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Abstract 
The Ik language, spoken in northeast Uganda, is controversially classified as a 
fringe member of Nilo-Saharan. A more comprehensive description of all levels 
of the language is needed before the issue of its classification can be resolved. 
This paper builds on the work of others (e.g. Tucker 1971, Heine 1976, and 
König 2002) in an attempt to describe the Ik segmental inventory and syllabic 
structure with an emphasis on phonetic detail. The data come primarily from a 
list of 1700 Ik words transcribed and analyzed phonologically by the author. In 
addition to describing the basics of Ik segments and syllables, the paper offers an 
expanded analysis of Ik velar consonants and the ‗chronolects‘ proposed by 
Heine (1999). The findings are offered as another piece for the puzzle of Rub 
(Kuliac) classification. 
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1 The Ik language 

1.1 Ethnographic context 
The Ik people live in the Kaabong District in the extreme northeastern corner of Uganda‘s 
Karamoja Region, where the borderlands of Kenya, Sudan, and Uganda converge. Their 
homeland stretches from Timu Forest in the south to Mt. Morungole in the north, occupying a 
narrow, 50 km long swath of ground along the frontier between Uganda and Kenya. A group of 
around 100 Ik is reported to be living in New Site, Sudan, while around 100 more can be found 
scattered across northwestern Kenya seeking livelihood in urban centers. In addition, a small 
community of Ik lives in Masindi, western Uganda. 
 
The most recent estimate for the population of Ik is 5,000–10,000 (hearsay), although figures as 
low as 1,300 (Turnbull 1972:64) and 4,000 (Heine 1999:11) have been proposed in the past. 
Noteworthy too is that fact that members of the Nilo-Saharan Toposa, Dodoth, and Turkana 
ethnic groups occasionally intermingle and even intermarry with the Ik, a situation that may 
interfere with population estimates. Population numbers are also inflated for Ik families when 
relief or aid is suspected as the reason for the census. Thus, settling on an accurate population 
figure is an ongoing challenge. 
 
As a result of their frequent contact with neighboring groups, the majority of Ik speak at least 
one second language with moderate fluency. Dodoth, Toposa, and Turkana have a high level of 
mutual intelligibility such that many Ik can communicate effectively in one or more of these 
languages. However, some Ik in the remotest highlands of Mt. Morungole are nearly 
monolingual. Ik who have lived in Kenya often have a good command of English and/or 
Swahili. In addition, the several hundred Ik who have attended school or are currently in school 
can function in English to varying degrees of effectiveness. By contrast, very few non-Ik can 
speak the Ik language. In fact, the only non-Ik known to be able to speak Ik somewhat fluently 
are those who have married into the group. This situation can be explained by the low standing 
the Ik typically have had in the eyes of their neighbors. The general opinion concerning an 
outsider learning Ik is not that it is a bad idea, but that the social benefits of such an 
undertaking are not immediately obvious. This is because most of the Ik can communicate 
reasonably well in the languages that surround them. 
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1.2 Linguistic context 
The genetic classification of Ik is still controversial. Linguists generally accept that Ik belongs 
in the Kuliak sub-group with Nyang‘ia and Soo/Tepeth. The term Kuliak comes from the 
Turkana-Teso word Ŋikulak which means ‗poor people (without cows, and thus despicable)‘, 
and was first used by Heine (1976) and Lamphear (1976).1 In the Ethnologue (Lewis 2009), 

Kuliak is currently affiliated with Nilo-Saharan as a fringe member of that family. Otherwise, 
Kuliak has been variously classified as: 
 

1. ‗Fringe Cushitic‘ in the Afroasiatic family (Tucker 1967). 
2. a distinct branch of Eastern Sudanic in Nilo-Saharan (Greenberg 1963, Ehret 1981).  
3. an independent language family (Tucker and Bryan 1956, Laughlin 1975, Heine 1976). 
4. a fringe member of Nilo-Saharan (Bender 1996, Knighton 2005, Blench 2006). 

