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The Tigrinya Vowel 
Inventory

i          ɨ          u

e          ʌ          o

a



Vowel Features -

Underspecification



Fully Specified 
Features

This chart uses the features [high], [low], [back], and 

[round] to distinguish the 7 vowels in Tigrinya. Notice 

the amount of redundancy.



Contrastive 
Specification

Step 1: find minimally contrasting vowel pairs

Step 2: make a feature chart that excludes redundant 
features

high: i, e;    u, o;    ɨ, ʌ

low: a, ʌ

back: i, ɨ;    e, ʌ

round: u, ɨ;    o, ʌ



Combinatorial 
Specification

In this table, features are assigned only if they differ 

from the fully underspecified vowel (/ɨ/). The features 

for /ɨ/ are [+high], [-low], [+back], and [-round], so the 

only features associated with the other vowels are Not 

Those.



Redundancy Rules

One of the core ideas of Combinatorial Specification is 

that there are no underlying phonemes, and instead, 

underlying features are combined and applied based 

on the above rules.



Feature 
Co-occurrence 
Constraints

In Tigrinya, the underlying features are [-high], [+low], 

[-back], and [+round] (opposite of /ɨ/). If these features 

were allowed to combine at will, they would 

overgenerate and create vowels that are not allowed 

in Tigrinya. To combat this, there are certain restraints 

in place that disallow for the illegal sounds.



Epenthesis



Syllable Structure
Tigrinya allows for CV and CVC syllables.

That’s it. 



Moraic Theory Mora = C or V

μ



More Syllable 
Structure

Allowed Syllables: CV, CVC

Additional Rules:

● Vowels with the feature [-high] can only appear 

in the nucleus

● True consonants can only appear in either the 

onset or coda

● Non-consonantal segments without a [high] 

specification can either appear in the nucleus, 

where they surface as a high vowel, or in either 

the onset or coda, where they surface as a glide



When to 
Epenthesize

“Whenever  a  consonant  cannot  be  syllabified  a  
mora  is  inserted,  and  the consonant  becomes  the  
onset  to  the  new  syllable.”

   σ            σ
   |           / \
  μ         μ   μ 
 / \       / \   |
t    ɨ    h   a b

‘she gives’



Vowel Fronting
V → [–back] /  __ ]W



Vowel Coalescence



Predicting Outputs





Predicting Outputs





Coalescence Under 
Contrastive Feature 
Specification

?



Coalescence Within 
Suffixes



Coalescence Within 
Nouns

Plural: CʌCaCɨC

Singular: CʌCCʌC

     CʌCCɨC

     CɨCCɨC

/ɨw/  →  [u]
/ɨy/   →  [ i ]
/ʌw/ →  [o]
/ʌy/  →  [e]



Coalescence Within 
Nouns



Coalescence Within 
Nouns



Coalescence in 
Verbs

/w/ → [y] / __ [ i ]
/w/ → [y] / [ i ] __

/ʌyʌ/  → [ʌ]
/ʌwʌ/ → [ʌ]  



Coalescence in 
Verbs

/ʌyʌ/  → [ʌ]
/ʌwʌ/ → [ʌ]  



Coalescence in 
Verbs

Verbs with /a/ in their vowel melody are weird.
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Let’s Discuss


