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OJITLAN CHINANTEC PHONOLOGY AND MORPHOLOGY

Monica Macaulay
University of Wisconsin-Madison

Abstract: This paper provides a preliminary sketch of Ojitldn
Chinantec phonology and parts of its verbal morphology. Most
Chinantec monomorphemic words arc monosyllabic, and inflected
words are often monosyllabic as well. There arc numerous potential
contrasts within the syllable: alarge number ot consonants, oral and
nasal vowels, tone, and stress. Issucs in the analysis of the con-
sonants, tone, and stress system arc considered. and compared 10
previous analyses of other Chinantec dialects. A brief description of
verbal inflection is given, noting scgmental, prosodic, and affixal
alternations. Ojitldn Chinantec is largely undocumented and
probably moribund, and so more work is urgently needed.

1. Introduction

" This paper reports on the findings of a semester’s work en Ojitlin Chinantec. Chinantec is a
group of languages spoken in the northeastern part of Qaxaca, Mexico. 1t belongs to the Oto-
manguean family, and like so many Otomanguecan languages, is comprised of several so-called
“dialects,” many of which are actually not mutually intelligible. One source suggests that there are
fourteen mutually unintelligible varicties of Chinantec (Rensch 1989:3, citing Egland 1978:12). but
of course such estimates are always to be taken at face value. since it is essentially impossible to
count discrete language entities in a situation of dialect continuum.

A fair amount of work has been done on Chinantec. primarily by various members of the
Summer Institute of Linguistics (SIL henceforth). Most of their publications are several decades
old, although some are more recent. The variety spoken in Ojitlan, however, has remained largely
undocumented. An SIL couple, Paul and Dorothy Smith, worked in the village in the 1950s and
1960s, but their publications were primarily storics and religious works, including a translation of
the New Testament. Clearly, in order to do their translations they must have done a quite thorough
linguistic analysis, but with the exception ot a vocabulary (Smith and Smith 1955). their lmvunlu.
work appears not to have been published.'

The research reported on here began in 1997 as a field methods class, consisting of myself and
twelve students.” Several of us continued to work on the language for a short time dflt‘l that. The
speakers we worked with were two brothers, Juan and Jacinto Pacheco. Both are native speakers
of Ojitldn Chinantec, and speak Spanish as 4 second lunguage.

This paper presents a sketch of what we have found so far in the hope that the data and
analyses are of use to other scholars. Section 2 presents the segmental phonology, and describes
the work done on tone and stress by of one of the students from the original class {(Holsinger
1998). Section 3 presents preliminary results on the verbal morphology. and the last section
discusses additional issues which must be considered in any analysis of this language, the socio-
political factors which may well lead to language death.
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2. Phonology

The majority of Chinantec monomorphemic words are monosyllabic, and in fact intlected
words arc often monosyllabic as well. The way the language accomplishes this, not surprisingly,
is by providing a large number of potential contrasts within the syllable: numerous consonants,
oral and nasal vowels, and tones all play a role. Tables la and 1b present the vowel phonemes and
Table 2 presents the consonants.

a

Table 1a; OQjitlan Chinantec Vowels
(oral)

—i
=

d

Table 1b: Qjitlin Chinantec Vowels
(nasal)

LAB. ALV. PAL. VEL. GLOT

STOPS g

p t k 7
AFFRICATES ts ¢
FRICATIVES 8 § h
LIQUIDS T

Ll
1

NASALS m n H|

m n ]
GLIDES W y

ki Y

Table 2: Ojitlin Chinantec Consonants



2.1. Vowels

(1) provides examples of each of the oral vowels. The numbers at the cnd of cach syllable
represent tone, with 17" for very high, and **4” for low (the tone system is described in §2.3).

() i Crifie
e ‘white’
T ‘Friday’
tl,ﬂlu'2 ‘turkey’
& . ‘you sing’
toj "hanana’
ta “work’

Vowels also occur nasalized, as in {2), although nasalized /&/ and /0i/ arc very rare. {In fact, at
this point, we have only heen able to find one example of each).

