MEEN PHONOLOGY

Hans-Georg Will
Institute of Ethiopian Studies and Institute of
Language Studies

1. INTRODUCTION

Me’en is a South-East Surmic language spoken by about 40,000 speakers of the two main
dialectgroups, the Tishena and the Bodi. The Tishena, with approximately 35,000 speakers
are found in the administrative region of Kefa in Bero-Shasha Awraja, in Goldiya Awraja,
and in Gimira Awraja. The smaller dialect group of the Bodi inhabit an area of the Omo
in Southern Omo administrative region.

2. CONSONANTS

2.1 CONSONANT CHART

Me’en has twenty-five consonant phonemes as shown in the following chart.

p t c k
b d j g
t? c? K’
B d
s 5 h
z
m n i n
w 1 y

Note the considerable differences to Ricci’s Phoneme chart (1972:107).

- He does not include ejectives nor implosives.

- There are the labialized phonemes /bw/ and /gw/ in his analysis which have not
been found here.

- He reportson a /nd/ phoneme, which has been interpreted as a sequence of two
phonemes in this analysis.

- Other differences are due mainly to transcription (e.g. his /ng/ is /n/ here.

22 DISPLAY OF CONTRASTS

In the following sections the relevant distributional displays will be given where contrasts
of the phonemes against each other are shown. In each table the upper section deals with
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the initial positions, the middle and lower sections with the medial and final positions
respectively. A minimal pair is indicated by a double line between two examples, a near-
minimal pair by a single line.

22.1 VOICELESS PLOSIVES

p t c k
puy tuy cuc kays
"bless by "spit’ ’castrate’ ’dry season’
spitting’
com kom
’eat together’  ’count’
tombk combk
’property’ ’small rains end of season’
wipa wota kuca dika
menstruation’ ’cotton’ ’share’ ’ash’
copi coki
’make walls’ ’sap of padut tree’
gap Bat Bac tak
’garden’ ’lightning’ ’be uncom- ’accuse’
fortale’
ec ek
)shw, ’wsh’

As can be seen from the above chart, all voiceless plosives are in contrast with all other
voiceless plosives in all positions.
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222 VOICED PLOSIVES

b d i g
boy joy goy
"hold’ "find’ "be hot’
16bi jobit

’tree, kind’ feces’
bolé dole gblu
’boy’ ’clay pot’ *grinding stone’
babf t’adsgit k ajf K’ agf
’be foolish’ ’sheaf’ ’sow’ ’shiny’

In the above chart only initial and medial positions are provided, and contrast is shown, but
there are no voices plosives to be found word-finally in Me’en.

223 EJECTIVES

t? c7 k?
tTorbgit clortéc K orby
"bush’ *hair’ *scratch’
bat sf méc’i cak?i
*husk’ ’male’ ‘new’

There is clear contrast between each ejective in initial and medial position, but due to a
neutralisation rule as shown below (2.3.2.1), there are no ejectives found word-finally.
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224 IMPLOSIVES

B d

Bul dal
’take oﬂ’( ’enter’
kiBec kudéc
’thigh’ ’load)

This table shows contrasts between /d/ and /B/ except for word-final positions where
implosives are not found due to the neutralisation as given in section 2.3.2.1.

225 VOICELESS FRICATIVES

s 5 h

say 3y hay
*hide’ "be ready’ ’mother’
ash a%a

’reach’ ’retribution’

pos pus

*finish’ "drive cattle’

There is clear contrast between /s/ and /$/ in all positions. The velar fricative is in
contrast with both of these in initial, but it is not found medially and finally.



226 NASALS

m n fi ]

mor o1
*heifer’ *carry’
mint’ 4 nik fiik wes
’pepper’ ’to skin’ ’to close’ *flow’
gaméc hénac gAfid kénac
’Amahara’ *bird, kind’ ’relatives’ ’baboon’
kom kon ofi won
"count’ 'stab’ "wash’ ‘rest’

The above table shows contrasts in all positions.

227 SEMIVOWELS AND LATERAL

w 1 y

wh lay ya

’there’ *friend’ "here’
bawt balXf béyt
’spleen’ "bake’ ’monkey’
34w shal Say

’fast’ ’ninei u mdy

fwi, // and/y/ contrast with each other in all positions.
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228 LABIALS

The following chart displays the contrasts within the general labjal area. Word-finally the
places for /b/ and /B/ are again unoccupied, as these phonemes do not occur in that

b b P m w
buy Buy puy  moy woy
'be big’ ’take handful’ "spit’ ‘see’ *walk’
Bac pac?j méc’d wac
"be uncom- ’Omo  ’husband’ ’colobus’ monkey’
fortable’ river’
liba iba fpa imak
’sorghum”awake’ ’evening’ ’deny’
gap  gam faw
‘garden’ ’side’ fast’

t d ¢’ d 5 z n r 1
tuy duy ruy  luc
"spit’ ‘leak’ oy ‘ox
tuk duk doy soy roy

’mouth’ ’to plant’ "follow’ ’warm up’ ’to milk’

ks  digi tila  drdr  sim  zla nis  rim  Lm
‘coffee’ ’malaria’ ’four’ ’accompany’ ‘’wait’ ’heap’ ’kill’ ’biteoff’cut’




otén  modord mot’i  nodém posd donb pbror  polon

‘gun’ "deer’ "grind’ "breathe”hunger’ "leopard’ ‘lonely ’hole’
place
"beehive”’short grass’
kut kun kur  kul
’shout’ ’come’ 'walk ’drum’
slowly’
But bus
’pull out’ i ’w“’

The phonemes/d/, /t'/, /d/, and /z/ do not occur in final position.

