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VOWEL NASALIZATION
IN THE NORTHEASTERN DIALECT
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Abstract

Vowel nasalization, without being influenced by nasal
consonants (VN), is distinctively perceptible in a pronunciation of
speakers originally from northeastern Thailand. The present study
shows that Vowel Height Parameter (VHP) and Vowel Length
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Parameter (VLP) are two driving factors contributing to the speakers’
nasalized vowels. Tongue height and tongue advancement are very
crucial for vowels to be nasalized. The study also suggests that
obstruent consonants partake in vowel nasalization more than sonorant

consonants.
1. Introduction

Thai regional dialects have always been sources of interest for
linguists, language learners, as well as observers. Different dialects
from different parts of Thailand possess their own distinctive features
and characteristics. Each carries its own set of words, phrases
and—most importantly—uniquely original pronunciation utterly
different from those of others. As a native speaker of Thai, it is
linguistically identifiable whether your interlocutor is from the South
or the North or the Northeast of Thailand, simply by attending to his/
her pronunciation.

Like other regional dialects of Thailand, Northeastern dialect
or so-called ‘Esaan’ dialect also carries its own uniqueness. One
striking feature of Esaan dialect lies in its vowel nasalization. Different
vowel sounds spoken by speakers from this region, though not
influenced by nasal consonants ($CV(C)$) ($ is a syllable boundary),

are nasalized. For example:

Northeastern Dialect Central Thai Gloss
/hii:a/ /huza/ Head
/p&Eit/ Ipzit/ Eight
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Since there is very little research done on vowel nasalization in
Esaan, the researcher hopes that the results gained from this study
would help us understand this very language-specific phenomenon

more.
2. Vowel Nasalization

Ordinarily, all of the vowels are pronounced with the velum in
the raised position, blocking off the nasal cavities. However, if the
velum is lowered during vowel production, then vocal resonance can
occur in the nasal cavity as well as in the oral and pharyngeal cavities.
This gives a particular timbre to the vowel, which is identified as a
nasal quality or nasalization (MacKay 1987).

As with consonants, itis possible to keep the nasal passage open
in the production of vowels. Many languages, including French,
Portuguese, Polish, and Gujarati, have distinctive nasalized vowel
phonemes, indicated by /~/ above the vowel. Generally, a phonetically
nasalized vowel is the result of being adjacent to nasal consonants /m,
n, 1 or VN. It is the following consonant that causes the vowel to
become nasalized. In all varieties of English, vowel preceding nasal
consonants tend to be nasalized and therefore entirely predictable
(e.g. /grin/ ‘green,’ /t®n/ ‘tan’) (Wolfram and Johnson 1982).

There are quite a few claims regarding the universal tendencies
of VN sequences, including (1) nasalization affects low vowels first,
before spreading to mid and high vowels, (2) front vowels are

‘nasalized before back vowels of similar height, (3) stressed vowels are
nasalized before unstressed vowels (Connell and Hajek 1991).
Universalists like Schourup (1973), Lightner (1973), Chen (1974),
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Foley (1977) are in general agreement that Vowel Height Parameter
(VHP) has the same ordered effect on the phonologization of vowel

nasalization.

o Vowel Height Parameter (VHP)
Low Mid High

>

Also, as suggested by Hajek and Watson (1998), cross-
linguistic studies of the development of distinctive nasalization show
evidence of significant suprasegmental conditioning. Amongst
conditioning factors uncovered are vowel length and stress. Across
languages, it is reported that in the related contexts /V:N/ and /VN/,
identical except for the vowel length, phonologization of nasalization
and N-deletion always occur preferentially in the context of long
vowels (Hajek and Watson 1998). The so-called Vowel Length
Parameter (VLP) is therefore a very essential factor contributing to

vowel nasalization.

o Vowel Length Parameter (VLP)
V:N VN

>

In some languages, like French, vowel nasalization occurs
without being adjacent to nasal consonants. These nasalized vowels
may contrast with the oral vowels to distinguish the meaning of words,
as in the following examples (taken from Jannedy, Poletto & Weldon,
1994):
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Beau /bo/ ‘beautiful’ vs. bon /bd/ ‘good’

Laid /le/ ‘ugly’ vs. lin /IE/ ‘flax’

la Na/ ‘there’ vs. lent /1&/ ‘slow’

Esaan dialect also falls into this category. Several vowels in
Esaan are nasalized without being adjacent to the nasal consonants.

In this study, Vowel Height Parameter (VHP) and Vowel
Length Parameter (VLP) are two main theoretical frameworks
employed to see what lies beneath vowel nasalization in Esaan dialect,
without being influenced by nasal consonants (VN), and whether or

not it agrees with these two parameters and the universal hypothesis.
3. Northeastern Thai Phonology

This section provides the fundamental features of Esaan Dialect
in three main areas: consonants, vowels and tones. The data dre taken
mainly from Hoshino’s and Marcus’s (1997) Lao for Beginners: An
Introduction to the Spoken and Written Language of Laos; and

. Kingkum’s (2001) Thai Dialects.

