TIFAL PHONOLOGY SHOWING VOWEL AND TONE NEUTRALIZATION

Walter Steinkraus

Summer Institute of Linlguisﬁcs
(Received November, 1968)

1. Introduction

This paper describes the phonemes of Tifall and their distribution within the
syllable and word. Twelve consonants, five vowels and two tone levels compose the phoneme
system. Four of the vowels have lengthened counterparts which makes a total of nine con-
trastive syllable nuclei.

Of particular interest in Tifal is the neutralization of vowel quality and

tone contrast in word initial short syllables.

2. Chart of Phonemes

2.1 Consonants:

Bilabial Alveo Dental Velar
Voiced Stop b d
Voiceless Stop t k
Fricative f s
Nasal m n n
Lateral |
Resonant w y
2.2 Vowels:

Front Mid Back
High i u
Low e a o

3. Consonant Phonemes

The consonants of Tifal are /b/, /d/, /t/, /%, /1 /S s /04 /s /Y,

VoW /Y -

3.1 Contrast between consonants can be shown in word initial position for all excpet /n/:
/ban/  'splinter' /bokoom/ 'bird sp."
/dan/  'substance causing itch' /dokodm/ 'leech’
/tan/ 'limb' /tokdl/ 'tree sp.'
/kay/  'pig /koloom/ 'pandanas sp. '

57



/fan/ ‘true’ /foloomy 'tree sp.'

/sén/ 'story' . /sokodm/ 'pandanas sp."

/man/  ‘child’ /mokol/ 'wild cane'

/néy/ 'diminutive’ /nokdl/ 'we'

/\éy/ 'garden’ /lokodb/ 'new shoot of tree stump'
/wag/  'sweet potato stem' /wokodm/ 'bird sp."

/ yég/ ‘over there' /yokodn/ 'fire brand'

Contrast between /p/ and other related consonants can be shown in word final
position:

/kot‘:vp / ‘spear'

/toon/  'wild nut husk'

/koom/  'flat surface'

/sook/  ‘'cord'

3.2 Variants

Consonants /b/, /k/, /s/. /1/ are manifested by allophones which occur in mutually
exclusive distribution as indicated by the following sets of examples:

/N ) )

(p) occurs word finally and as a first member of a consonant cluster when followed by

a voiceless stop or nasal.  Allophone (b) occurs elsewhere.

/bokodb/ b>e>: p) 'tree sp.'
/ibnaal/ (\ipnozl) 'skin'
/yaabkén/ (ya? pk An) 'many’
2 I

Allophone (g) occurs only intervocalically.  Allophone (kh) occurs elsewhere.
Aspiration is more pronounced with some speakers than others. At normal speech rate aspira-
tion is omitted when this allophone occurs in syllable final position followed by another con-
sonant.

/muk/ (m(.lkh) ‘earth mound'

/kakél/ (khafg:s_l_) 'pandanas sp.'

/mukbeéb/ (mukbe:'p) 'bird sp.’

/66
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Allophone (s) which has slight retroflection occurs only preceding a lengthened high

back vowel. Allophone (s) occurs elsewhere.

/subm/  (sus*m) 'banana’

/siseemd/ (s.\c.sf £ma) ‘'sweet potato sp.'

Noo |

Allophone (1) occurs contiguous to a back vowel. The allophone (I) which is an
alveodental lateral occurs elsewhere.

/kaludn/ (kh/:lu:‘n) 'widow'

/bokdl/  (b3e5l) 'bird sp.'

/faledladl/ (f)\_l_g? ia:\ 1) ‘sweet potato sp.’

Allophone (f) fluctuates with (1) and () intervocalically.

Phoneme /t/ is aspirated in all occurrences except when it occurs in syllable final

position followed by another consonant.

shikdy (TP intle finger'

All other phonemes have a single manifestation, the phonetic norm:
/ da/n/ dXn) 'sap of tree'

/ fc:n/ (fan) frue'

/mdm/  (m%m) 'breath’

/ n&m/ (nAm) ‘yam sp.'