 
Blench (2006) supports the Nilo-Saharan classification of Ik, claiming that ―speakers of Proto-
Nilo-Saharan would have been more like the Ik than the Maasai. Indeed, Ik, with its scattered 
and almost extinct relatives, can be imagined as the Nilo-Saharan speakers who stayed home‖ 
(102). These ‗scattered relatives‘ are the Nyang‘ia and the So(o)/Tepeth. The Nyang‘ia people, 
whose language is now remembered only by several elderly gentlemen, live around the 
Nyang‘ia Mountains in northwestern Karamoja, bordering Acholi land. The Soo/Tepeth inhabit 
three mountainous areas in southern Karamoja. Their language is also highly endangered. 
 
The Ik call their language Ic ód, ‗Ik-speech‘. Their Nilo-Saharan neighbors refer to the Ik 
language as Ŋ , ‗the language of the poor dogs‘.2 No named dialects have been identified, 
although Ik speak slightly differently in the four main population centers of Timu, Kamion, 
Lokwakaramoe, and Pirre. Those living in Timu claim to speak ‗pure‘ Ik, while those in the 
latter three centers are thought to mix their language with Dodoth and others. The existence of 
‗chronolects‘ or ‗demographically defined classes‘ of consonant pronunciation have been 
described in Heine (1999) and are discussed below. Finally, the speech of younger Ik who have 
spent considerable time outside the Ik area may constitute a speech variety. For more on Ik 
sociolinguistics, I refer the reader to Wiedemann and Nannyombi (2007). 
 
                                                 
1 We support the idea of a discipline-wide change to call the sub-group Rub (meaning ‗people‘ in Proto-Kuliak) 
rather than the more derogatory Kuliak. 
2 It is not true that all the Dodoth, Toposa, and Turkana think such of the Ik today. Many of them are good friends. 
The ethnonyms Ŋikulak and Ŋ , however, do reflect the negative attitudes of some. 
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1.3 Previous Research 
A number of scholars made attempts to document Kuliak languages in the first half of the 20th 
century (Wayland 1931, Driberg 1932, Gulliver 1952, Tucker and Bryan 1956). After that, Fr. 
J. P. Crazzolara produced a grammatical description and 1000-word wordlist (1967). Colin 
Turnbull (1972) wrote a controversial anthropological study, The Mountain People, which 
stimulated a wave of interest in the Ik. In the early 1970s, Archibald Tucker produced a short 
description of Ik phonetics, tone, and morphosyntax (1971–1973). Since the 1970s, Bernd 
Heine has done the most to document and describe the Ik language. His works include a 
grammar sketch (1975), a historical-comparative study of Kuliak (1976), an article countering 
some of Turnbull‘s claims (1985), and an Ik-English dictionary (1999). More recently, Christa 
König published a landmark monograph on the case system of Ik (2002).  
 
During the 1990s, former SIL linguist Richard Hoffman researched Ik to lay the groundwork 
for a language development project. In 2004, SIL conducted a sociolinguistic survey of Ik, the 
findings of which can be found in Wiedemann and Nannyombi (2007). Since 2008 the author 
has been involved in linguistic and language development activities with SIL among the Ik. 

1.4 The present study 
This paper is a description of the phonological segments and syllabic structure of Ik. It 
embodies the results of phonemic analysis undertaken to create an Ik orthography under the 
auspices of Uganda-Tanzania Branch of SIL. The findings are based primarily on a corpus of 
1700 Ik words. This data was collected in 2008 from Ik speakers Lochiyo Gabriel, Lokwang 
Hillary, and Opuwa Paul, all originally from villages in Timu Forest. Many thanks are due 
these gentlemen, for without them, this study would have been delayed significantly. 
 
Ik is a tonal language, but because the tone system has yet to be adequately analyzed, it will 
not be dealt with here. A basic analysis of Ik tone is forthcoming. Nevertheless, an effort has 
been to mark lexical tone in the data. High tone is marked with an accent aigu, low tone with 
an accent grave, and mid tone is left unmarked. All transcriptions, with the exception of 
voiceless implosives, were made using the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA). 
 