(2) ki “four’
i 2
pe ?a ‘far
SR
- na 1]1; ‘I laugh’
hopd  big

n__l'Ei" ‘day’
10 ‘thorn’
ka ‘atole’

[i]. [e] and [o] are in free variation with their lax counterparts [(]. [e] and [2], and [a] varies to
(®] occasionally as well. The mid back unrounded /&/ was hard to identify, being transcribed
variously 4s A or 2 at first. In addition, it was difficult to distinguish between it and the high back
unrounded /i/. A very small number of pairs (such as those shown in (1)), however, show that
there is indeed a distinction.

Most dialects of Chinantec have distinctive vowel length, although a few are lacking it. It
appears that Ojitldn may be in the process of losing vowel length, since there are very few mono-
morphcmic words that show it. In many cases cognate forms in other dialects, as well as the
corresponding reconstructed form, will show a long vowel which Ojitlin Chinantec lacks. None-
theless, there arc a few words that appear 1o have long vowels (such as the words for “rifle” and
‘turkey’ in (1)), so the distinction is still present at least to a limited extent.

2.2. Consonants

The consonants of Chinantec present a number of interesting problems, and T discuss themn in
turn.

/p/ 1s tairly rare—in fact, we have 1o date only found it in the following five words:

~
fad
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(3) e, ?a ‘fat’
pi d ‘strong’
pdd ‘hit’
plf] - Csmall’
mé & pé?  ‘bubble’

// 15 unremarkable; examples appear in (1}, above.

/k/ and /g/ are in near-complementary distribution, but there are just enough counterexamples at
this point that we are forced to treat them as contrastive. What we {ind 13 that [g} only appears
before [1]. as shown in (4a), while [k] appears elsewhere, as shown 1n (4b). However, there are at
least four words that we have noted that show [k] before [iJ, and these are illustrated in (4cr—
these, obviously, are what force us to treat /g/ as a separate phoneme: note especially the words for
‘red” and ‘four’,

(4a) gi?’fl ‘up. above’
giz}_' dig’
g1 ‘red’

(4b) ko ‘near’
ku o ‘ ‘long’

d ?a ‘back’
tc kn’ ‘left’

(4c) kl ?d ‘cut’
¢1 l\l? “hummingbird’
ki’ ‘four’
ki?'o?"  ‘door’

/gl 1s Optlonally prendaalmed or fru,dtl\lzed In initial position, so—as shown in (4d}—"dig’ can
be pronounced [gi a ] (ngi a J or[y¥ia ] Intervocalically, /g/ 1s almost always a fricative, so for
cxample "I dig’ is [nd yi |, as also shown in (4d):

(4d) giza'1 digh: [‘gl a ] / [I]é,l a ],f [‘.;1 a ]
‘Tdig: [nd nj

Another wrinkle 1s illustrated in (4e), which exemplifies words of the form [kiV], which 1s in
fact part of a broader pattern of {CiV] and [CuV]. Phonetically, ‘lic down’ sounds like a single
syllable, while ‘seven’ sounds like two. At this point we have not resolved whether to treat these
as sequences of vowels or as palatalization and labialization of the consonant (respectively), or
even whether both possibilities exist. This 1s a problem that has been at issue in the literature on
Chinantec (see, for example, Robbins 1961:248, Westley 1971:162). and one which we arc
continuing to investigate in this dialect.
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LA

N o ,
(4e) kia ‘lic down
23 . .
kie seven
The two affricates are another case of near-complementary distribution. [&] eccurs before front

vowels and /&/, while [ts] occurs before back vowels and |a]. (54) and (5b) provide examples of
cach:

(5a) & “air, wind’
Q‘c': ‘washing place’
(‘Ea"n{2 ‘midnight’
gad . ‘chop (wood)’
{5b) tséi ‘dog’
tso_ ‘correct’
tsa': ‘person’
tsu” it is ught’

_ The fricatives are illustrated in (6}, and /t/ in {7). /t/ is usually trilled, although occasionally
tapped. and can be prenasalized in initial position.

