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Problem Set: Vowel Harmony in Oroqen

Lindsay J. Whaley
Dartmouth College

Oroqen [rtn] is a Tungusic language spoken by approximately 1,200 people in northeastern
China. The data in this problem are taken from the Central dialect of the language. Due to
language attrition among the Oroqen, the process of vowel harmony is being lost. Only in the
language of older speakers does one find the full paradigm below.

Examine the following data and account for the vowel alternations that are found in the suffixes.
NB: 1) in regular speech, stem final [n] deletes when followed by an obstruent; 2) the initial [w]
of the accusative suffixes becomes [m] after nasals.

Noun root Diminutive Dative Genitive Accusative Definite

l�fish� l-xn l-d l- l-w

inaxn�dog� nax-xan nax-d naxn- naxn-ma

bj�person� bj-xn bj-du bj-i bj-w

tak �bowl� tak-xn tak-d tak- tak-w

alan �leg� ala-xan ala-d alan- alan-ma

bu�cloth� bu-xon bu-du bu-i bu-wo

mowon �silver� mowo-xon mowo-du mowon-i mowon-mo

b�month� b-xan b-d b- b-wa

tutuje�dove� tutuje-xn tutuje-du tutuje-i tutuje-w

tubixi�fruit� tubixi-xn tubixi-du tubixi-i tubixi-w
[Data from the fieldwork of Lindsay Whaley and Fengxiang Li

and from Hu, Zengyi. 1986. Elunchun Yu Jianzhi. Beijing: Minzu Chubanshe]
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Suggested Answer: The suffixes in these data are subject to vowel harmony with the final vowel
of the root.  The harmony always involves the feature ATR (advanced tongue root) [or
alternatively, tenseness or RTR--retracted tongue root].  Thus, stems that have a [+ATR] vowel
in their final syllable will appear with suffixes containing a [+ATR] vowel. Stems that have a
[-ATR] vowel in their final syllable will appear with suffixes containing a [-ATR] vowel.  This is
the only harmony process for suffixes with underlying high vowels; hence, the genitive and
dative suffixes only have two variants.

Suffixes that have non-high vowels additionally undergo a rounding harmony. Thus,
stems that have a [+round] vowel in their final syllable will appear with suffixes containing a
[+round] vowel. Stems that have a [-round] vowel in their final syllable will appear with suffixes
containing a [-round] vowel.

One problem that many students will confront in this problem is how to treat the schwa.
Often, they will have been taught that this sound is [-ATR] (or [-tense]), but in Tungusic
languages the schwa patterns as the [+ATR] counterpart of [a].  If one treats schwa as [+ATR],
the statement of harmony is straightforward.  If students fail to see this, their statement of
harmony will be disjunctive.

For advanced students, these data can also be used to discuss harmony within the roots.
All vowels in a root must harmonize for [ATR].   For native vocabulary there is rounding
harmony, though it will be for students to understand how it operates based on the forms above.
The rounding harmony operates left to right such that a round vowel requires all vowels to its
right also to be round.  However, where [u] occurs, the process ceases (as can be seen in the final
two stems above where rounding does not spread to the [i]�s and [e]).
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