/' W:JD/ (wAn) 'sweet potato stem'

/ yég/ (yan) ‘over there'

4. Vowel Phonemes

The vowels of Tifal are /i/, /v/, /e/, /o/, /o/ .

4.1 Contrast between vowels can be shown by the following examples.
/dil/  'bird sp."
/d:;l/ 'tree sp.'
/deel/  ‘'throat'
/dal/ 'vine sp.'
/kol/ 'frog’

Further contrast can be shown between the lengthened forms of the vowels.
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/ki‘lm/ 'blood’
/kuom/  tree sp.'
/keem/  ‘open area’
/taam/  ‘tree sp.’
/kodm/  'flat surface'

4.2 Variants

Vowel /o/ has allophones (o) and (3) in both long and short forms.  Allophones (o)
and (o2) occur in vowel positions when followed by consonants /b/ or /m/ or when preceded
by /y/. Allophones (2) and (s:) occur elsewhere.

/kumsdb/ (khums\op) 'cassowary' /boko})b/ (bargo:* p) Ytree sp.'

/som/  (som) 'bird sp.' /toom/ (fho:‘m) 'gall bladder'

/mayook/  (miyo:® kh) 'snake sp.'

/mokol/ (m\).g\)l) 'wild cane sp.' /I bo:)ki'ogk/ ®>:" th> & kh) 'possum sp.'

Vowels /i/, /o/ and /u/ have allophones (i), (¢), (a), (A), and (u) (v) respectively.
The forms (i), (a), and (u) occur in word initial syllables when not preceded by a consonant
and in word final syllables when not followed by a consonant. The forms (¢), (), and

() occur elsewhere.

Jibl/  (biln)  cloud' /dimi/ (@imi)  'bamboo sp.’

/ Fiki’n/ (f ; gin) 'stomach' '

/amdn/  (dman) 'mushroom sp.’ / img/ (i,mé) 'taro'

/kaman/ (khZ mAin) ‘'snake sp.’

/unok/ (Gm’.ukh) 'bow' - / fukuby/ (Fugibu) 'she is holding’

4.3 Vowel Length

Vowel phonemes /i/, /u/, /o/, and /o/ contrast with corresponding lengthened
forms. No contrast between length and non-length has been found for the vowel /e/.
Vowels of this quality have been interpreted as long because they correspond in length to the
lengthened forms of the other vowels, except when neutralized as discussed in section 4.4.,
where they are interpreted as short. - The lengthened form of the vowel /o/ occurs far more
frequently than its non-lengthened form. Only a small number of contrastive pairs have been
found. The lengthened and nan-lengthened forms of the vowels /i/, /a/, and /u/ occur

frequently in contrast.
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. .
/dil/ 'bird sp." /di\i|/2 'cold’

/ mi,f/ 'bridge of nose' , / mii’t/ 'source'
/kbm/ 'side of neck' /kubm/ ‘tree sp.'
/mOk/ 'ground mound' /muik/ 'breast’
/wan/ 'arrow’ /wadn/ 'sweet potato’
/akém/  ‘couple’ /taladm/ 'reed flute'
/kol/  ‘frog" /tool/ 'straight"
/bokdl/- 'bird" /bokool/ 'testicles’

4.4 Vowel Neutralization

In many of the words which begin with a consonant and have a short vowel in the
initial syllable this short vowel is manifested by alternate forms, conditioned by the vowel of
the following syllable.

When the basic allomorph of the word has /i/ as the first vowel, the alternation is

between /i/, /ao/ and a vowel harmonizing with the vowel of the second sylluble:3

/ bil\im/ /bal :m/ 'type arrow’
/fili\im/ /fali}m/ ‘tree sp.'
/kileel/ /kaletl/ /keleel/ 'wife'

/sisetmd/ /saseema/ /seseemd/ 'sweet potato sp.'
/timan/ /tamdn/ 'thunder’
/fiyaam/ /fayadm/ 'green’

/tinoom/ /tanoom/ /tonoom/ 'insect sp.'
/sinodk/ /sanook/ /sonodk/ 'rat’
/titudk/ /tatulk/ /tutudk/ ‘insect sp."
/tiyulb/ /tayulb/ / fuyu(JB/ 'tree sp.'