22.10 ALVEOPALATALS

c j ! 5 i y

cik jin clik &k @ik yek
sew’ ’bury’ ’laugh’ ‘’hear’ ’close’ ’returns.th’

Bacft k'ajf  méc’i kal{ afii
Teff ’Sow’ ’brave’ ’cut short’ 12
Bacak 4%a ayay
’bite of ’retribution’ ’other’
wac ga¥ mail  gay
’colobus’ forest’” ’rob’ ’know’

Here the cells for /j/ and /c’/ word-finally are left blank, as these do not occur in that
position.
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2211 VELARS

Bclowthedlsphyofoontrastsmthcgencralvelararea. Blanks in the matrix are found
word-medially for /h/ and word-finally for /g/, /"/, and /.

k g K’ L] h
kamén gam k’am nam
'war’ ’side’ ’embrace’ ’yawn’
nar har
"divide’ *vomit’
dokol  Bogol ok 6l Onbn
*wild-cat”gourd’ "beg’ "throw’
kakéc  kak'6c kénac
'wax’ ’molar’ "baboon’
okt jiogu zunk’
*gourd’ *sticky grass’ ’sheep’
duk duy
’to plant’ ’be tired’
clik jin
"laugh’ "bury’

23 Descriptions of Consonants
23.1 Stops
In Me’en there are four pairs of stops (voiceless/voiced): /p, b/ (labial), /t, d/ (alveolar),

/c/, j/ (alveopalata), and /k, g/ (velar). The voiceless stops occur in any positions,
whereas voiced stops occur initially and medially only.



Ipuy/ 'spit /ipal ’evening’ N ptac/ *roof /gap/ 'garden’
/buy/ ’be big’ /libd/ ’sorghum’
/tuk/ 'mouth’  /dutf/ 'dumb’ /catkd ¢/ ’s.th.torn’ /kat/ ’tongue’
/duk/ ’to plant’ /dudf/ 'be drunk’

/cim/ ’put on’ /kocf/ "instigate’ /K’ack"ac/ "always’ /kac/to quarrel’
i/ bury /ajt/ *sow’

/kat/ ’tongue’ /mak{/to measure’/boktd ¢/ ’s,th.harvested’ /tak/accuse’
/[gam/ ’side’ /o aagilold’

23.1.1 Morphophoncmic Rule

A palatalization rule has been observed for alveolar plosives occuringin a cluster following
an alveopalatal nasal; e.g when the suffix/-do/ (final- marker in non-past and non-pefect
sentences with verb at end of sentence) is added, /d/ is palatalized: /marf/ ’to rob’ >
/marf j6/.

23.12 Phonetic Realisation and Allophones:

- The voiceless set of stops has tly apirated variants word-finally: [gaph] "garden’,
[Kat") *tougue’, [Wotsh] *child’, [tuk?] 'mouth’.

- The labial stops /p/ and /b/ in non-final positions are realised as bilabial stops [p] and
[b]. Intervocallically these are in alteration with the correspondingbilabial fricatives [pl,Ib].
In addition, the voicless bilabial stop also alternates with the voiceless labiodental fricative
[f] in non-final postions. .

[pedi]’to stay’ [ap&]’grandmother’  [uptéX ]roof

~ [few] ~lapq ~ [uftash]
~[af4

[ber] ’spear’  [lib4] ’sorghum’
~ [libg

- The alveolar stops /t/ and /d/ in non- ﬁnalposmons(sccaboveword-ﬁnalupnrm)
are realised as alveolar stops:

[tiké] *coffee’ [ot6n] *wind-instrument’ [tSatkatsh) torn’
[digi] *malaria’ [modor6] ’deer’
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The alveopalatal stops /c/ and /j/ are realised as alveoplatal affricates in non-final
positions. They have been interpreted as units rather than sequences of consonants.
Syllable constraints in Me’en do not allow CC sequences neither in the pre-margin nor in
the post-margin of the syllable.

