels . Hence, the 

breathy vowels appear more f ront or central and higher in the graph than 

t heir plain counterparts . Having a lower frequency of F 1 is a r esult of " 

lower vocal tract which gives a greater vowel ~ght. (Jacobson ,1 9S0: 1S5) 

If we compare the spectrogram (see Appen d ix 2) of the breathy vowels 

with the plain ones , we see the loss of high frequency energy in breathy 

v owels _ This loss in high frequency energy is seen as lightness of high 

formant frequencies. Such a loss shows the absorption of high frequency 

energy by the lax Ph~geal wall which is a result of the dilation or expansion 

of the pharynx (Jacobson,19S0:1S6) 

As indicated by t he lower frequency of F 1 of the breathy vowels, 

the plain vowels are lower in position than the breathy vowels . This is 

-
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in line with Laver's(l980 : 115 )comparison of breathy voice with' modal 

voice ' (norma l voice) where hreathy voice has a lower F 1 frequency . 

In general, despite some problems lO , which are concerned with diffe r ences 

in vowel qualities , the acoustic characte ristics of the vowel phonemes s hows 

that in Nuer there are two types of voice qUalities: - Plain and breathy. 

2 .2.4 11 Vowel length 

In this la n guage vowel length seems to be contrastive both . a t the 

lexical and at the grammatical level for almos t all vowels. Con s ider examples 

in (37) , ( 38) and (39) . 

. , 
(37 ) (a) I -: it 

J ~ 
'Scorpion ' 

I , 
'stopping of the rain' I 'ti t I J .. 

(b) I 
, 

k ek I 'damt 

.o, 
I keek I 'ruler' 

(c) I t~r I 'conflict' 

" I t""-r I 'september ' 

• (d) Igak I ' to qua rrel' 

I " gaak I 'flower' 

(e)1 lor I 'after ' 

I lc))r I ' homosexual' 

(f) I t ok I 'sound of a b roken thing' 

I took I 'calabash ' 

(g) kut I 'beside ' 

I kuut I ' fian ce' 



(38) (a) / bi / 

/ bii 

(b) / 
, 

/ tet 

/ tie.t / 

( c) / fil / 
, , 

/ r~d / 

(d) / Ia,"') / 

/ Ia.a. "I / 

(e) / k JC / 
.' 

/Io)c / " .. 
(f) / kot / 

'. 

/ koot! 
" ., 

(39) (a ) / bX.r / 

/ b~~~r 

(b ) / kl,r 

/ k lJ r 
\' . , 

/ 

/ 

/ 

'you will' 

' cloth' 

'to dig' 

'to take it back' 

I sunrise' 

'of hill' 

'praying' 

'golden co lou rs' 

, cold' 
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fa cow which is not agressive' 

' climbing' 

'spear-like instrument used 

for fishing ' 

'long' 

'arrow· 1 

'stream' 

As can De seen in example (39) all central breathy vowels but one 

have short and lengthened form. As explained in section (2.2.2) the 

mid -central breathy vowel has only the lengthened form. 

In general, by considering examples in (37), (38) and (39) ont may 

conclude that vowel length is contrastive at the lexical level for almost 
12 I'· a ll v owels. Unlike the previous studies, however , in this paper the ". 

a bove examples are t reated as sequences of juxtaposed identical vowels. 

One piece of eVidence for this treatment is the productive occu~nce of 

seequences of non-identical vowels in the language. The following are 

some examples . 



(40) (a) I ~ uarl ' bean' 

(b) l '1 uanl 'four' 

( c ) I nial l ' sky' .-. 
(d) I cia~ I ' day' 

. , 
(e) I yei I canoe 

(f) I y)ac I ' t o pull ' 

(g) I r .lam I ' sheep '(sg) 

(h) I pal I ' moon ! 
, , 

(i) I lei I ' animal' 

Another PTiece of evidence comes from the tonal system. Short vowels 

carry one tone of hig h.mid or low and never a contour tone. But p honetically 

long vowe ls sometimes carry a glide or contour tone. It is a result of 

the combination of two registe r tones within a single syllable . Therefore. 

the length in Nu er is not one lengthened vowel but a sequence of juxtaposed 

identic;o.( vowels. Consider the following data. 

, 
( 41 ) (a) [ t£r 'conflict' 

../ 
[tHr 'september' 

" 
I 

(b) [~ it '5(." rf' '-C,\ 
~ 

'-
[ ' tit ,J " 1 'stopping of the rain' 

, 
(c) r£l 1 'sunrise! 

" 

[ 
,./ 

rEd 
.1 .. 

'of hill' 

2 .2 .5 Classificatory Featur es and Re dunduncy Rules 

The features u sed for the vowel system are High [Hil. Low[Lol. 

Back [BKl. central [cenl. and Mid [Midl. The feature [Lo ) is not necessary 

for consonants since there are no [Lo) consonants in Nuer. but it is being 

used redundantly because it is needed for the vowels. One additional 

feature Breathy [Br) will distinguish the two set of vowels. Except/ul 

all vowels may b e either [ ±Brl. 
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I 
..L <..:: t- e( :> 0 0 

Hi .~ .- - - - - .;. 

Lo - - .. -+ + - -
BK - - - - + + + 

Mid - t -+ - + .+ -
Cen - - - -+ - - -

Chart 6 Distinctivp. " eature Matrix for vowels 

(42) Redundancy Rules for vowels are: 

-- -> [ +hi) CR 

- --~ [ - Hi) / [+Lo) DR 

---) [-Lo) CR 

---) [+BK) CR 

--~> [ - Mid) CR 

--c> [ - cen) CR 

• 
J. E-. I:: Ll. :J C '-I 

Hi - -
Lo -+ .;. .;. 

BK - - - -
Mid .. -t -+ t 

Cen + 

Chart 7: Matrix for underspecified vowels of Nuer 
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As can be seen in chart 7, the vowel lui is the least specified vowel 

in ~uer. It is also an opaque vowel in the \'owel harmonY process discussed 

in section( 3.1. 3) below and specified underlyingly for the opposite value 

of the harmonizing feature - value. 

According to Gilley (1988:24), "It is often the case . . . that one phoneme 

in each major subsystem (i.e., vowels and consonants) may be represented 

as prosodic functions without any feature specification at a ll." In case 

of Nuer, as we have seen above, the consonant Irl and the vowel/ul are 

the least specified phonemes in the language . 

2 . 3 Tone : 

In the past very little has been said concerning the tonal system 

and tone functions in Nuer. Tucker and Bryan (1966) and Tsehainesh(1983) 

mentioned tone in their studies. Simply brief sta tements are given with 

some examples. 

The present study d oes not claim to give an exhaustive treatment 

of the tonal system and the tone functions in this language. But it attempts 

to look at the system in more detail than the previous works. 