The paper proceeds as follows: in sections 2–3 we survey the vowels, consonants, and glides of 
Ik with particular attention to phonetic detail in the allophones. In section 4 we examine the 
syllable structure of Ik in light of the analysis of certain segments. 
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2 Vowels 
Ik has a 9-vowel phoneme system, illustrated in Table 1. 
 
Table 1: Ik vowel phonemes 
 

 Front Central Back 
 +ATR -ATR  +ATR -ATR 
Close  ɪ   ʊ 
Mid  ɛ   ɔ  
Open      

2.1 Voiceless vowels 
Five out of nine vowel phonemes have voiceless allophones that may occur in prepausal 
environments. Utterance-finally, the devocalization appears to be mandatory for some words, 
while between syntactic constituents within an utterance, it seems to be optional. For example, 
note the phonation type of the vowels in /aɗe/ ‗three‘ in the following examples: 
 
1) ɡ             tsʼaɗ        aɗ  
 make.PST.3PL    fire.PL.ACC   three 
 ‗They made three fires.‘ 
 
2) o             ɗ          aɗ     ɗa 
 bundle.PL.COP    wood.GEN  three these 
 ‗Here are three bundles of firewood.‘ 
 
A couple of general comments can be made here about voiceless vowels. First, they are 
common in other Nilo-Saharan languages surrounding Ik. Barrett (1988:ix) writes of Turkana 
that ―when u is the final consonant in some words it is ‗silent‘‖. According to Novelli 
(1987:11), ―vowels in Karamojong have a…breathed value, i.e., the vowel is pronounced so as 
to be felt, but not said‖. The Teso language has what Hilders and Lawrence (1957:16) call 
―semi-mute…vowel[s] after the final consonant, which [are] not pronounced when the word 
stands in isolation but which [are] pronounced when the word is followed by another word 
beginning with a consonant‖. Since the Ik have been interacting with these groups and 
speaking their languages for centuries, it is not surprising that their language shares this feature. 
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Second, the voiceless vowels of Ik play a direct part in Ik grammar. The case endings of Ik 
nouns are often realized as voiceless vowels in prepausal environments. This morphophonemic 
behavior needs further exploration and is similar to what has been found in Toposa, a Nilo-
Saharan language bordering Ik to the north (Schröder and Schröder 1987).  

2.2 Vowel harmony 
Ik has vowel harmony. Determining exactly what type of harmony has not been 
straightforward. Early in the transcription of 1700 Ik words, it became clear that the harmony 
either has a number of exceptions or that the system is somewhat opaque and complicated. For 
that reason, at present we will rely only on the observations of others. Heine (1999:16) 
proposed a ‗cross-height vowel harmony, involving two sets of five vowels each‘. The 
distinguishing feature of these two sets was +/- advanced tongue root (ATR). Heine found no 
phonetic difference between the two open central /a/ vowels but claimed that they can trigger 
vowel harmonization, as in the following examples: 
 
3) [-ATR]     [+ATR] 
 tsam   ‗I love‘    ‗I hate‘ 
 tsam d  ‗you love‘    ‗you hate‘ 
 tsam s n ‗we love‘   ‗we hate‘ 
 
König (2002:60) reduces the a-vowels to one and proposes that it is neutral with respect to 
tongue root position. She also claims that /a/ can interrupt vowel harmonization, as in the 
words /ɲɛsaɓ ɔtabusen/ ‗whirlwind‘ (61). The vowel inventory proposed by  
König is as follows: 
 
4)  -ATR     +ATR 
 ɪ   ʊ  i   u 
  ɛ ɔ    e o 
     a 
 
Clements (2000:137) cites studies which have demonstrated that the primary articulatory basis 
of vowel harmony systems is the volume of the pharyngeal cavity. Because the volume of the 
pharyngeal cavity is controlled by the advancement or retraction of the tongue root, the feature 
responsible for vowel harmony is often called +/–ATR (or ATR/RTR). Since tongue root 
advancement or retraction, as opposed to height, is posited as the underlying feature of vowel 
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harmony systems in Africa, the –ATR vowels in Table 1 above are placed to the right of their 
+ATR counterparts. This is to illustrate tongue backness rather than tongue height. Finally, 
according to König (2002:62), the ATR distinction is neutralized in voiceless vowels. For now 
we follow König‘s analysis that Ik voiceless vowels are +ATR. 