[t36batxh] pig [koti] %instigate’ [k atikéts"] "always’
[d2obith] *feces’ [k?odzit?] “itching’

- The velar stops /k/ and /g/ are realized by velar plosives in non-final positions:

[kéiro] 'root’ [t86kum)] chin’
[g6lu] *grinding stone’ [g6gu] ’hide’
232 Ejectives

There are three ejectives in Me'en, /t’, c’/, and /k”/, alveolar, alveopalatal, and velar
respectively. There is no labial ejective. Ejectives only occur in word-initial position and
medially (except when in pre-consonantal position). Underlying final and underlying pre-
consonantal ejectives undergo the morphophonemicneutralisation rule stated below under
2321

/t‘iord git/ ’bush’ /;)at?isa' / ’corn bread’ /bunt?},f 14/ ’leaf coffee’
/e, 0l6 c/intestines’ /toc”ise/ "bald’ /c’anc’at/ ’plantkind’
/& orén/ "neck’ /mok’§/ *break food” /zunkd / *sheep’
2321 Morphophonemic Rule

All ejectives and implosives are neutralized to their corresponding voiceless stop
counterpart in word-final position and before consonants.

*/lit’/ ’to dodge’ > [lit]

* it kuwa/ ’they dodged’ >[litkuwa)
but: /lit"uwa/ *he dodged”

*flic’ *to thatch’ > [lic]
*/lic’kuwa/ ’they thatched > lickuwa]
but: /lic?uwa/ ’he thatched’ ‘
*/duk?/ ’to plant’ > [duk]
*/duk’tuwa/ ’ they planted’ > [duktwa]

but: /duk’uwa/ ’he planted’
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*fte B/ ’to watch’ >[tep]
*/te Bkuwa/ ’they watched’ > [tepkuwa]
but: /te Buwa/ "he planted’
*/cad/ ’to tear’ > [cat]
*/cadkuwa/ ’they tore’ > [catkuwa)
but: /cd uwa/ ’he tore’
2322. Phonetic Realisation and Allophones:
The alveolar ejective /t?/ is realised as an alveolar ejective stop [t?].
[t?égu] ’soot’ [mut?al] *witness’
The alveopalatal ejective /c?/ is realised as an alveoplaltal ejective affricate [t¥?].
[ts?oph] ’to kiss’ [mats?i] ’male; brave’
The velar ejective /k?/ is realised as an alveopalatal ejective affricatie [ts?].
[k? méc] ’knee’ [zunk?u] ’sheep’ [ ?6s] roast’
233 Implosives
The two implosives, /5/, a labial, and /d/, analveolar,occurininitialposiﬁonand
medially (except pre-consonantal). Underlying final and pre-consonant a positions trigger
the neutralisation rule stated above under 2.3.2.1.

/badi/ "busk’ /kibec/ ’thigh® /bicbic/ ’different’
/d 5411/ strong’ /kud éc/ load”  /d old6l/ ’to show’

Implosives are rather rare following consonants as in the third column. We assume that
they are restricted to reduplicated morphemes.

233.1 Phonctic Realisation and Allophones

The implosives/ B/ and/d/ are realised as bilabial and alveolar implosives with ingressive
pharynx air, [5] and [d].

[Bukh] ’to pull’ [kub 1] ’"dumpling’
[dom] ’to insult’  [kuduméc] hill

71



23.4 Fricatives

There are four fricatives in Me’en, a voiceless/voiced alveolar pair /s, z/, a voiceless
alveopalatal fricative, /s'/, and a voiceless velar fricative /b/. /s/ and /$/ occur in all
positions, /z/ only occurs in initial and medial positions, and, and /h/ only occurs word-

/sdy/hide (n.)’  /gesi/ "bad’
/paskdc/ ’end’  /gd's/ "beside’
/zaysf/ ’adore’ /k?6z{/ ’to belch’
/anzd/ ’yoke’

/S8y/ beready’  /d¢X1/ 'to work’ /c?iskac/worm kind of
/gas/ *forest’
/hd’y/ 'mother’

Nilo-Saharan languages are known for their lack of fricatives in their phoneme-systems.
Of the four fricative phonomes just mentioned above, /h/ has a doubtful status in the
phoneme inventory. We have seen that it only occurs in word-initial position (there is one
example from the Bodi dialect with /h/ between vowels: /ahay/ ’things’). But even with
/b/ in initial position there are very few lexical items found, and of the twenty in a
collection of over 2000 entries in basic dictionary, half of the words have variants,}where
initial /b/ may be deleted or substituted by another consonant, e.g. /hac’4 nés/
~ /ac?4nénéy/ ‘five, /him/ ~ /wlm/ ’to break’

23.4.1 Phonetic Realization of Fricative Phoncmes

The alveolar fricatives /s, z/ are realized as voiceless and voiced alveolar fricatives [s]
and [z] respectively.

[séla] feather [istnit® beehive’
[lskitsh]’messsengcr’ *  [kés] ’house’
[zila] *heap(n.y’ [bizith) short grass’

The alveopalatal fricative /87/ is realized as a voiceless alveopalatal fricative [3].

[$oB 1] *sheath’ [t186] *fresh grain’
[t&718katsD) ‘worm,kind of [ga¥] *forest’
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