Both Tucker and Bryan (1966) and Tsehainesh (1983) recorded three 

tone levels, i. e . high, mid and low. Tsehainesh' s transcription is inaccu ra te 

for both tonemes and segmentals. 

In fact, Nuer is a register tone language with three t one levels, 

high 1/1, mid I - I and low I ' I. In addition, we can find contour tone 

as a r esult of the combination of two register t ones within a single syllable" 

Consider the following examples 

, 
(43) I PA,t I ' t o miss while s h ooting' 

.-
I Pi' t I 'foot' 

,;' 

I pxt 
." 

I 'tray' 
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(44) I 
/ 

wal) I 'eye' 

I 
, 

wa0 I 'to burn , 

(45) I' 't 1/" I 'Scorpion' 
, 

Int I 'ear' 

(46) 6.1 J. 'Journey' 

/j.;l , 
guest , 

(47) I 
, / 

tu')V) I , 
egg' 

I til)~ I , horns , 

Examine also the minimal pairs in (43) with the following frame. 

(48) 
, , 

(a)/pi:-. d -dun I ' your(pl) tray' 

(b )/ p; d - dun 'your ( pl) foot' 

(c )1 
.. , 

ted-dun / 'your (pl) hand' 

2. 3 .1 Lexical Tone : 

In the lexicon tone makes a distinction both among n ouns and v e rbs. 

( 49) (a ) Intt') I ' colourful (for cows) , 

I naj / , 
Crocodile' 

" , 
(b) I tu ::>11 ' egg' 

I -" tu J.') I , horns' 

(c) I p~t I ' foot' 
, 

I p~t I ' tray' 

, 
(50) (a) I k~k I 'to spit ' 

I " kak I , to hunt ' 

-
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2.3 .2 Grammatical Tone 

T he p lura l form of some nouns is di s tinguished by different tone levels. 

The following are some examples :-

.-
(51) (a ) Iwum I I nose I 

, 
I wum I 'noses I 

(b) 
, , 

I gtL?rl 
" 

, elephant ' 

, e leph ants ' 

Never theless, tone classes a r e unpredic table between singular and 

plu r al forms of nouns; there are also other means of plural format ion 

(Mages, forthrcoming). Consider the following examples . 

Tone Singular Plural Gloss 

, "-
(52) L-L mac mA c 

, fire , 

(53) L-H 
"- ,-

t i n tin 'breast l 

~ " ... " 
" 

(54) H-L 1 ::l c 10 c 'heart' 

( 55) M-M t ok t uk 'mouth .. ~ 

"'" , 
" (56) H-LH dit diit 'bir d' 

(57) LH-L 
, / 

tu :):~ t o Vl 'egg ' 
~ 

The first p erson plural exclusive , inclusive and dual-inclus ive forms 

are also distinguished by tone. 

(58) (a) / k3n I we (exclusive) 
.-

( b ) I k)n I , We (inclusive) 

(c) I k:m I , We ( dual inclusive) 

The exclusive and inclusive forms can be u sed without r es triction 

and occur with nouns and verbs. The dual inclusive is, however, limited 

to f ew v e rbs one of which is the verb I tit I' to d ig ' as can be seen 

in the following examples . 
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/ 

k >n (59 ) (a) / tet / 'we dig' (exclu s i ve) 
" , 

( b) tet k m / we dig , (inc!usi\'e) 
I 

k1n (c) tet / , we dig , (dual inclusive) 

The sema ntic na ture of the verbs to which the d ual-inclus ive form 

is limited to is not clear for the time being. 

2 . 4 Phonot actics 

Consonan t s equences are f ou nd a t word -ini tial and word -il\I1.J~~ositions . 
Some examples are as follows . 

(60) / b ;.i pdii t I sea I 

(61) / kUi,dur / , domestic pig 
~ 

(62) / p",lr~ l / 'hare I 

(63) / kWHt 
,,' I ' tortoise ' 

In this language , consonant gemination d oes not e xist, except as 

a r esult of t h e process of assimi~tion . 
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NOTES ON CHAPTER 2 

1 . This study disagrees with the previous study undertaken by Tsehainesh 

(1983) on the following points. 

In the previous study, 24 consonant phonemes were recorded 

while in my study only 20 consonant phonemes are found . According 

to Tsehainesh (1983: 12 ) the firicatives lsi and I~I and the alveolar 

affricates I~ I and I ~I are phonemes of Nuer. In my study, however, 

they are not recorded as phonemes of Nuer, 

in the language or dialect under discussion. 

since they are absent 

The examples presented 

in Tsehainesh's paper for the occurence of these phonemes were checked 

with the informants I had, and were found to be differe nt phonemes. 

Some of the examples are the following. The (T) sign shows the 

way the word is transcribed in her study. Those without the sign 

indicate what I have found 

, , 
T (YJ Cl~' j , ashes , 

T [ mill~s , 
hot 

, 

("0 <. t7 , ashes , " h milet ,-
, 

hot 
, 

T /-~ (J..r.;J , to drink , T 
v , 

sa') poor 

.- ' . <0; , drink , -I ,'1\ {\ 'c'1 to can poor 
- " <'f ... 

Moreover, s he didn't mention the dialect her study was based on, 

Ihough the above differences do not seem to be dialectal differences, 

s ince the dialect variation as briefly described in chapter 1, indicates 

the a lternation is only between Ikl and I hi. 

2. The phonemes I Q I and I h I are rare in the language. Each of them 

do occur in less than a dozen of words out of about 600 items. 

Since there are no fricative sounds in the language, the sound 

Ihl is patterned with glides. However, for the time being, there 

is no proof for the patterning of this sound with glides. 
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3. In this paper examples which are not marked for tone are those examples 

for which tone is not identified. 

4. When three sequences of vowels appear the first vowel is toneless 

and since vowels are the only tone-bea ;r:-,ng units in the language, 

this is one piece of evidence to consider the first vowel as a glide. 

5. The examples presented in Tsehainesh's paper for the occurence of 

this phoneme were checked with the informants I had, and found 

to be a different phoneme. The (T) sign again shows the way the 

word is transcribed in her study and those without the sign indicate 

what I have found 

T [b+r] 'come' (Imp.2p.$) 

[ber] 'come' (Imp.2fSl 

T C-t-n] 'You(sg) , 

[j in] 'You(sg) , 

6. Some analyses of Dinka (Anderson, 1987) and Anuak (Reh,1988) differ 

from others concerning the voice quality of the vowel/u/. According 

to Anderson (1987 : 7), the vowel I u I can only be breathy. He says 

that"my identification of lui as breathy is based on my own perception 

as well as on judgements by informants, who consistently identify 

the voice quality of lui with the voice quality of indisputably breathy 

vowe ls. The disagreement might (between him and Job Malou) reflect 

a dialectal difference but Maloufioes not indicate which dialect he 

describes . " 

Reh(1988), on the other hand, differs from keefer et al (1976) 

and Lusted (1976)by labelling the vowel lui as 'breathy' (=type B) 

vowel. According to the author, "while keefer et al and Lusted list 

it in their phonetically oriented charts among the plain vowels, it 

turns up as one of the type B vowels in my functionally oriented 

classification" (1988: 21) . 