3.1 Esaan Consonants
Esaan has altogether twenty consonant phonemes. The following

chartdescribes the manner and place of articulation of Esaan consonant
phonemes.
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Chart I: Esaan Consonant Inventory (Kingkum 2001; Hoshino and
Marcus 1997)

Bilabial | Labidental | Alveolar | Palatal | Velar |Glottal
V1. Stop p t N
V1. asp. stop | ph th : kh
Vd. Stop b d
V1. Fricative f s h
Nasal m n il 1 ‘
Semi-vowel |w y ‘
interal 1

There is a slight difference between Central Thai and Esaan
concerning consonant phonemes. /ch/ and /r/ which are present in
Central Thai are absent in Esaan. In Esaan, the former is usually
replaced with /s/ and the latter /I/. Esaan also has /nd/, a locally
~ distinctive sound, which is absent in Central Thai.

3.2 Esaan Consonant Clusters

Unlike Central Thai, Esaan does not allow any consonant
clusters. All clusters present in Central' Thai are reduced to single
consonants in Esaan. The canonical form of its syllable structure,

therefore, is CV(V)C, where (V) represents vowel length.
3.3 Esaan Vowels

Esaan has twenty-one vowel phonemes, consisting of nine

short vowel phonemes, nine long vowel phonemes and three
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diphthongs, as presented in the following chart.

Chart II: Esaan Vowel Inventory (Kingkum 2001; Hoshino and
Marcus 1977)

Front Central Back
High 1 u i u o
Mid e e 2 9l o ol
Low ® & a a 2 ol

There are three diphthongs: /11, i1a, uza/. The short counterparts
of these diphthongs present in Central Thai are also absent in Esaan.

3.4 Esaan Tones

Another unique aspect of Esaan dialect lies in its tones. Esaan,
unliké Central Thai, features six tones: mid (-) as in /din/ ‘ground’,
mid-high () as in /muan/ ‘fun’, low (*) as in /khaw/. ‘knees’, falling ()
as in /241y/ ‘elder brother’, high (“) as in /hdk/ ‘love’ and rising (7)
as in /khay/ ‘legs’. Mid-high is the one absent in Central Thai.

4. Methodology

The subjects in this study were twenty third- and fourth-year
English major students, both male and female, from the Faculty of
Liberal Arts, Ubon Ratchathani University. They were all native
speakers of Esaan, mainly from the southern part of Northeastern
Thailand, i.e., Ubon Ratchathani, Sisaket, Surin, Burirum,

Amnaatcharoen, Yasothon, etc. They were asked to pronounce words
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containing targeted sounds from the list (See Appendix) in order to
investigate phonological distinctions concerning vowel nasalization.
The target syllable structures investigated here are CV(V), CV(V)C,
where the second (V) represents the length of the vowel. Though some
words were made up, they were phonologically possible in the
language. The subjects’ pronunciation was tape-recorded for
subsequent transcription. "

5. Results

In all varieties of English, vowel preceding nasal consonants
tend to be nasalized and therefore entirely predictable (e.g. /grin/
‘green,” /tn/ ‘tan’) (Wolfram and Johnson 1982). The speakers
usually nasalize without being aware of doing so. The syllable
structure of nasalized vowels in English is therefore $CVNS$. This
however is not applicable to Esaan dialect. In Esaan dialect, several
vowel sounds are simply nasalized without being influenced by any

nasal consonants:

Esaan Gloss
/pik/ ‘wings’
Ipzt/ ‘eight’
Ithzew/ ‘row’
Isiia/ ‘unusable’
/mdy/ ‘shell’

The above examples show that riasal consonants do not play a
vital role in Esaan dialect. Several vowel sounds are nasalized by other
influences, not nasal consonants—($CVCS).

What are those ‘other influences’? The following Tables are
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used here to illustrate cases where each vowel sound is nasalized in
Esaan dialect. The target syllable structures for each Table are CV(V),
CV(V)C, where the second (V) represents the length of the vowel. All
consonants areused both as consonant onsets and codas, in combination
with all the vowel sounds (See section 3 for possible onsets and codas
in Esaan dialect). Words featuring /m, n, 1/, be they in initial or final
positions, are not investigated here, for their nasal qualities are clearly
evident. The list of words investigated can be found in the Appendix.
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It can be observed that when stop consonants behave as
consonant onsets, followed by other stops or other consonants as
consonant codas, vowel nasalization will be apparent only with front
vowels /1, 1, e, el, &, @Y/, plus one diphthong /i:a/, which in part also
features a front vowel /i:/. In this Table vowel nasalization never
occurs with this group of vowels /4, i, 9, oI, a, ai, Ha, wia/, occurs in
moderation with /o, oY/, and rarely with /u, u:, 9, 0v/. /&/ and /&:/ are the
two most nasalized vowels in this group, whether they are with or
without the codas; and if with codas, no matter what they are. /7/ is the
only consonant in this group that is not affected by vowel nasalization.