2.3 Vowel phonemes 
This section presents each of Ik‘s nine vowel phonemes and their known allophones. 
 
/i/ close, front unrounded vowel with advanced tongue root (+ATR) 
 word-initial word-medial word-final 
/i/ ik         ‗head‘ 

im        ‗child‘ 
 

 
to boast‘ 

 
 

 healthy‘   
to contradict‘ 

 

   ‗he is thirsty‘ 
 

ɲetsumbi  ‗salt‘ 
I walk‘ 

how?‘ 
 
This vowel has one allophone—the voiceless —which can be found in prepausal 
environments, such as [ ] ‗short (final-form)‘ and [ ] ‗him (OBL final-form)‘, but only 
when the segment bears a low tone. It can be seen from the paradigm above that devoicing 
does not always occur, even when the /i/ bears a low tone. There are apparently 
morphosyntactic issues involved, and these require more research.  
 
/ɪ/  close, front unrounded vowel with retracted tongue root (-ATR) 
 word-initial word-medial word-final 
/ɪ/ ɪkɛtɛs   ‗to choke‘ 

-overs‘ 
ɪlam      ‗curse‘ 

 
to arrive‘ 

mɪnɛs   ‗to love‘ 
 

ŋɪl        ‗gizzard‘ 
 

to stink‘ 

 

 
Because the ATR feature seems to be neutralized in voiceless vowels, a voiceless counterpart 
of /ɪ/ has not been unambiguously attested. Nor has a prepausal /ɪ/ with high tone been 
identified. 
 



 

 

 

10 

/e/ mid, front unrounded vowel with advanced tongue root (+ATR) 
 word-initial word-medial word-final 
/e/ epon     ‗to sleep‘ 

sleepy‘ 
emon     ‗tumor‘ 

 
eɡ to put‘ 

‘ 
to hear‘ 
to drink‘ 

fekon     ‗to laugh‘ 
nake‘ 

 
kwae     ‗tooth‘ 
se        ‗blood‘ 

 

 
— — -

ʄ  (DAT - DAT final-form)‘. This 
allophone occurs prepausally, when it bears low tone, and when certain morphosyntactic 
conditions are met. 
 
/ɛ/ mid, front unrounded vowel with retracted tongue root (-ATR) 
 word-initial word-medial word-final 
/ɛ/ to see‘ 

ɛs        ‗termite‘ 
b        ‗horn‘ 

ɛbam   ‗friend‘ 
ɛf        ‗it is sweet‘ 

 
kwɛt       ‗arm‘ 
hɛɡ         ‗bone marrow‘ 
ɲɛtsɪr       ‗backbone‘ 
tsʼ s       ‗chew‘ 

ɛd  
‗elbow‘ 

 
Because ATR is neutralized in voiceless vowels, no voiceless allophone of /ɛ/ has been 
unambiguously identified.  
 
/a/  open, central unrounded vowel with neutral or variable tongue root position 
 word-initial word-medial word-final 
/a/ m       ‗person‘ 

aw        ‗village‘ 
    ‗door‘ 

 
ak         ‗mouth‘ 

d  
ɗam        ‗brain‘ 
ʃar           ‗bladder‘ 
kak         ‗leaf‘ 

 

 
kinata    ‗upper mill-stone‘ 

 
 

ɡwa        ‗bird‘ 
 

], and aspiration [ʰ]. These allophones 
of /a/ occur in prepausal environments when certain morphosyntactic conditions are met. For 
example, the Ik word for ‗head‘ /ik/, which occurs as [ika] utterance-medially, may surface 
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phonetically as [i ik ], or [ikʰ] utterance-finally. Another possible allophone of /a/ is the 
heightened [æ] which seems to occur occasionally after palatal nasals, as in [ɲ
rules governing these allophones are presented in (5) and (6): 
 
      
5)   
     ʰ  
 
This rule states that ―(given certain morphosyntactic conditions), the open, central unrounded 
vowel with neutral or variable tongue root position is devoiced and/or shortened, or dissolved 
into aspiration on the preceding consonant, prepausally and when bearing a low tone‖.  
 