Therefore, according to Anderson and Reh the breathy vowel 

lui is not absent in Dinka and Anuak respectively but its plain counterpart 

is missing. 
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70 T hese vowels a r e transcribed with two dots on the top of the vowel 

to show centralization and two dots beneath the vowel 1.0 show breathiness 

as in f 0 In the revised IPA of 1989 the centralized vowel is transcribed 

wi t h two dots on the top of it as t a nd 

with two dots beneath the vowel as in z· 0 

breathy voice is transcribed 

Since in this study it 

is claimed that certain vowels have possessed the two qualities, . 0. :.; 

t he above transcription is used following the revised IPA o But as 

far as consonants are concerned, IPA is not used exclusively 0 Some 

symbols such as 1 y ,J, CI are also u sed 0 

8 0 The selected examples we re analysed on the spectrograph 0 From the 

s pec trographic display the Fl (first formant frequen cy) and F2(second 

formant frequency) values in hertz for every word were taken as 

can be seen from the following table 0 

300 

200 

320 

300 

300 

250 

350 

320 

350 

280 

280 

260 

200 

200 

250 

300 

2100 

2100 

1850 

1900 

1800 

1700 

1500 

1600 

1350 

1400 

950 

1350 

850 

1600 

1650 

1350 

Word 

tit . 
ti t 
" 

, 
t~ t 

tat 

tat .. 

, 
tot 

... 
tot ·00 , 
tut 

ti;lt 

k t o t 
k)r .' 

Gloss 

' t o r emember' 

magicians 

, hand' 

'to dig' 

! reclaim I 

, branch of something , 

'one side of buttoc k ' 

I erection I 

, Waste' 

summer 

, to bend' 

, lifting up , 

, bulls ' 

, both sides of buttock' 

, Ironing' 

I war I 
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9 . In order to show the relationship between the vowels using the formant 

data, the first formant is plotted \-ertically against the second formant 

which is plotted horizontally. This arrangement allows us to represent 

vowels in the way we are accustomed to in traditional articulatory 

d escriptions (Ladefeged, 1982: 180) . Some linguists sometimes plot 

for mant one against the difference between formant two and one . 

However, usually formant one is plotted against formant two. There 

is only a slight difference between the two kinds of plots. 

(Ladefoged, 1982:180) . 

10. One problem is that the low central p lain vowel lal is a bit higher 

as far as the mid low back plain vowel I .J I in the graph and it assumes 

a close and a parallel position t o the v owel l ::l l . A more serious 

problem is the central breathy vowel / t? / which is further back in 

position than the other back breathy vowels. Another problem is 

the central breathy vowel /~ I which is as high as the breathy I +. I 

This vowel, although it assumes a coustically the high central position, 

in hear-ing it appears as mid central breathy vowel. One reason could 

be vowel spacing due to the absence of breathy I,<-! / 

11. Tucker and Bryan (1966) claim that in Dinka-Nuer there is a ternary 

vowel length contrast. Crazzolara (1933) also states that Nuer has 

a ternary length contrast in vowels. Bu t b oth authors gave only 

brief statements on the iss ue. However, Anderson (1987: 7) found 

out for Dinka three contrasting lengths: short , medium and long 

As far as I am concerned, Nuer has only a binary contrast. 

12 . None of these pairs are t r u¢\y minimal. There is also always a difference 

in tone, at least on those specified for tone. 
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3. MORPHOPHONEMIC PROCESSES AND THE ROLE OF SYLLABLE 
STRUCTURE 

In this ~ jtaPter, the morphophonemic processes found in the language 

will be described. Besides, the role the syllable structure p lays will 

also b e examined. 

3.1 Morphophone mics 

The following are the morphophonemic processes found in Nuer: 

( a) Deletion 

(b) Insertion 

(c) Ass imilation 

3. 1. 1 Deletion 

Deletion refers to both vowel and consonant deletion; however , 

only vowel de letion is a general process in the language. 

A vowel is deleted when i t follows another vowel and precedes 

a sequence of consonants. In other words, when a suffix ( i.e. cv 

syllable type) is a dded to a root which has a complex vowel and ends 

in a cons onant the second member of the complex vowel is deleted. 

'. , , Examples : (64 ) 1 miet I to eat 
" I 

I midni ." . I 'eat! ' (Imp.2ps ) 

(65) I ~ar I 
, to write , 

I g)r 9>.). 1 ' Writing' 

, , 
(66) 1 mAX t 1 

tt •• ,.. 
' friend' 

I I 

1 tnijd . . "n,l, I 'friends 
, 

(67 ) I 
~ 1 \ 

I 'to sit ' nuur 

I ,. 

1 nut:r.i l 'sit! '(Imp. 2ps) 
" I, 

(68) 1 nien I 
, to s leep , 

I I 

I ninni I 'sleep! , (Imp.2ps) 
w .. 

(69) l:r y~ti 1 'to scratch' 

I 1 ygnni i 'Scratch! , 
( ~ :"!'''1. '~\T's ) 
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As can be seen from the above e xa mples, besides the vowel dele t ion, 

o ther processes such as vc!~ing , vowe l harmony and tonal chan ge are 

also involved . The following de rivation might illus t rate t he processes 

mo re clearly. 

" 
, 

(70) I ,"'1\ ~s + 1'1: .. , 1 'underlying r epresentation' 
/ , . , ; 

·m~ <.:!'(.! (\~'": 1 ' voicing ' 

1 
. ,. 

1 'de letion ' M .... ~('\ .... 

1 ' ' . 1 'vowel harmony' M (,. U (\~ 
~ ..... ... 

1 . / , ' ' 1 's urface r epresentation' .'V\ ~ (':\f'\L 
• 1"1 .' 

In this section , we s hall concentra te on the vowel de le tion. The 

following rule accounts for the process of vowel dele tion. 

Rule (71) says that a vowel is de leted when it comes following another 

vowel a nd p r eceding a sequence of two consonants. 

Another type of deletion tha t is found in the language is t he fo llowing . 

When the p e r s onal pronoun s uffix is added to verb root that e nds in 

a vowel , the vowel of the ve rb root will be de leted . 