Table II: Fricative Onsets + Other Codas Onsets

f s h
+i ii(+C) ~ ~ ~
+e el(+C) ~— ~ ~
+z 21(+C) i BRI e
+ #1(+C) X X ~
+3 2:(+C) X X o~
+a ai(+C) X X X
+u wi(+C) ~ ~ ~—~
+0 o:(+C) ~ o~ ~—~
+0 0:(+C) ~—~ ~—~ ~—
+1ia(+C) ~~ ~~ ~
+i1a(+C) X X ~
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Like Table I, this Table yields a similar result. Front vowels /
i, i}, e, 1, &, &/—/ 2/ and /e in particular—and diphthong /i:a/ are
still the ones most affected by vowel nasalization. Back vowels /u, ut,
0, 01, 9, 01/ are also affected in this group, though not as strongly as the
front ones. ‘Diphthongs /i:a/ and /u:a/ are not nasalized, except in
words featuring /h/. The most interesting sound in this group is
probably /h/. All the vowel sounds, except /a/ and /ay/, in words
starting with /h/, no matter what the codas are, are nasalized. A basic
assumption that can be made at this point is that /h/ is one influential
consonantal phoneme causing vowel nasalization in Esaan dialect, as

shown in the above Table.

Table III: Glide Onsets + Glide & Other Codas Onsets

w y
+1(+C) - X
+e el(+C) X ~m
+& aex(+C) ‘ ~e e
+1 1(+C) X X
+9 2:(+C) X X
+a ai(+C) X X
+u wi(+C) X ~
+0 0i(+C) ~ ~
+2 2:i(+C) ~ . ~
+1:a(+C) ~~ ~
+ia(+C) X X
+uia(+C) X X
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This Table renders a similar result as the previous ones,
especially in Table II. Front vowels /i, i, e, ei, ®, ®!/, diphthong
fi:a/, and two back vowels /5/ and /o1/ are chiefly affected by vowel
nasalization. Diphthongs /iia/ and /u:a/ are not affected by vowel
nasalization. Notice that /y/ influences vowel nasalization more than
/w/. What is obvious about this Table is that central vowels, as in other
Tables, do not participate in this phenomenon. None of them are

nasalized when preceded by /w/ and /y/..

Table IV: Lateral Onsets + Other Codas Onset

o

+1 11(+C)
+e el(+C)
+& 2i(+C)
+H 1(+C)
+2 2:1(+C)
+a ai(+C)
+u u(+C)
+0 0:1(+C)
+0 2:i(+C)
+1a(+C)
+ha(+C)

Eo T T T T - O T T B B

+wa(+C)

The only liquid present in Esaan dialect is lateral liquid /I/. The
trill /r/ present in Central Thai is absent here. Surprisingly, no

nasalized vowels can be observed in words featuring this sound.

Suriyan Panlay 257



NIMIDNWIMEAST - U IneaadalIng

6. Discussion

From all the Tables above, what are some of the assumptions
that can be made concerning vowel nasalization in Esaan dialect, as
provided by all the subjects’ pronunciation?

6.1 Frontvowels/i, i, e, el, &, 2/ and the diphthong /i:a/ are the
ones most affected by vowel nasalization, no matter what the consonant
onsets and codas are. It is noticeable that, for Esaan speakers, tongue
advancement plays such a vital role concerning vowel nasalization.
When the tongue is advanced or pushed forward, as in the case of all
front vowels, the velum somehow is lowered, allowing the air to
escape through the nasal passage, causing the vowels to be nasalized.
This also happens to diphthongs featuring front vowels.

Another possible explanation for this is that all vowels, like
nasals, liquids and glides, are sonorants, which are produced with a
relatively open passage for the airflow. That basically means when
vowels are produced, the air could escape through the nasal cavity,
similar to the production of nasal consonants, making nasalized
vowels highly possible.

6.2 /®/ and /®: are the two most nasalized front vowels,
principally with obstruent consonants, either as consonant onsets or
codas. And when /p, t, k/, or voiceless stops, are used as consonant
codas, as in words like /p&k/ ‘strange,’ /d&t/ ‘sunshine,’ /s&p/ ‘to feel
pain,’ the intensity of vowel nasalization is even more distinct.