6) /a/ → [æ] / C[+high]________ 
 
This rule states that ―the open, central unrounded vowel with neutral or variable tongue root 
position may be raised to open-mid when following a high consonant‖.  
 
In addition, one lexeme has been recorded, which when pronounced quickly, evinces 
laryngealization of /a/. The result is a measure of vowel creakiness
‗food‘ -kwɛ -

-kwɛt/ surfaces as [ŋʔ -kwɛ
-kwɛt]. This phenomenon is not yet well-understood, but clearly some glottalic 

characteristics of the velar ejective /kʼ/ begin to influence adjacent vowels as /kʼ/ weakens. 
Moreover, a general creaky vocalic quality has been perceived in casual Ik speech. No data is 
yet available to show whether other vowels are also laryngealized in similar settings.  
 
/ɔ/ mid, back rounded vowel with retracted tongue root (-ATR) 
 word-initial word-medial word-final 
/ɔ/ ɔk     ‗bone‘ 

 
to exorcise‘ 

 
ɔrɔr     ‗brook‘ 

ʄɔrɔr      ‗army ant‘ 
 

sɔk        ‗root‘ 
fɔf d     ‗to be light‘ 

 

h  
 

hjɔ         ‗cow‘ 
tsʼɔ         ‗now‘ 
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Voiceless allophones of /ɔ/ are disallowed on principle that ATR is neutralized in voiceless 
vowels. As such, no allophones have been unambiguously identified. 
/o/  mid, back rounded vowel with advanced tongue root (+ATR) 
 word-initial word-medial word-final 
/o/ o én    ‗hip‘ 

ofon       ‗to cough‘ 
osoros    ‗to be barren‘ 
ɡw s    ‗to leave‘ 

‗pocket‘ 

sos       ‗beeswax‘ 
ɗos       ‗sap‘ 
ɡ  
bos       ‗ear‘ 

 

‘ 
 

ho         ‗house‘ 
 

 
In the final form of ablat

ABL final form)‘ and [tsʼaɗ COP final form)‘. This allophone 
surfaces prepausally, when /o/ bears low tone, and when certain morphosyntactic conditions are 
met.  
 
/ʊ/  close, back rounded vowel with retracted tongue root (-ATR) 
 word-initial word-medial word-final 
/ʊ/  ŋʊr       ‗cane-rat‘ 

kʼʊtsʼ     ‗maggot‘ 
 

 
 

 

 
No unambiguous instances of /ʊ/ word-initially or word-finally have been found.  
 
/u/  close, back rounded vowel with advanced tongue root (+ATR) 
 word-initial word-medial word-final 
/u/   

 
 

 
ɡ bes      ‗thigh‘ 

 
ɡ  

 
ku         ‗grass‘ 
bubu      ‗belly‘ 
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The one allophone of /u/ is the voice pausally when /u/ bears low 
tone, and when certain morphosyntactic cond
‗very‘, [waʃ ɔnʊ ‘.  
 
To summarize, all four +ATR vowels in Ik—/i, e, o, u/—undergo devocalization in prepausal 
environments. This process can be symbolized by the following rule: 
 
7)  
 
This rule states ―(given certain morphosyntactic conditions), vowels with advanced tongue root 
are devoiced prepausally when bearing a low tone‖. 
 
As in the case of /ʊ/, no unambiguous instances of a word-initial /u/ have been identified.  