When the basic allomorph of the word has /u/ as the first vowel, the alternation is
between /u/, /o/, and /o/ when the second syllable nucleus is /o/ or /oo/, and between

. 4 . .
// and /o/ when the second syllable nucleus is /u/.” Otherwise, no alternation occurs.

/tuwdl/ /tawdl/ /towdl/ ‘type shell'
/kulodm/ /kalodm/ /koloom/ 'pandanas sp. "'
/dukiém/ /dakidm/ 'lorge's
/bulﬁp/ /bang/ 'fingernail’
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/kutim/ ‘ ‘morning’
/mukbeéb/ : 'bird sp.'
/kumak/ 'ginger'

When the basic allomorph of the word has /o/ as the first vowel, the alternation is
between /o/ and /u/ when the second syllable nucleus is /ag/ ,6 and does not fluctuate

preceding second syllable nuclear /o/ or /oo/. It does not occur preceding /i/, /ee/ or
/u/ in the second syllable. ‘

/ takads/ /tukads/ 'taro sp.'
/bokdl/ 'bird sp.'
/dokoom/ 'leech’

When the basic allomorph of the word has /o/ as the first vowel, there is no fluctu-

ation. Basic /e/ does not occur.

/kal i/m/ fur'

/balil/ 'bird sp.'
/kaweel/  'beak'
/takan/ ‘arm pit'
/kanaat/ 'pig arrow’
/\ daw)ag / fire'
/kalodk/ 'tree sp.'

/kayuim/ 'bird sp."'

5. Distribution of Phonemes

5.1 Pattern of Distribution

The consonants (C) and vowels (V) occur in the following patterns of distribution
within a syllable: V, VV, VC, WC, CV, CVV, CVC, CVVC. (Lengthened vowels are
indicated by VV.) Examples are represented by the underlined initial syllables.

/atdn/ 'sun'
/ifbadl/ 'wasp sp.'
/aslak/ 'smoke’

/ 1} ;__m?:n/ 'mosquito’
/mafak/ 'bad’
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; took/ 'possum sp.'

o>
!ﬁ8

/tambal/ 'good
/difmkan/ 'bird sp.*
Within a word of more than one syllable vowel clusters do not occur across syllable

boundaries.

5.2 Specific Distribution

All consonants except /1 / occur word initially. All consonants except /d/ have
been found occurring intervocalically.  All consonants except /d/, /f/, and the semi-
vowels occur in word final position. There are some restrictions as to the combmahons of
consonant clusters which may occur across syllable boundaries. Seventy of the possible

eighfy-one7 combinations have been found. Those which apparently do not occur include:
' 8
/bw/'l/fd/l/ff/l/ﬂ/l/SF/I/SW/I/SY/I/mw/l/nl/l/nw/l and/')rl/-

There are no restrictions in the distribution of vowels in relation to consonants within
the syllable. The only restrictions in the distribution of vowels are those in word initial

syllables as specified in section 4.4,

In some words there is dialectical variation between phonemes /I/ and /y/ in syllable
initial position. Some speakers say /lnr;lu)/ ‘thorn' and /aslak/ 'smoke’, while others say
/ yu)ln)/ 'thorn' and /asyak/ 'smoke’. The occurrence or absence of /w/ preceding an
initial /o/ or /oo/ also varies with spekers. /oké/ /woké/ ‘'bird sp.', /oom/ /wodm/
'rain'.  The occurrence or absence of /w/ preceding an initial /u/ varies dialectically in
certain words.  When /w/ occurs the /u/ is replaced by /o/.  Some speakers say /unér}/
'woman', /utodm/ ‘wallaby sp.' While others say /wonc’ur;/ 'woman', /watoom/

'wallaby sp.'.

6. Tonemes

Tifal has a two toneme system with contrast between high and low tones. High tone
is marked with an acute accent and low tone with a grave accent. The pitch range between
high and low is quite narrow. A particular pitch is relative to others in its environment so

that a toneme of a mono-toneme cannot be distinguished in isolation.