1

(6) si ‘blug’
5';ii]11n€~:'?2 ‘snake’
hia ‘blow’

(7) TP ‘green’
'f'f\sl'l ‘round’
to' ‘sweet’

There are three laterals: apical /I/, retroflex /|/ and voiceless retroflex /]/, as in (8):

(8} 10: *burro’
lo0  ‘harvest’
loo  ‘root

These three form a class with the nasals and glides, and so we turn to those beflore discussing
the most appropriate analysis of the laterals. The nasals and glides occur both voiced and voice-
less, as shown in (9)-(12)." Note that the velar nasal has a palatal allophone before /i/:

{9} mé’j ‘water’
na ‘today’
nia ‘laugh’
qi° ‘salt’ ([A1])
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(10) mE‘_: ‘eagle’
na T
I]NIBA all?
i *hair’ ([A1 ])

(1) o*wa* ‘mouth’
vii ‘heavy’

(12) \'_v;:l2 ‘ash’
ya ‘come [IMP]’

In the SIL literature on Chinantec (e.g. Anderson 1989, Westley 1991), the voiccless
consonants are always treated as /h/ plus consonant. In these other dialects, as well as in Ojitlan.,
nasals, laterals, and (in some cases) glides can also be preceded by a glottal stop. (13) provides
examples of preglottalized nasals and glides from Qjitldn (the lateral is dealt with below):

(13) mi'd  ‘sew’

LR )
11 a ‘spit’ ([?HT A |)
ewa?  hard’

Tya ‘griddle’

To unify these three things—that 1s, the plain series, the voiceless series, and the glottalized
series—they posit a single series of nasals (and ghides in the dialects where they participate in this
pattern}, which can occur alone or be preceded by a laryngeal (/h/ or /¢/}. This 1s schematized in
(14a);

(14a) Plain consonant: C
Laryngeal + consonant:

hC (voiceless)
TC (preglottalized)

And in fact, this 1s how they analyze the laterals as well: our retroflex lateral corresponds to
their /71/, and our voiceless retroflex corresponds to their /hl/, as shown in (14b):

(14bh) Plain lateral; L
Laryngeal + lateral:
hL (corresponds to our /]/)
¢L (corresponds to our /|/)

Phonemically, this is well-supported (and data from the morphology provide further evidencce:
see §3). The retroflexed phonetic realization of the laryngealized laterals has not heen reported for
Chinantec before, however, and further work is clearly needed on this topic; for this reason T have
left the three laterals in the consonant chart at this point.



2.3. Tone and Stress

The Chinantec languages are tumous for their complex tone and stress systems. One dialect
(Usila, as described by Skinner 1962), is reported to have five level tones and four contours. The
others generally have a smaller number of level tones, but overall still have a large inventory. It is
the stress (and its interactions with tone), however, that Chinantec 1s best known for. Syllables in
most dialects of Chinantec can be stressless, can have a normal stress {(called “controlicd™ in the
literature), or can have what is known as “ballistic™ stress.

Controlled stress occurs on the final syllable of the word (although words are normally mono-
syllabie, so in practice this means siress occurs on the onfy syllable of the word), and 1s realized as
vowel length and/or increased amplitude.

Ballistic stress consists of a combination of features, usually described along the following
lines: “Ballistically stressed syllables are characterized by an initial surge and rapid decay of
intensity with a resuitant fortis articulation of the consenantal syllable onset™ (Foris 1973:235).
Other charactceristics are often noted, especially post-syllabic aspiration, breathy articulation of the
vowel, devoicing of syllable-final nasals, differences in vowel duration. and variant realizations of
tones (Rensch 1978:86). 1t should be pointed out, however. that not all dialects which have
ballistic stress realize it in exactly the same way. There has been much dispute in the literature over
the best characterization of ballistic stress, and it 1s possible that some of this has simply been due
to differences among the dialects being analyzed.