3 Consonants 
Ik utilizes an inventory of twenty-seven consonants uniformly across all speech varieties. The 
velar implosive [ɠ] has been analyzed in this study as an allophone of the velar ejective /kʼ/, 
despite the fact that Heine (1999) and König (2002) treat it as a phoneme on its own. In terms 
of fricatives, speakers of Ik prefer one sound from each of these pairs: /ɬ/↔/ʃ/ and /lʒ,ɬj/↔/ʒ/, 
depending on various demographic factors, discussed more fully below. In sum, any given 
speaker of Ik makes use of twenty-nine separate consonant phonemes. 
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Table 2: Ik consonant phonemes 
 
 

La
bi

al 

La
bi

o-
de

nt
al 

De
nt

al 

Al
ve

ol
ar

 

La
ter

al 

Po
st-

alv
eo

lar
 

Pa
lat

al 

Ve
lar

 

Gl
ot

tal
 

Plosives 
     Voiceless 
     Voiced 

 
p 
b 

  
t 
d 

     
k 
g 

 

Implosives ɓ   ɗ   ʄ   
Ejectives    tsʼ    kʼ  
Affricates 
     Voiceless 
     Voiced 

    
ts 
dz 

  
tʃ 
dʒ 

   

Fricatives 
     Voiceless 
     Voiced 

  
f 

  
s 
z 

 
(ɬ) 

(ɮ/ɬj) 

 
(ʃ) 
(ʒ) 

   
h 

Liquids 
     Lateral 
     Rhotic 

    
l 
r 

     

Nasals m  n    ɲ ŋ  
Semi-vowels w      j   
 
According to Heine, Ik speakers can be divided into two ―demographically defined classes on 
account of distinctions made in the use of the consonant system‖ (1999:14). What he calls 
Class A includes Ik speakers who were definitely born before 1940 and a few born before 
1950. Class B includes speakers born after 1950 and a few born before 1950. To the extent 
these speech varieties are based on the age of speakers, they can be called ‗chronolects‘. Heine 
suggests that ―the difference between the consonant systems of classes A and B can be 
described thus: Speakers of B have largely given up all ejective, lateral, and voiced fricative 
consonants in favor of implosive stops, palatal phonemes, and voiceless fricatives, 
respectively‖ (14). As evidence, he cites the following data sets: 
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Tables 3: Ik chronolectal variation (from Heine 1999:14, symbols changed to IPA) 
 
Phoneme  Examples 
A B  Class A  Class B 
/tlʼ/ /ʄ/  ɠwa  ʄaɓ ɠwa ‗guinea-fowl‘ 
/tsʼ/ /ʄ/  tsʼan   ʄan  ‗louse 
/kʼ/ /ɠ/  zɛkʼw   s w  ‗to sit‘ 
/ɬ/ /ʃ, ʄ/  ŋɪɬ-   ŋɪʃ  ‗be strong‘ 
/ɬ/ /h/  ɬɪ-am   hɪ-am  ‗foreigner‘ 
/ɬj/ /he, j/  ɬjɔ   heɔ  ‗cow‘ 
   ɬ -    ij -   ‗I know‘ 
/z/ /s/  zɪn   sɪn, zɪn  ‗zebra‘ 
 
While Heine‘s description of these speech varieties certainly captures some kind of diachronic 
change in Ik pronunciation, the data gathered in this study indicate the situation is not so clear-
cut. For example, all three Ik speakers who contributed to our study were born after 1975, and 
yet they consistently made use of /tsʼ/, /kʼ/, and /z/. None of them produced /tlʼ/, /ɬ/, or /ɬj/, so we 
can agree with Heine that these segments belong to more elderly Ik speakers. All three Ik 
contributors are from the same village in Timu, where the purest form of Ik is considered to be 
spoken. Thus it is possible that ‗old Ik‘ is viewed as ‗pure Ik‘, and this would explain why 
young speakers who speak ‗pure Ik‘ retain some sounds belonging to ‗old Ik‘. Besides losing 
the laterals, these three younger speakers make heavy use of [ɠ] as an allophone in free 
variation with /kʼ/. But /tsʼ/ and /z/ are mostly retained. Whatever the case, it seems that at least 
two classes of Ik consonant systems can be posited based on several sociolinguistics factors. As 
König (2002:63) notes, most of the Ik data in literature before the publication of her 
monograph belonged to Heine‘s Class A, while her data fall more into Class B. The data in this 
study is split between the two classes according to the unique demographics of the language 
consultants. 
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3.1 Oral consonants 