Only one toneme occurs per syllable, whether the nucleus consists of a short or long

vowel. Contrast can be shown on monosyllabic words as follows.
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/tib/ 'top part’ / ﬁ,b/ 'brown'

/ditb/  'edible green sp.' /dii,b/ ‘cheek of pig'
/dan/ 'bird sp.' /ddr/  ‘'sap of tree'
/duﬁl)/ ‘edge’ /dadn/ ‘'grass sp."

/f0k/ 'hiccough' /bik/  ‘rack above fire'
/ nuok/  ‘animal’ /mudk/ ‘breast’

In words of two or more syllables in which the initial vowel is short the toneme of this
vowel is neutralized and takes the tone of the succeeding vowel. While the neutralization
of vowel quality is limited to words with initial consonants and having a high short vowel
or a low back short vowel in the first syllable, the neutralization of tone is not so limited.
Any word initial syllable with a short vowel nucleus has neutralized tone on that syllable.
Thus in disyllabic words a four way contrast pattem can only be shown by words in which

the initial vowel is long.

/kaman/ 'snake sp.' /taman/ ‘thunder’
/imodl/ 'my father-in-law' /tuwodl/ 'type shell'
/bobdtodk/ 'possum sp. ' /boonkodn/ 'whiskers'
/ ki‘itoék/ 'facial decoration' /fi fgfobp / '‘whistle'

7. Stress

Primary stress is predictable by the following rules:

Primary stress occurs on the first syllable with a lengthened vowel.

In non=inflected words of two or three syllables in which all vowels are short and in
which the final syllable is closed by a consonant, primary stress occurs on the final syllable.

In non-inflected words of two or three syllables in which all vowels are short and in
which the final syllable is open, primary stress occurs on the initial syllable.

The above rules apply to the stems of inflected words.

Non-inflected words of more than three syllables in which all vowels are short are
extremely rare, and stress rules have not yet been posited for them.

Secondary stress occurs on the second syllable with a lengthened vowel.

In inflected words with more than three syllables in which all vowels are short,
secondary stress occurs on the antepenult.

No secondary stress occurs in words of three or less syllables in which all vowels are

short.
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Footnotes

]Tifal is spoken by approximately 2500 people located west of Telefomin in the West Sepik
District of the Territory of New Guinea. The language boundaries generally include the
Papuan and West Irian borders to the south and west, the Sepik river to the north and the
Telefomin valley to the east.

According fo a survey made by Dr. Alan Healey, Tifal is a member of the Mountain-
Ok sub-family of languages. Closely related languages include Telefol, Kauwol, Faiwol,
Setaman, Bimin and Trans=Strickland. Data for the analysis of this paper were gathered
during two and a half years intermittent residence at the village of Okbiilabib in the am
river valley. The main informants were Milok, Titelab, and Tibisak.

The author gratefully acknowledges the assistance of Miss Eunice Pike in the anal ysis
of fone during a workshop in 1963, and also the assistance of Miss Dorothy James in the
analysis and editing of this paper. Acknowledgement is also due to Dr. Alan Healey, who
is working in Telefol, a closely related language, for his helpful suggestions at various

stages of the analysis.

2 . . s g s
Geminate vowels occur with only one toneme which is marked above the second member

of the cluster.

3ln the stem of one word, /k}b-/ 'you pl*, fluctuation does not occur. If it alternated to
/kdb=/, it would be homophonous with /kab-/ 'I'.

4No examples of basic /u/ with /uu/ in the second syllable nucleus have been found.
5One word, /tukdl/ 'fat' , has not been observed to fluctuate.
6 .

Only one example, the one given, has been found.

7 . .
These do not include geminate clusters. There appears to be some evidence that /kk/ and

/tt/ occur.  However, it has not been possible to establish this conclusively.



8The /kd/ combination is manifested by (g) in normal speech rate. /fokdeék/ (f.\)gg\:kh)
‘praying mantis’, /kabkdodl/ (kha? ga:l) ‘insect sp.'.
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