In Nuer, very few verb r oots end in a vowe l and as we shall see 

in the follOwing sections, the most common syllable type of the language 

is eve. 

Among the verbs that end in a vowel are: 

(72) 1 c , 1 'to do' 

(73) 1 b L 1 'will ' 

( 74) I i,..,1; 1 'to go' 

T his type of verbs are u s ua lly au xilia ry verb s . In exa mple ( 74 ), 

the verb 'to go' is underlying of the eve type, i.e. l iJJ/i..r/. When . a 

suffix is add ed to the r oot the los t final I r l will come ou t as in I;;.;~r~ 1 

'go!' (Imp 2ps). 
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Consider the following examples : 

/ c: 'i. + A, 
, , 

( 75 ) ._) / c :' / ' I do' 

(76) / C ~ • I. -) / :... L { 'you ( sg ) do ' 

(7 7) I (. .'~ • .;.~ / ._) { c f. I 'he /s he does ' 

( 78) I b'~'~ I . ..:> { n'/I ' I shall' 

(79) I b~'; ~ I ~ I bI I 'you (sg) will' 
, , 

I b''- I (80) Ib c.;£ ..:, 'helshe will' 

Here we can observe the deletion of the final vowel of the verb (auxiliary) 

root before the personal pronoun s uffixes . This is a reduction of the complex 

vowe l at morpheme boundary but the process is r es tricte d to auxiliary verbs 

a nd the personal pronoun suffixes: 

A consonant deletion is also apparent in the la nguage, Le, when a 

possessive suffix, which is a CV syllable type , is add ed to a liquid-fina l 

roo t, the s uffix initial consonant {d l is deleted . 

Examples: (81 ) lu i.·~l+d£ 1 -) { 
" , cI ,-, III 'his sheep ' 

(82 ) { i:lC + j!:.J .." { \ ~ 0"1 ~ I 'his heart' 

(83) {I{\ +cJ~~{ -) { I ~ b'E { 'his tongue' 

Cons ider also the following examples 

(84) I 
- , ~ 

(,! ",(\ { 'eyes! 

I fl~ ~"~I 'his eyes' 

(85) I de' I 'houses ' , 
{ "" I +kl1 'his h ouses' 

In Nuer if a possessed noun is plural, the possessive suffix has a different 

form. As can be seen in examples (84) and (85) above, the deletion is restricted 

to the s ingular form of the possessive suffix . 

3 . 1.2 Insertion 

Insertion, in this language , refers to consonant insertion. That is , 

the consonant Irl is inserted to break impermissible vowel sequences as can 

be seen from the following examples. 

-
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, 
(85) I j:: .!l~ 'c -) 1 "-,,,r,'1 'you(sg ) have not' 

(86) I K~J ~ ~ 1 -"? 1 ,c;;t'.,:) 'he/she has not' 

( 87) / cj~'l~ .. ~ 1 ._-, 1 c\';. r ~ 1 'you (sg) would' 

(88) / cI'; l- ~ ( / -") / < I ~r £ 1 'he/she would' 

In Nuer, sequences of more than two vowels are not allowed. To avoid 

s ·aquences of more than two vowels, the trill consonant Irl is inserted between 

the root and the personal pronoun s uffix vowel. After the insertion, however , 

one of the complex vowels of the root is deleted. 

(89) 0 ~[+vibJ / VV +V 

Rule (89) a ccounts for the insertion of [+vib ]consonant between the 

complex \'owel of the r oot and the personal pronoun suffix. 

Cons ider the following derivation: 

(90) / \<.~~ + i 1 Underlying r epresentation 

/ F.';': ,.- ~ / Insertion 

k~ r~ 1 Deletion 
,. 

~ 

1 Surface r epresentation I::: (:" ",- '-

This process is limited to the personal pronouns . Why the trill 

consonant is preferred to insertion is an interesting point that needs furt her 

discussion. We shall come back to this point in section (3.2.2.). 

. 3. 1.3 Assimilation: 

Assimilation is a produ ctive p r ocess in Nuer. It refers to both 

consonants and vowels. 

3.1 .3 . 1 Consonant Assimilation 

Root - fina l voice less plosives become voiced between two \'oiced 

segme nts. The following are some examples. 
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(91) 

(92) 

(93) 

(94) 

Idvi I 'to dance' 
,.~ " 

I~k,lfl 'dance ! '(Imp.2ps) 

I '':; i I 'foot' r .. 

I f' .;~,\J 'his foot' 

I i:it I 'hand' 

I ~t:,idul 'your (sg) hand' 

I Ko.{t I 'to swim' 

I r:..r.:,/'<'I 's wim!' (Imp 2ps) 

(95) [+plos ive J ~ [+voil l [+voi[ __ + [+voi J 
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Rule ( 95) accou nts for the voicing of root-final voiceless p losives between 

voiced segments, 

3.1 .3 .2 Vowel Assimilation ( Harmon y) 

Vowel harmony is a rare phenomenon in Nuer. It is restricted to a 

morphological class-the imperative morpheme ~- ,~.~ ~. When the imperative 

morpheme is added to a root which has a non-breathy vowel, the breathy 

vowel in t he suffix harmonizes the vowel in the r oo t. Consider the following 

examples. 

" (96) I M~r;.-j, I 'to eat' 

I , .... : 9.-;/ 'eat ! '( Imp 2ps) 

(97) Iliii !' I 'to wait' 

It:. ;.,.,:~ I 'wait! I 

(98) 
.... , 

11h~., I 'to sleep ' 
, ./ 

1(\\M.~.1 'sleep! ' 

Compare the following data with the above examples. 

(99) I Is' f' I ' tongue ' 

Itf.bd"," 'my tongue' 

(100) 1,;1'- 1 'back' 

Ii {'Jd.;/I 'my back' 

( 101) 1 i:) <. , 'heart' . , 
1\);.1:"1 'my heart' 
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3.2 The Role of Syllable structure: 

The syllab le is another interesting part of Nuer phon ology. As we s hall 

see in the fo llowing discussions sylla ble structure cont r ols most of the 

morphophonemic processes d escribed above. 

3 . 2. 1 Overview of , syllable structure : 

T h e followi n g a r e the syllable types of Nuer. The most frequen t syllable 

type is cvc.jtatistically, about 50% of the basic vocabulary ite ms are of the 

CVC type . 

(102) (a) CV 1 
, 

")'" 1 'what' .. 
( b) CVV I ,/Le. 1 'brea th' 

(c) CVC 1 '!)'Cc 1 'to milk' 

(d) CVVC 1 ';~-)"') I 'to stand' 

( e) CCVVC I 'r-.J~ .~~ 1 'tortoise ' 

Listing the syllab le structure in this way, a s it has been d one 

traditionally, however, d oes not go far enough . It is also claimed that a 

segment-based description of the language which ignores t h e syllable, as in the 

case of SPE, d oes not help u s on g rou nds of b oth simplic ity and a dequacy. 