3.1.1 Voiceless plosives 
/p/ voiceless bilabial plosive with egressive pulmonic airstream 
/t/ voiceless dental plosive with egressive pulmonic airstream 
/k/ voiceless velar plosive with egressive pulmonic airstream 
 

 word-initial word-medial word-final 
/p/       ‗to pierce‘ 

poɗ       ‗to husk‘ 
 
 
 

kɔpikɔp ‗ankle 
epon     ‗to sleep‘ 
tonupes ‗to believe‘ 
nɛp kʼ   ‗argument‘ 
ipɛl s    ‗to peel‘ 

ɲɛ  ‗impotent‘ 
       ‗crust‘ 

sup       ‗pant‘ 
 

/t/       ‗face‘ 
       ‗molar‘ 

        ‗heel‘ 
 ‗to notice‘ 

     ‗to touch‘ 

  ‗cheek‘ 
  ‗chin‘ 
  ‗knee‘ 
  ‗to shiver‘ 

ɪkɛtɛs   ‗to choke‘ 

akʼat   ‗nose‘ 
 ‗tuft‘ 

sawat  ‗shoulder‘ 
kwɛt   ‗arm‘ 
kʼwaat  ‗to give birth‘ 

/k/ kan     ‗back (anat.)‘ 
komos ‗buttock‘ 
k ɗ n  ‗to be a dwarf‘ 
kɔk s   ‗to close‘ 
kur       ‗crowd‘ 

        ‗face‘ 
       ‗to throb‘ 

to sprout‘ 
    ‗shadow‘ 

   ‗throat‘ 
kɔr k    ‗finger‘ 
ɔk         ‗bone‘ 
ɪsɪk       ‗rice‘ 
natolok  ‗rainbow‘ 

 
All three voiceless plosives have the aspirated [pʰ, tʰ, kʰ] as allophones pre

ɛtʰ/ becomes [kwɛtʰ], and /ɔk/ becomes [ɔ
-

pure silence or an underlying voiceless vowel leading to the aspiration, these aspirated 
allophones only occur prepausally. Therefore they are in complementary distribution.  
 
8) /p, t, k/ (→) [pʰ, tʰ, kʰ] / __________ ## 
          
This rule states ―that voiceless bilabial, dental, and velar plosives may be aspirated 
prepausally‖. 
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3.1.2  Voiced plosives 
/b/ voiced bilabial plosive with egressive pulmonic airstream 
/d/ voiced dental plosive with egressive pulmonic airstream 
/g/ voiced velar plosive with egressive pulmonic airstream 
 
 word-initial word-medial word-final 
/b/ bos    ‗ear‘ 

bubu   ‗belly‘ 
baba    ‗armpit‘ 

 
badon   ‗death‘ 

 
ɡubes  ‗thigh‘ 

 
 

 

 
tokob ‗digging‘ 
b b    ‗dove‘ 

/d/ dikw         ‗dance‘ 
didi           ‗rain‘ 

 
 

-  
 

 
 

 

 
 

/ɡ/ ɡ bes       ‗thigh‘ 
 

 
 

 

ɡoɡom ‗chest‘ 
ɡafiɡaf  ‗lung‘ 
suɡur    ‗wind‘ 

ɡosim ‗hunting net‘ 

hɛɡ       ‗bone marrow‘ 
 

ro -shell‘ 

 
These three voiced plosives are in complementary distribution with voiceless allophones /p, t, 
k/ which are attested before voiceless vowels and pauses. /n b/ surfaces as [n éd/ as 
[sé ɛg/ as [hɛ  The voiceless segments /p, t, k/ are phonemes in their own right but 
also occur as allophones when /b, d, g/ are devoiced in certain contexts. At this point in 
research, some segments will remain ambiguous as to whether they are a phonemic /p, t, k/ or 
an underlying /b, d, g/ devoiced to /p, t, k/ phonetically. For example, how do we know if the 
word for ‗body‘ is /n b/ or /n p/, when on the surface it sounds like [n  The contrast 
between these sounds may at times be neutralized. 
 
