Phonological evidence to treat the /w/ and /u/ vowels as a natural class in Yamalero

The issue of whether the third high vowel (besides /i/ and /u/) in Guahiban languages should
be described as /i/ or /w/, that is, central or back, has been a topic for discussion in the
literature. The preferred characterization is probably /w/, found in Sikuani (Queixalds [1985],
[forthcoming]), Wamone Cuiba (Kerr [1995]) and Hitni (Lobo-Guerrero & Herrera [2000]), but,
for Cuiba Maibén (Merchan [2000]), Capanaparo Cuiba (Machal [2000]) and Guayabero it has
been described as /i/. In publications of wider scope, it is most often described as /i/
(Aikhenvald & Dixon [1999: 371], Storto and Demolin [2012: 335]).

In this presentation, | will address this issue with first-hand data from Yamalero, and | will
provide phonological arguments in favor of considering the /w/ vowel a high back vowel,
together with /u/. Yamalero is a Guahiban language spoken in the Colombian Eastern Plains
by some 300 people, with high rates of intergenerational transmission. The data that | will
present has been collected between 2022 and 2024, after seven months of ethnographic
fieldwork in one of the three Yamalero-speaking communities.

I will begin by showing a chart from an acoustic analysis that plots Yamalero’s vowels
according to their F1 and F2 (/i, e, a, 0, w, u/). In this chart we will see that /w/ can also be
phonetically realized as [i], depending on the speaker and the vowel context. Spectrograms

and audio files will also be used to show some illustrative cases.

I will continue by showing two phonological processes that treat the /w/ and /u/ vowels as a
natural class. The first one is a velar secondary articulation that takes place after the /aw/ and
/au/ diphtongs, but not after /ai/. When these diphtongs are followed by an (aspirated)
voiceless alveolar plosive (/t/ or /t"), they are realized as /awy/ and /auy/ (1-2). In contrast, in

the same context, /ai/ shows no velarization (3).

(1) /dawthu/ [[druwy.thu] ‘sweet potato’
(2) /nautapuna/ ['nouv.ta.pu.naj ‘stand up’
(3) /haita/ ['hei.ta] ‘hunt’

The second one is a process of height assimilation triggered by high vowels that can already
be observed in the previous examples. This process shows how the low vowel /a/ becomes a
mid-closed vowel ([e], [0] or [¥]) when it preceeds a high vowel (4-6). The fact that, before /w/,

/al becomes [¥], and not [9], indicates that this assimilation must be triggered by a back vowel.

(4) /dainata/ ['dei.na.ta] fly’
(5) /kaukude/ [kou.'ku.re]  ‘pour?’

(6) ftsonaw/ [féo. ‘nyw] ‘anteater’



Finally, from an areal perspective, | will show that, although the /i/ vowel is very common in
Greater Amazonia (Aikhenvald 2012), there are at least 13 language families that have a /w/
vowel. Moreover, in a number of these languages the /i/ vowel has been reinterpreted as /w/
in recent analysis, while in others it is described as /w/, but still represented like /i/. Therefore,
it is possible that the /w/ vowel described for Yamalero is found in more and more languages.

References

Aikhenvald, Alexandra Y. 2012. The languages of the Amazon. Oxford: Oxford University
Press.

and R. M. W. Dixon. 1999. Other small families and isolates. In: R. M. W. Dixon and
Alexandra Y. Aikhenvald (eds.), The Amazonian Languages, 341-383. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Kerr, Isabel. 1995. Gramatica pedagdgica del cuiba-wamonae. Bogota: ILV.

Lobo-Guerrero, Miguel and Herrera, Xochitl. 2000. 'El jitnu /hithw/ del medio rio Ele'".
Gonzalez, M. S. & Rodriguez, M. L. (eds) Lenguas indigenas de Colombia. Una visién
descriptiva. Bogota: Instituto Caro & Cuervo. 611-624.

Machal, Marcelo. 2000. Cuiba (Jiwi). In Mosonyi, Esteban Emilio and Jorge Carlos Mosonyi
(eds.), Manual de Lenguas Indigenas de Venezuela. Caracas: Fundacion Bigott. 224-265.

Merchan, Ana Joaquina. 2000. Breve presentacion de la lengua cuiba (variante maibén). In
Gonzalez, M. S. & Rodriguez, M. L. (eds), Lenguas indigenas de Colombia. Una vision
descriptiva. Bogota: Instituto Caro & Cuervo. 585-598.

Queixalds, Francesc. 1985. Fonologia sikuani. Bogota: PICC 71.

. [Forthcoming]. ‘Guahiban’. In Amazonian languages: an international handbook, ed.
by P. Epps & L. Michael. Berlin and Boston: de Gruyter Mouton.

Storto, Luciana & Demolin, Didier. 2012. The phonetics and phonology of South American
languages. In L. Campbell & V. Grondona (Ed.), The Indigenous Languages of South
America: A Comprehensive Guide (pp. 331-390). Berlin, Boston: De Gruyter Mouton.



