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In this section, we continue with the analysis of sounds, focusing particularly
on vowels and manner classes.

1

Vowels

In order to classify vowels, we use criteria that are quite different from consonants. This is because the normal place/manner of articulation will not be
useful for them- there is not enough friction or obstruction caused by the articulators in the vocal tract. Instead, we focus on three main features: the lips i.e.
whether they are rounded or unrounded, the tongue height and tongue position
(front or back).
With vowels such as /i/, the tongue is high and in the front whereas with
vowels such as /a/ the tongue height is low and in the front.
With the case of /e/ and /a/, the difference is with respect to the height of the
tongue- /e/ is lower than /i/.
When we contrast /i/ and /u/, the difference is with respect to the rounding of
the lips as well as the tongue position i.e. front and back respectively
The vowels of a language are usually represented on a vowel chart or vowel
quadrilateral. Figure 1 below shows the Hindi vowel system.

Figure 1: Hindi vowels

1

The 10 vowels in Hindi can be described as follows: Note that the symbol
’:’ signifies length, i.e. it is held for a longer period of time.
• /@/ - Mid central vowel in words like [gh @r] ‘house’
• /a/ - Low front unrounded vowel in words like [ma:la:] ‘garland’
• /I/ - Near high, near front unrounded vowel [t”Il] ‘seed’
• /i:/ - High front unrounded vowel in words like [ma:li:] ‘gardener’
• /U/ - Near high near back rounded vowel [pUst”@k]
• /u/ - High back rounded vowel in words like [Su:r] ‘brave’
• /e/ - High mid-front unrounded vowel in [t”el] ‘oil’
• /E:/ - Low mid front unrounded vowel in words like [pE:sa] ‘money’
• /o/ - High mid-back rounded vowel in words like [mor] ‘peacock’
• /O:/ - Low mid back rounded vowel [d
”O:r] ‘tour’
Note that the vowel æ is found in English words such as hack [hæk] or black
[blæk], which are sometimes borrowed into Hindi.
English vowel system is more complex, as there are both simple as well as
compound vowels (i.e. monopthongs and dipthongs respectively). Monopthongs
are the simple vowel sounds seen (e.g. in the Hindi system above). The
dipthongs are a sequence of sounds that we ordinarily find in English words
like brace /eI/, goat /@U/, choice /OI/.

1.1

Semi-vowels or glides /j/,/w/

The sounds /j/ and /w/ are produced with very little constriction in the mouth
and behave almost like vowels. For example, try the following exercise- produce
a series of /i/ in between the /a/ sound:
[aaaaaaaiiiiiiaaaaa ]
If one progressively shortens the /i/ sound, it becomes /j/. (Try this with
[aaaaaaauuuuuaaaaa ] for the sound /w/). However, it is not possible to hold
the /j/ for a longer period of time (like one would ordinarily do with a vowel).
Hence, these sounds are known as semi-vowels. Semi-vowels or glides are always
followed by a vowel (Note words that are spelt like say are phonetically /seI/
or saw /sO/ and don’t actually end in /j/ or /w/).

1.2

Liquids

This is a class of sounds that includes the lateral approximant /l/ and the trill
(or other rhotic sounds) like /r/. These are often together known as liquids.
They can sometimes also act as vowels e.g. in words like faker or dazzle, we can
have a structure like [fekr], (CVCC) where the /r/ is actually acts as the core
of the second syllable or [dæzl] (CVCC), where /l/ does the same.
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Class Features

While the vowel/consonant distinction between sounds is well understood, there
are broader classifications of sounds that are useful in order to understand sound
patterns in languages across the world.
Sonorants are an example of one such class. This class includes vowels as
well as nasals, liquids and semi-vowels. This is because all these sounds are
produced with much less constriction in the vocal tract as compared to the
[-sonorant] class. With sonorants, the characteristic property of the airflow is
continuous and non-turbulent. Also, these sounds are typically voiced.
Consonants are produced with some degree of constriction in the airflow–
hence, nasals, liquids and obstruents are all [+consonantal]. Vowels and semivowels on the other hand have the property of [-consonantal]. The glides or
semi-vowels are excluded from this class as they have the weakest consonantlike properties. Table 1 summarizes these properties.
Sounds ¯
Nasals ¯¯¯¯¯¯¯
Liquids /l/ /r/ ¯¯¯¯
Semi vowel or glides /w/ /j/¯¯¯¯
Vowels ¯¯¯¯
Obstruents (Stops, fricatives, affricates)

Sonorant
+
+
+
+
-

Consonantal
+
+
+

Table 1: Sonorant and Consonant class features
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