At first glance, Ojitldn Chinantec appears to have a ballistic/controlled distinction {and in fact
that was the analysis given in the original version of this paper). The primary cue was the extreme
versions of the high and low tones; that is, a very high tone and a very low tone. Aspiration of
open very high and very low tones was thought to correlate, and strengthened the conclusion that
this was ballistic stress. However, Holsinger (1998) has shown through extensive instrumental
work that in fact no correlates of ballistic stress are consistently present. and that there 1s,
therefore, no evidence that the extremely high and extremely low enes are anything more than the
highest and lowest tones, respectively.” Holsinger shows how ballistic stress on a Proto-
Chinantec high tone syllable is realized as very high in the Ojitlan dialect (marked as 17}, and how
ballistic stress on 4 Proto-Chinantec HL falling syllable has developed into the very low tone
{(which 1s marked as tone 4).

The tones of Ojitlan Chinantec, then, are illustrated in (15). There are five level tones and
some number of contour tones—rising and falling. Holsinger (1998:3) recognizes only (wo
contour tones, treating the rising one as 32 and the falling one as 13. Throvghout this paper,
however, [ have retained my original. impressionistic contour tone notations. which indicale more
than two possibilities. Since we have not yet conducted a thorough study of the contour tones. [
lcave the precise number an open gquestion.

{154} LEVEL TONES:
TONE TONE NUMBER EXAMPLES

VH 1" [a?:+ ‘cricket’
H 1 I_U?_j ‘broken’
M 2 _]_é?; ‘measles’
L 3 [2134 ‘many’
VL 4 |i? ‘when?’
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(15b) CONTOUR TONES:

RISING:
Ki?' 0(’ ‘door’
hee ?r]a ‘forest’
rALLlNCI
r'na : ‘open’
& ‘good’

Holsinger (1998:4) shows that the level tones are generally realized phonetically with an overall
falling contour. Tones 1 and 3 both show a slight rise and then a fall, while (cne 2 usually has just
a directly falling contour. Tones 17 and 4, however, show a sharper and more extensive drop.

Holsinger uses the data from Ojitlan Chinantec to provide support for Silverman’s (1994,
1997) analysis of ballistic stress, contra Mugele (1984). The reader s referred to Holsinger's
paper for a more thorough explication of what 1s presented here, as well as argumentation
involving the competing theories.

3. Morphology

The foregoing description of Chinantce phonology shows that it is a language that packs a great
deal of material into cach syllable. Not surprisingly, the inflectional morphology follows this
pattern, being realized via scgmental and prosodic alternations, as well as through a certuin amount
of minimal aftixation. [ present here data on verbal inflection as an example of the kinds ol data
found.

Ojitlan Chinantec is 4 pronominal argument language, in that overt subject-marking pronouns
are not obligatory. We have examined verbs both with and without a full prenoun, and have found
in both cases that person and number are marked by 4 combination of segmental material and tonc.

The independent subject pronouns are listed in (16):

(16) SU‘BJECT PRONOUNS

i . el \
na ‘I nar  ‘we
ni~ ‘you’ ni?  ‘you (pl)
i Cs/heir i ‘they’

The suffixes and tone melodies {or present-tense verbs when used with full pronouns appear in
Table 3, and two sample paradigms appear below that, in (17).” Note that the two toncs in the
table represent the tone of the pronoun and then the tone of the verb.



SG. ~ PL
SUFF TONE | SUFF TONL |
L 3 31 | -0 12
21 2 21 | -2 21
3¢ 32 1-0 32

Table 3: Present tense
(with subject pronouns)

(172) lia ‘jump’

nd i ‘ljump’ nd? [1 ‘we jump’
n1 ?[l? ‘you jump’ nd? Ll? ‘you (pl) jump’
i1 “s/he jumps’ ?11 ‘they jump’

(17D) 'é”a‘ :sing’

na & ‘T sing’ an’ & we sing’
NERN - . ST

ni &7 ‘you sing nan’ & ‘you (pl) sing
2 . . R . o

n ¢ *sfhe sings i ‘they sing

The forms in {17a) bring up an interesting point about the laterals: recall that the Ojitldn Chi-
nantec retroflex corresponds to what the SIL literature treats as /21/. As we see 1n (174), when the
retroflex 1s preceded by a vowel, a glottal stop appears before that retroflex /|/. (Glottal stop does
not appear 1n other contexts; compare (17b).} This strengthens the ple;_,lottdllzatlon analysis,
although the phonetic realization as retroflexion remains unexpldmed And if preglottalization is
the source of the retroflexion, one might assume that a context in which the preglottalization is
realized as an actual glottal stop might result in a following nor-retroflex /17, but of course—as
(17a) shows—it does not. This is clearly an area that deserves further research.