In the SPE model, the syl'lable was practically . ~gnored. Du r a nd 

(1990 :198) says "Chomsky " ., and Halle, in their attempt to provide formal 

founda tions for phonology ; neglected the existing tradition of work on the 

syllable ... ,. . The emphasis in the SPE model was on s e gments and 

bounda ries. 

A n on-linear approach, unlike the linear one, recognizes the fact 

tha t the syllable has a n in ternal hiera.'Chy of its own which de termines ,.. 
p ossible CV sequences (Hogg and McCully, 1987 : 36). A syllable is, accordin g 

to this view, made up of an OTllist (0) and a rhyme (R). The r hyme again 

is made up of a nucleus (N) and a coda (C) as represented in the following 

diagram. The x 's represent timing s lots . 
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(103 ) 

x x '( 

It is assumed that the ons et-rhyme distinction is a universal of syllab le 

s tructure and XS to the left of the syllable head (nu cleus ) and Xs to the right 

of the syllable head are subject to language specific constraints. 

Underlyingly, in Nuer, the syllable is partially specified, i.e. the sylla ble 

hea d is as s ocia te d. The order of syllabification is , therefore, as follows. 

T he ne xt step is, s ince the syllab le head is indicated underlyingly , to co­

syllabify the onset and then to co-syllabify the rhyme as can be seen below. 

(104) Ca ) v 

\ 
)< 

I 
',.: "< 

\ I 

In other \\o r ds , t he syllab if ica tion appr oach is "the all nuc le i fi rs t 

approach" ( Golds mith , 1990 : 117 ) . By using this approac h it is p ossible 

to build u!) syllab les tha t confor m to the syllab le temp la t e of !'iue r. 

The maximu m s ylla ble temp la te for Nue r is the following . 

(105) 

x eX) x ex:) lX) 



/ 44 

Accordin g to t his temp la te a n on se t can branch a nd it cons is ts of a n 

onse t satellite a nd an onse t head. T he head is the fi rs t membe r of a bra nching 

onse t while t he second member is the onset sate lli te . T he h ead is an o bli ga tor y 

eleme nt at wor d -me dia l pos ition and t he s a tellite is optiona l. In othe r words , 

the syllable shou ld , at least, have a n onset word media llyl 

As stated a bove , the syllable h ead is to be indicated underlyingly 

a nd it is , the r efore, an obligatory e le me nt. The r e are two opposin g views 

on whether the syllable head has to bran ch or not. The first v iew say s 

t ha t the nucleus or the sylla ble h ead may be b ranching in order to accomodate 

long vowe ls or d iphthongs ; a nd the second \'iew p r oposes t ha t t he nucleus 

is a s in g le, ob ligator y p os ition. T he coda, then, is a ll of th e r hyme to 

the ri ght of the single , obliga tor y, nuc leus position. 

Golds mith a r gues tha t wha t d efi n es a heavy syllab le is t he appearance 

of two positions in the r h yme . That is, the syllab le t ype evv, be ing a 

heavy syllable, takes two position s in the rhyme . Similarly , a c losed sylla ble 

one e ndin g in a vowel plus at lea st one consanant , i. e . eV e; syllab le type , 

can be equally cou n ted as a heavy syllable since it can take two positions 

in the rhyme . 

T h er ef or e , he conc ludes tha t , "The prosodic parallel b e tween lon g , 
vowe ls and vowel- consona nt sequel)!?s, t hen , suggests tha t t he two s k e le ta l 

positions associated with long vowel are found in nucleus and coda positions , 

" (Golds mith , 1990: 114 ) . 

It is worth me n t ionin g here tha t in Kuer long vowe ls a nd d ipht hongs 

a re t reated s imila rly ; th at is to say, long vowels are sequences of ju x taposed 

indentica l vowels, whereas diphthongs are sequences of juxtaposed non- identical 

vowe ls . 

In the ana ly ses of d iphthongs a nd lon g vowels a complex rhy me is 

c hoosen rath er than a comple x nucle u s because a complex rhyme can account 

fo r the p rinciple of lice nsing. And licensing, in tu rn, accou nts for most 

of the mor p h ophonemic p r ocesses found in the language . T h e r e fore , following 

Goldsmith, a complex vowel is associated to two timing slots found in Nucleus 

and coda p osition res pectively as in the following diagram 
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(106) 

')C. 
I 

C v 

In the description of consonants (see sec ton 2.1), it is stated that 

a glide is to be interpreted as a vowel preceding a s ingle vowel, but as 

a consonant preceding a double vowel. 

In the autosegmenta l framework, ',he in terpretation of a glide as a 

vowe-! preceding a single vowel follows from the principle of licensing as 

can be see n below , 

(107) ( a) (b) 

, < )< 

i 
!VI e , , 

[iv..t\U,i l 

In (l07a) the principle of licensing whic h says that there should b e 

a maximum of one appearance of each distinctive feature over the onset- nucleus 

span is violated. In other words, the syllable node licenses the feature [voc [ 

more than once to the onset-nucleus domain. In (107b) the principle is 

not violated since the feature [vocl is licens ed only once to the onset-nucleus 

span and the coda also licenses t he same feature only once. 

Furthermore , the interpretation of a glide as a consonant preceding 

a double vowel also comes from the same principle. Examine the following 

configurations. 



(l08) Ca) .r 'J 

~k () c------, 

(\ 1\.; " ~ 

!\ -, • , -. 
\ I i 
" <.) 
j c c 0: . , 

c;'v"-] 
, 

C i 'i ot] 

" 

~~ 
\ '-

~ 1--. 
/

\ ri ~ 
. I I'" 
, 
'I 

i 
C 

• <.; ,. 

146 

< 

In (108a ) the sa me p r inciple violated in (107a) is violated since the 

syllable node licen ses t he fea ture [voc] mo r e than once in t he onset - nucleus 

span, whereas in C l 08b) the fea ture is licensed only once by the syllable 

node . 

Hence. d u e to licen s ing cons iderations, in Nuer sequ en ces of mor e 

than two vowels are not allowed ;and a comple x onset consists of any consonant 

plus a glide . 

On the ot her hand, the glidE'S in the onset slot may only be followed 

by a non - high vowel as can be seen in the configuration (109 J below . 