Theresultsuggests that, other than tongue advancement, tongue
height is also a critical factor contributing to vowel nasalization.
When the tongue is lowered, which means more room for air to escape

through the nasal cavity, the vowel, /@/ in particular, is nasalized
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more. As suggested by the universalist hypothesis, though not
empirically supported, low vowels are inherently more nasal than mid
and high vowels—(low >> mid >> high)—because of a purportedly
universal inverse correlation between the degree of velic opening and
vowel height (Hajek, 1997).

/p,-t, k/ are the three major nasalized obstruent codas. The
reason codas are paid more special attention to is because they, unlike
consonant onsets, cause vowel nasalization.

6.3 Although the Tables above do not include the distinction
between short and long vowels, the difference is clearly evident. Long
vowels /V:C/ tend to be nasalized more than short vowels /VC/. This
confirms the role of the vowel length parameter (VLP) in the perception
and the prominence of vowel nasalization.

6.4 Central vowels and the diphthongs /t:a/ and /u:a/ usually do
not take part in vowel nasalization, no matter what the consonant
onsets or codas are. The universalist hypothesis of a low >> mid >>
high vowel height parameter (VHP) should be an explanation justifying
the lack of vowel nasalization in central vowels and diphthongs.

6.5 When words feature the /h/ sound, all the vowels—except
low central vowels /a/ and /a/—will be nasalized. One therefore can
certainly state that /h/ causes vowel nasalization in Esaan dialect. The
/b/ sound is quite distinctive in Esaan dialect. Although its place of
articulation is at the glottis, its pronunciation by Esaan speakers is
very close to velar sounds. It sounds as if it were made with the tongue
near the velum, like /k/, /g/, and, in particular, /1/, which perhaps

explains an obvious nasalized quality.
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7. Conclusion, Limitations and Suggestions for Future
Research

From the results provided ébove, it is evident that vowel
nasalization in Esaan dialect, as seen from the subjects’ pronunciation,
supports the universalist hypothesis of a low >> mid >> high vowel-
height parameter (VHP), that is, the development of some or all parts
of the distinctive nasalization process occurs preferentially in the
context of low vowels before spreading gradually to mid and then
finally to high vowels (Hajek 1997), and the so-called vowel length
parameter (VLP), which states that over time distinctive nasalization
will occur preferentially in the context of long vowels before spreading
to short vowels (Hajek and Watson 1998). Tongue advancement, as
suggested by the results, is another factor contributing to vowel
nasalization in Esaan dialect. It can be observed that front vowels are
more nasalized than central or back ones.

However, there are some other areas of vowel nasalization in
Esaan dialect not investigated—or less thoroughly investigated—in
this study that might be of use for future research. They are:

1. Suprasegmental features: Tones and vowel length are two
pivotal factors in Thai language. And since very little attention has
been paid to these suprasegmental phenomena, a thorough study of
them theréfore merits full research if it is to be worked out
systematically.

2. Syllable structures: This study investigates only simple
syllable structures—CV, CVC. A study of polysyllabic words or
words of various syllable structures might provide more evidence for

distinctive vowel nasalization.
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3. CVC vs. CVN: This study does not explore words featuring
nasal consonants. A comparison between the two might shed new

light on the intensity of distinctive vowel nasalization.

The lack of spectrograph or computer program(s) that can be
used to analyzed the data, unfortunate, results in a more difficulty of
the study. Many a time, sounds produced by the subjects are very hard
to judge by human perception. And at times unintentional biases are
inevitable. Had the computer analysis been made available, the result

might have been more accurate.
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Reg)/wegr/ueg
£/LRE)/ R/ MRY/NBE/OREY/RE uenn
ee/REs uept/uepny
/uBs/WRE/UBEI/OREM/WRE/UBE/3LEY OREKY/MBRKY/URRY/ VAR ee
jiesy/me)/oe)/ue) /ey UGRW/UBRIK/YER/GR BEL/UBE/BLH /L
we/ne/pl/ni/ud/e oR)/uR)/RY Ry
Le/eLs/mLe/ 6 uBn/rfi/uli/h wiu/otn
Ingleg/ugloLe/eue/uLe/nLe/Le/3e | ORA/UBK/UB/UR/NE/RLE/OLR/ULR/LLE/AR/LE tLe/ALE/MLL/OLE /ULt /3t e
@e1/e1y/261 28m 26Lm1/80M)
ez/eg/ug up/eR/R vgu/eLn oy
©eN/ Mg /men/usn/en/zem WRN/URN/MRN/RN/2EN rgn/een/uen/en/aen
£1/e£1/68) /1 /URY/ 081/ T/ & REIY/UR/M mes/uen
te/me/og/re/e tEu/eR/Bu/B te/oL/uL/eL/L/t
us/Bs/ns/ve/me MB/R/UR ne/oe/ue
AT /&) M/
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