[t is important 10 note that not all verbs conform to the pattern given in Table 3. A number of
verbs have one or more forms with an idiosyncratic tone melody, but no clear pallerns to these
exceptions have emerged. The deviations in tone can appear in the pronoun, as well as on the verb
iself. Some of these forms are illustrated n (18):

(18) 18T PERSON SG: 32 3instead of 3 1: 11a la" 'Tam’
2ND PERSON SG: 24 instead of 2 1: ni 1? ‘you drink’
3RD PERSON SG: 3 4 instead of 3 2: ii’ nﬁ ‘s/he does’
ISTPERSON PL.: 1 1" instead of 1 2: naf klf ‘we bite’
2ND PERSON PL: 2 4 instead of 2 1: ndf \ar ‘vou (pl) falf’
3RD PERSON PL: 32 3 instead of 32: ii ot | ‘they are’

Turning now to verbs used without an overt pronoun, a much murkier picture emerges. Tablec
4 provides a preliminary account of the suffixes and tone melodies used, and (19} gives sample
paradigms.” Note that there are two fairly common forms for first person, both singular and
plural, and two also for second person singular.
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5G PL
SUFF TONE [SUFE  TONE
i , v T
D — -@+nar 1
2 -a 22 -V 22
NV —
3 -a 33 -a 33
Table 4: Present tense
(without subject pronouns)
{19a) [Tf; ‘Jjump’ .
01 ‘Tjump’ [TEL] ~we jump’
[“1”211 ‘you jump’ [T;?i; ‘you (pl) jump’
fid ‘s/he jumps’ |ia ‘they jump’
{19h) kuagls'l']a2 ‘mount, get on {4 horse}’
kua' 151 ‘I mount’ kua l\l nd? ‘we mount’
lxua 8T ?1 ‘you mount’ kua’ ts1 r’1 ‘you (pl) mount’
kua tsi ‘s/he mounts’ kua'tsia’ ‘they mount’

There 1s, however, great variation across the paradigms that we elicited, for which there may
be several explanations {not necessarily mutually exclusive), as tollow. First, our consultants
were uncomfortable with paradigms, and there may simply be some errors in the data.

Second, it is conceivable that there are actually three possibilities for usc and placement of the
independent pronoun. There is no question that there are forms with initial subject pronouns as
well as forms with no overt pronoun at all. However, in addition, it may be possible to have an
independent pronoun f(}llowmg the verb. This is suggested by torms such as that givenin { lOb]

3 L
[or ‘we mount’, kua ts1 nd__P . which includes something that looks just like the pronoun na?  at
the end. In fd{.[ occasionally the speakers have given us forms which clearly include a following
prenoun, as in (20):

(20} IST PERSON SG: 1 na 1 count
2ND PERSON PL: kua tsn’ na?’ “yvou (pl) mount’
3RD PERSON PL: kic? if ‘they put’

The problem, though, is that when we get forms like this the consuitants almost always say
that this 1s the only way to say what we want them to say. That is, once they have produced one of
these forms with an apparent following pronoun, they will not then provide a form with an initial
pronoun, nor one lacking a pronoun, What is clearly needed here to sort this all out is extensive
clicitation of texts, so that a large number of spontaneously-produced verb forms can be examined.
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One somewhat encouraging sign in this rather confusing situation 1s that apparently other
Chinantec dialects are similarly complex. As Anderson (1989) says about Comaltepec Chinantec,
“verb stems participate in a large number of ... paradigms which ... may differ phonologically
from one another by tone, length, palatalization, vowel, nasalization. stress, or glottal closure, 1n a
bewildering variety of pattcrns.”