(l09 ) 

/ \ N 

Conside r the followin g da ta 

(110) l 'jy lP,o. i1 1 'to scratch ' 
, , 

( 11 ) 1 "-W ~.~. t 1 'tortoise ' 

C 112) 1 t,.J o.~. " 1 'bee' , 
(113) 1 \:.w e ~ 1 'name of a person ' 

( 114) 1 Cwo.o.l 1 'sack' 

C 115) 1 ~y~",. r 'scar' 
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Again the same principle excludes the high vowels when there is a 

glide in the onset s lot. That is, since the glides are high phonemes and 

the feature [Hi] is a lready licen s ed by the s yllable node to glides , the 

principle disallows the licensing of the same feature more than once in the 

same domain2. 

Examine the following multi-syllabic words of Nuer which are syllabified 

in (118) and (119) below according to the syllabification approach given 

above. 

( 116) 

( 117) 

(118 ) 

(119) 

/ n A r Mw::»' . . , I 
.' ," 

'eighty' 

'worm' 

\ 
"- x , 
i '1 I -J f. (\ 

y ... .( 

) \ 
d 0 Ie. 

\ 
x . " , ~ 

" ~ r 
1 I \ \ I i i , 
" (' I'\r;, '("\ \<oJ -? ~ (\ 

-0 , 

~') 

rr 
(,i ,., 

0\ ti 
N 

c 
I 

IT 

("1 
o .~ 

\ ~ c 
I \ .. \ r 

1 I 

(\ f\ C-., 

, 
I 

h '. ~ I' ,. 

CT 

I 
d 

/\ 
0 R 

j'.I c:. All 
\ 1\ 

r " ". .,. 
• \ • , I 

:l '('IIW ') (\ 

" 

I 

1 
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3 . 2 . 2 Syllab le s tructu r e Condit ion s Con t r o lling segmen ta l Rules 

3.2 .2.1 De letion 

In section (3 . 1 . 1 ) we have dis cussed variou s types of d eletion s . On e 

of these is a ge nera l process in the la nguage . For conv enie nce, we s hall 

restate some of examples as follows. 

(64) ,' " . 
/ M "e ~ / 'to eat' 

" <:\ . , I 1'1\~. ."\ ,I., / 'eat! ' (Imp.2p s ) 
" ( 66) / ,,,, ;,; i\ t / 'frie nd' 

, " . .., , , 
/ ",i:\<.\.~ : •. / 'frie nds ' 

(69) / 1'I~.'i'. ;:; / 'to scratch' 

/ 'J y9. ""< / 'scratch ! I 

T h e d e letion is contro lle d b y the syllable s truc t u r e cond ition s a t wor d 

level. In t e rms of licen s ing the d e le t ion is aimed a t cons tructin g a well ­

fo rmed syllab le s t r ucture . 

In e x a mp le (64) , for ins tance, the r eduction of the comp lex vowel 

and the voicing of the plosiv e a r e cOi1ditio n e d b y licensin g of consid e r ations. 

Ex a mine t h e s y llabification in (120 ) b e low . 

(120 ) \T '7 V ·r r---I ~R ~K ~~ Q \? 
. \'-.., o . ~) C ,--, 

\ 

I . \ 
N c.. 

\ ~ \ I'~ ~ j\; 

\ !\ \ 
• l< > ~ < • ... ,.. " • l 
; I, , I I ! I J d 1 i. 

M " '" "!; 
,'\ , "" • .~ L 

:"' .. . 
-'J 
C .;~:iJ 

In Nue r , the coda licenses a ~mall sub set of fea tu r e s s u c h as [PofA], 

[ v oc ], [Son], [nas] a nd [ t one]. Accor d in g to t h e theor y of licensing " .. . 

t h e coda, acting as a secondary licenser, b e haves as a 'minisyllable', with 
• 

a limited d egree of a~Jity t o licen se dis tinc tive f eatures " . ( Goldsmith , 1990:168 ) 
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As can be seen in the configura tin (120) above , sin ce the coda cann ot 

license the feature [ voil, the segment in the coda slo t has to s hare the 

feature from the following onse t which is lice nsed by the syllable node . 

The reduction of the complex vowel also follows from the same principle 

and as a resu lt the second member of the co mplex vowe l, which is dominated 

by the coda, has to be deleted. 

The r eason why only the vowel domina ted by the coda is deleted and 

no t the consonant Igl could be a language particular case . That is, a 

branching coda has a coda satellite a nd a coda h ead. In Nuer, the coda 

head is the second member and the coda sa tellite is the first member of 

a bra n c hing coda as in the following diagram. 

(121 ) 
( -
...J 

In a d e rivation, the head is a n obligatory element while the satelli te 

can be d e linked. 

The other types of deletions are more restric ted ones . One is r es tricted 

to a few verbs (auxiliary verbs ) and pe rsonal pronoun s uffixes. The other 

type of de letion is a lso res tric ted to a s ingle morpheme, i. e. the s ingular 

form of a p ossessive suffix. For convenie nce, we shall restate some of 

the examples as follows. 

(75) I c. L +;\ I -) I c i.'. I ' I do' , , 
(78) I b~ ~ A I -'> I b ,~~ , I willI s hall ' 

(81) Id i:':'\tdf. I .- ") Id ~~I;~ 1 'his s heep' 
. , , ', / , 

(82) I \").:--tdf. I . ...;::, 1\ ) ;"' .. 1 'his heart' 



Examine the fo llowing SYlla bificatWs , 

(122 ) 

~k 
o I 

\ 
(I.; 

< • 
, 
G 

I. 

(123) 

(1 24 ) if CJ 

~~ (I? 
"+- "G \ ..... 

c '--' I 

\ 
N ~ r; 

, > , , 

( ) 
,. d l 

(1 
\ 

I 
,\. 
) 

'. i< , 
C 

-~ 
'J 

':T 

!i~ 
+ 0 \ 

\ 
;t " , 

)~ .. 
v 

(1 
I '~ 
\ \~: f~ 

[~ 
T 'I ~J 

i 
" ) 
\ ~' 

.,. II. ~ ~ 

~\ 1:' '-

- --r 
'J CT 

(~ (~ (\ 
c 1', t:. r-. 

~\ \~ 
G \ -) t ~ 
\ 

N L N 

\ \ \ 
~ 

., 
~ 

" ~ ~ 
, , ; , , , , 

i t. ) 
.( ') J 

I~O 

x '" 
C. f\ 

('I 
c R 

\ i: 
, ~ 

-
~. 

The syllabification in (122), (123) and (124) follows from the syllable 

template of Nuer, It is stated above that the onset is an obligatory s lot 

word medially, In (122), in the second syllable the onset is empty and 

i10rder to fill that empty slot, the syllabification process has to reduce 

the licensing unit and move the first onset to the empty onset slot or vice 

versa, W/hich direction is preferable is not clear for the time being, Probably 

it is the onset that moves to the empty slot to fill in the gap because the 

first syllable has lost its syllable head which is already specified underlyingly, 

( • J 
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In (123 ) a nd (124), the re is a ls o a n empty onse t slo t. The syllabification 

p r ocess has take n place again to meet the r equireme nt of the syllable template . 