Many of the other dialects are also reported to show differences in inflection based on
transitivity, and/or agreement with animacy of the subject or object. We have not found any of
these kinds of variation yet in our somewhat limited corpus, but such factors—if found—will of
course complicate matters further.

4. Further Considerations

As mentioned above, very little linguistic work has been published on this dialect of Chinantec.
Data from the missionaries who worked in Ojitlin do show up in the work of others. however,
especially in Rensch's various comparative works on Chinantec (e.g. 1968, 1989). Interestingly,
sometimes these data arc very different from what we have found. There are three explanations
which can be offered for this.

First, the obvious explanation is the passage of time. The Smiths’ data were collected 30 to 40
years ago, and this may account for some of the discrepancies that we find.

Second, our consultants speak three dialects of Chinantec: their mother’s, their father’s, and
the one spoken in the village of Ojitlin. Although they have tried to be very careful to usc only the
Ojitlan dialect in working with us, it 1s still possible that there has been some influcnce of one
dialect on another in their speech.

Finally, the third explanation involves an external factor. According to cur consultants, the
village of Ojitldn actually does not ¢xist any more. They tell us that, several years back. the
Mexican government decided to build a dam and flood the valley that Ojitldn and several other
villages were located in. Apparently it took years to get everyone to leave, and the residents were
dispersed to a variety of locations. Our consultants now live in Tres Valles. Veracruz—in the state
which lies to the east of Oaxaca. The residents were given land in new locations in return for the
land that was flooded out. However, the process did not move whole villages intact, but.
according to Juan and Jacinto, mixed people into a number of new towns, scallered across a wide
area. The result 15 that our consultants are now living with some people who speak only Spanish.
with others who speak different dialects of Chinantec, and with yet others who speak entirely
different indigenous languages. [t is this situation, T think, that is the most likely to have resulted
in rapid changes in the Ojitldn dialect, and 1n fact has most likely set it on an inevitable path to
language death. The International Encyclopedia of Linguistics gives an estimate of 10,000
speakers for this village, but it does not give the date of its report. It is clear that the number is at
least somewhat dated, however, since the report still places them in the now-underwater village of
Ojitlan. The kind of uphcaval the speakers of Ojitlin Chinantec have undergone cannot make the
prospects for the survival of this language very strong.

This situation makes work on the language all the more urgent, but in many ways. all the more
interesting as well. The discrepancics between what we have found and what little has been
reported are intriguing, and of course the phonology and morphology in and of themselves arc



extremely interesting. It is my hope that work on this language will continue belore all chances at
description and analysis are lost.

ENDNOTES

" A bibliography is supplied at the end of this paper which contains selected references on
Chinantec linguistics.

- The students were (in alphabetical order): Emily Benwitz, Julianne Dwyer, Anna Grifftith,
David Holsinger, Jungae Kang, Rebecca Kavanagh, Tom Kelly, Shigeru V[l}rd‘-shltd Martanne
Milligan, Aaron Pavao, Ana Jimenez Wells, and Chris Woodard. 1 wou]d like to thank them for
their input on this paper, and would alse like to stress that parts of what I am reporting here is
based on the work of the entire class.

* Thanks to David Holsinger for identifying and pointing out the voiceless and glottalized
glides (and for providing these examples). T had previously noted /w/. but treated 1t as /¢"/:
although this does more accurately represent the phonetics of the sound, Holsinger is right that it is
best phoncm]azed as /w/.

* Among other things, Holsinger shows that post-vocalic aspiration is highly variable in Ojitlén
Chinantec. It not only shows up in words that lacked ballistic siress in Proto-Chinantec, but it also
varies across our two consultants in some cases (with one consultant producing aspiration while
the other does not).

* Citation forms almost always end in [a], but this final vowe! does not appear in most inflected
forms. Such citation forms were produced in response to clicitation using Spanish infinitives:
however, we have not yet identified the function of the citation forms in Chinantec.

® At the Junc 1997 SSILA meeting, an audience member suggested typological support for this
historical evolution, indicating that it is not unusual for laryngealization to lead to retroflexion.

" The “-V” in the table indicates vowel length, and a dash in the tone column means that no
consistent tone patterns have been found.
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