T ha t is, in case of (12 3) th e second member of the coda moves to the empty 

onset s lot and in case of ( 124 ) t he element domina ted by the coda moves 

to fi ll in t he gap because wor d - medially it is a n obligatory s lot that should 

be filled in. ~~, 
l/:,t:i"' <'/.,'. "" 
<~~ ',(\. ' 

i:·Q -

h d 1 
' .'Cl _ .. 

t ese e etlOn .s ~ !!'~' · 
, 'v .. 

From the point of view of licens ing , the reason for 

could b e the reduction of the number of licensers whenever there is an 

empty onset s lot in theisyllabification word-medially. As can be seen in 

configura tion s (122) a nd (123) the numbe r of lice nser s is redu ced to fill 

in the empty onset slot word - medially. In (122), instead of two primary 

licenser s we have only one ; and in (124 ) , ins tead of two primary and one 

secon da r y licensers , we have only two p r imary licensers . T his reduc t ion 

of the number of licensers is a lso applicable in configuration( 120) above, 

where t h e coda is no more a license r , a nd in configurat i om(l25) a nd (1 26) 

below . 

He nce, the syllabifica tion process minimizes the number of lice nser s. 

This is because, according to Goldsmith (1990:1 37) , having the fewest possible 

number of licensers in syllab ificat ion will e nable us to cons truct th e fewes t 

possible s yllables consis tent with the sylla ble struc ture of the language . 

Golds mith ( 1990: 137) furth ,, !' not es that" ... t he princip le that syllabifica tion 

is establis h e d by means of the fewest p ossible nu mber of license r s has, 

as one of its consequences, the Maximal Onset Principle." As we have 

Obs81'ved in the above configurations ,in order to fill in the empty onset 

slot, wh ich is obligatory word -medially, the s ylla bifica tion process r educes 

the number of licensers, the effect of which is the Maximal Onset Principle. 

3 .2.2.2 Inse rtion 

As d e scribed in s ection ( 3 .1. 2) , the [+vib 1 consonant Ir l is inserted 

b e twee n the root a nd the suffix v owel to break :. the impermissible vowel 

seque nces . Acording to the principle of licensing, only seque nces of two 

vowels are allowed in the complex rhyme. Therefore, to avoid the third 

member of the vowel sequence a consonant is inserted . 
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Examples (85-88) a bove a r e res tated as follows . 

(85) l<.2a -+ 1 - ) / ' -KI!.i. 'you (sg) have not' 
, ' , 

(86) / K ~ it-+t / .- ) / ker~ 'he /s he has not' 

(87) / d~e - :l / ~) / ' -d e'(" ;" 'you (sg) would' 

(88) / d~e"'( / - ) I d e.:'i. 'he/she would' 

(125) cr <1" a- CT" 'T 'T 

~\ r'i ('\ ~ (6 (I 
r l( c ,l o f... 0'- -') o h C 1 

() 

~ 
-;. .:..") l"----t 

\ 

I \ 

\ 
i 

\ 
I\. .;v ,'.j 

r\J ( N r J ( 

I \ I I 
• • , ~ ( , 

)\ , -.. ( )( • , 
" , 

" , , 
f' (J ~ r' 

el t: e , .. 
;< e ... CI 

According to the syllable template of Nuer since th e onse t is a n o bliga tory 

e lement word -medially, th e / r / consonant is inserted to f ill in the empty 

onset s lot. Afte r t he consonant is ins erted, one of the vowe ls dominated 

by the coda (coda satellite) will be d e leted. This ordering fo llows from 

the else where condition . ....,. The result of the two processes is, therefore 

to construct a well-formed sy lIable structure. 

In section (3. 1.2 ) above, we have r a ise d th e question why / r/ s hould 

be preferred as an epenthetic consonant and why it is the only one in the 

language. Probably the r eason could be its be ing the leas t specified con sonant 

in the language. "Often an epenthetic element is considered the best candidate 

for the non - specified segment. Since t ha t e leme nt' s function is to make 

up for deficiencies in the prosodic structure, and it is not present underlyc.ngly, 

then its feature specification would be supplied b y rules" ( Gilley, 1988!25 - 6). 

Therefore, s ince / r/ is the least specified phone me and it is insert ed 

to break the impe rmissible vowel sequences (to make up for deficien cies), 

it receives its full s pecification and appears by d efault on the empty onset 

s lot. 
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3.2.2.3 Ass imilation : 

Root - fina l voiceless plos ives are lIoiced between voiced segme nts 3 . 

This pr'oces s can be described at the syllable level as~'coda weakening pr'ocess . ' 

In other' words , the voicing in coda position is conditioned by licensing 

considera lions. 

Examine examples in ( ~-94) restated for convenien ce as fo llows . 

(91) 1 du-/; 
~ " 1 'to dance ' 

I 'J ~ -.. \,.01. r. I 'dance! (Imp. 2ps) 

(92) I f' ;.: ~ . I 'foot' . ' 
I f'~ddf_ 1 'his foo t' 

(93) I {i t 1 ' hand' 

liecJdu 'your (sg)hand ' 

(94) I k¢ t 1 'to 'Swim' 

1 ,,-{d(1~'1 lswim! ' 

Syllabification of the above examples shows that the coda can not license 

the featur'e [vail rather it s hares it from the following on set a s in (126) 

be low . 

(126) OJ 
./i 

r'C + or-., 
\ ," c 

, ~ ). 

" '. , 

~ 

\ 

cI 

(i 

0\ ~ 
N 

\ 

-;. j; 

~ $C 

The other t ype of assimilation discussed in section (3. 1 .3 .2) a'oo ve 

is vowel assimilation (harmony ) . T he vowel harmony is b e tween the voice 

qualities-breathy and non-breathy. Depending upon a grammatical context 

a non-breathy vowel changes to a breathy vowel. The vowel which de t e rmines 

the har monic q u ality is the suffix v owel, that i~ the influence moves 

regressively across some intervening segments. 
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For co n ven ie nce , we s hall r es tate some examples as follows . 

/ , 

(96) lVI .... et I 'to eat' 
'. I , 

V¥I\,..d",-. ,,... ., 

, 
I 'eat! I 

(97) (; " f' I 'to wait' 
o' 

L~. IHI < I 'wait! ' 

Examine the following syllabification: 

(127) 
,..,.. rr v 

./"1 !;? \ r. c c :--
\\ . \ - ) 

r 

\ 
tJ fv ~ 

;\ 
< .. "- ~ , 

I, , , 
M c t' t 

" c 

,-
J 

~i 
'" R 
~I' ' \"'----l, 

I\:. ....... 

.... 

,VI 

I\J 

I 

" ; 

c·",l [~' t1(J 
-- I - - - - --. 

[ ~1>,.-1 

But this does not mean that all vowels are in volved in the process 

of harmony, Consider the following example s . 

( 128) leu ):." I 'to stand' 
, • I 

C i)'l " :'. I 'stand' ( Imp . 2ps) 

(129) ~ ;"0. , I 'to sit! 
." ( , I 
(\\J- H~ I 'sit! I 

In the above examples , the root vowel lu i blocks the spreading of 

the feature [Br] because the breathy lui is absent in the language and 

here the vowel is opaque for harmony, 

3.2, 3 Syllable structure conditions involving tone 

The process of syllabification in Nuer has its Qwn effect on the tone 

assignments of the syllables concerned, We can see from the examples 

given in the preceding sections that when the vowel is lost, the tone is 

also de linked . For con venience, le t us restate s ome of the examples. 



(64) 

(67) 

(76) 

(86) 

(87) 

, to eat' 

/ 1"1"; c}. '" ~.' / 
/<,\..5.:".1 

, eat!' (Imp.2 ps) 

'to sit' 

J I . ,. / 

I V\v ..... r .c I sit ! I 

/c\. + I / -'> I C I / 

/ \<:.~e ... £ I....:> / ic.e r!.: / 
/ dee ·d./...} /de"r"i / 

'you(sg) do' 

, helshe has not' 

, You (sg) would' 
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Since in Nuer the only tone bearing units are the vowels, when a 

vowel is delinked from the timing tier, its tone will receive no phonetic realization. 

Looking at tone association from the point of view of licensing, Goldsmith 

(1990: 167) makes a distinction between quantity-insensitive and quantity-sensitive 

tone languages. He points out that:-

A quantity-insensitive tone language will allow 
the sQme number of tones (often just one) per 
syllable regardless of the internal make up of 
the syllable. A quantity-sen.itive system 
will allow one tone to a light syllable -typically 
of the form CV -and two tones to"syllable with 
more material in the coda. /' 

The point is that tone being a distinctive fea ture in a tone language, 

it can be licensed by the syllable node as any distinctive feature but 

the coda can only license tone depending up on language specific parameteti. 

According to 

languages. 

this distinction, Nuer belongs to the quantity-sensitive tone 

In a quantity sensitive tonal system both the syllable node 

a nd the coda can license tone . 

In Nuer, the syllable node licenses the first tone, which is in the 

;mset-nucleus span, and the coda licenses the second tone. 



Consider the following data '. 

(130) / \<.e~ / I has not I 

(131) Idee / I would I 

(132) 

(133 ) 

~, , 

/'1,-~1 
, I 

/ b l.t\.o. / 

I breath I 

I come! I (Imp. 2pp . ) 
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In terms of licensing, one of the above examples can be represented 

as follows . 

(134) 

l< 

\ 

'Z 
I 
e 

The licensing consideration, therefore, has a secondary effect on 

the tone delinking process as can be exemplified in (135) below. 4. 

(135) 

~\ 
o R. 

\ 

\ ~ 
, '< 

I 
: 

I ~ ... 

)( ~ 

I I 
Ii'(\ t.: 

I 

~ 

I 

d 
,~ 

0-

('! 
o l 

\ ~ . -,( 
I 

,\ L 
" 
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NO TES ON CH APTER 3 

1 . The syllable types such as V, VC and VCV are very rare in the language. 

They are r estricted to a f ew lexical items such as I ;>; I 'Yes '; I ¥oy I 
" , 

'no'; and 110* I 'how?'. They are not considered as basic syllable 

types of Nu er due to their restric t ed dis trib u t ion . 

2. The avoidance of a high phoneme when the complex onset contains 

a g lide might a ls o b e accounted for in te rms of OCP. Since OCP 

also dis allows the appeara nce of two identica l consecutive autosegments, 

t her e seems to be some sort of overlappin g with the p r incip le of 

licensing discussed her e . This is , however, not t he concern of the 

present study. 

3 . The underlying form of the root-final stop is the voiceless one . 

Cons ider the following examples. 

/ ~ Ll \0 -(~ <: / ....:) / -tv ~ J f J 'his language' 

,. ~ u "- ·-f,.IV / ...:> [ ~ 1.1 1- £ ""'_1 , t his language ' 

As can b e seen in the above exa mp le s the root-final ve Lar p losive/KI 

is changed to either I h l or I gl between vowels or before a voiced 

segmen t respectively. 

4. Licensing has no direct effect on tonal deletion. It has only a 

s econda ry effect. Ther efore, the tona l d eletion r e sults mainly from the 

v owel dele tion and this can also be e xplained by other alternatives ,... 
as suggested by pulley"" blank (1983) 

.. 
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4 . Summary and conclusion 

In this study, twen ty consonant phone mes are identified with li ttle 

p honetic variations. T he consonant phonemes are typical of the Nilotic 

con s onant s ystem. 

Vowel phonemes, unlike the Semitic, fushitic and Omotic languages 

of Ethiopia, are many in number. Ther e a re s ixteen p honemic vowels 

against the twenty consonant phonemes. These vowels belong to two types 

of voice qua lities: - plain and breathy. The plain vowe ls are s even with 

li t tle phone tic variations , and the r est are breathy yowels . Amon g t he 

b r eathy vowels there a r e central brea thy vowels which are la belled b y 

Tuck e r a n d Bryan (1966: 402 ) as a thir d type of vowels . In this s tudy, 

however, t h e y a r e grouped with breathy vowels because , firs tly , they 

are p r oduced wi t h breathy voice quality; a nd secondly, ther e is no good 

phonological reason to group them as a third type of vowels in the 

language. 

T he property of vowels having such distinctions of plain and b reathy 

is probably a t ypical phonological featu r e of Wes tern Nilotic langua ges 

to which Nuer belongs. (Ccf. Anuak CReh 1986) and Dinka (j\]alou 1988)). 

In general, however, Nuer shar es none of t he character istic phon ological 

features of the Ethiopian lan guage area proposed by Ferguson (1976: 65) ; 

a nd the r efore a ccording t o Ferguson Nuer is clearly outside the Ethiopian 

la nguage a rea. Ne vertheless, one can question whether Ferguson's phonological 

fea t u r es are adequate to characterize all Ethiopian languages. 

From both descriptive and theoret ical point of vie w, on the other 

hand, the syllable structure is an interesting aspect of Nuer phonology. 

Its r ole i s so vit a l in t he sense tha t it can control most of the morphopho­

n emic processes of the language and these processes are conditioned both 

b y t h e p r inciple of licen sing and t he syllable templat e of Nu e r. 
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