One solution is to posit aspiration by 
voiceless plosives and partially as devocalization by voiced plosives. This woul

b/ becomes [n underlying 
phoneme is to elicit the lexeme in question within an utterance. For example, ‗body-hair‘ in Ik 
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appears as /nɛ /, revealing the /b/ intervocalically. In any case, the rule stating the 
allophony of voiced plosives is symbolized in (2): 
 
9) /b, d, g/ → [p, t, k] / __________    ## 
        V[-voice] 
 
This rule states that ―voiced bilabial, dental, and velar plosives are devoiced prepausally and 
before voiceless vowels‖.  

3.1.3 Implosives 
/ɓ/ voiced bilabial implosive with ingressive (or neutralized) glottalic airstream 
/ɗ/ voiced alveolar implosive with ingressive (or neutralized) glottalic airstream 
/ʄ/ voiced palatal implosive with ingressive (or neutralized) glottalic airstream 
 
 word-initial word-medial word-final 
/ɓ/ ɓoton  ‗to jump‘ 

ɓɛk‘ s  ‗to walk‘ 
ɓis     ‗spear‘ 
ɓiɓ     ‗egg‘ 
ɓ  

ɪɓ  
ɓes     ‗to hate‘ 

koroɓ ɗ   ‗thing‘ 
ɓod   ‗bump‘ 
lanon ‗to roll‘ 

ɗoɗ ɓ  ‗baby-sling‘ 
ɓ ‗chaff‘ 

/ɗ/  
ɗam   ‗brain‘ 
ɗ r    ‗fetus‘ 
ɗokʼ    ‗wet‘ 
ɗa      ‗this one‘ 

ɪl s   ‗to knead‘ 
ɗoɗɛs   ‗to point‘ 
faɗon    ‗to be bitter‘ 
ɪɗ s   ‗to spank‘ 
ɪmɔɗɛs ‗to deceive‘ 

kʼɔɗ   ‗to cry‘ 
ɗaɗ      ‗honey‘ 
m ɗ     ‗earth bee‘ 
fɔɗ     ‗loincloth‘ 
kabaɗ ‗rag‘ 

/ʄ/ ʄum  ‗mud‘ 
s  ‗kiln‘ 

ʄan   ‗broom‘ 
ʄʊtɛs ‗to milk‘ 
ʄɔrɔr ‗army ant‘ 

laʄ s     ‗to loosen‘ 
ɪrɛʄɛs        ‗to clear land‘ 
f ʄ n        ‗to whistle‘ 
ʄoriʄ  
ʄumuʄ  

ɔʄ      ‗wound‘ 
   ‗heel‘ 

ʄ     ‗land‘ 
ɲakuʄ ‗god‘ 

ʄ   ‗rhino‘ 
 
Ik implosives are not strong and are at times difficult to distinguish from voiced plosives. That 
is, they are either confused with /b, d, or ɟ/ or actually surface as them. It could be that Ik 
‗implosives‘ simply neutralize intra-oral air pressure rather than implode it. If so, they would 
be more non-explosives than implosives. According to Ladefoged and Maddieson, ―it is often 
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the case that the airflow through the glottis producing the vocal cord vibrations is sufficiently 
great to prevent the pressure of the air in the oral cavity from becoming negative, consequently 
there is no ingressive airflow on the release of the stop closure‖ (1996:82).  
 
Moreover, we have observed a tendency for implosivity in the pronunciation of plosives in 
other African languages, like Karamojong and Swahili, which are not described as having 
implosives. This suggests a real continuum between explosive and implosive. Where Ik 
consonants fit on that continuum is a question that will demand more careful attention. 
 
Ik voiced implosives are in complementary distribution with voiceless allophones [ƥ, ƭ, ƈ]3 
attested before voiceless vowels and prepausally. For example, /ɓ ɓ/ ‗egg‘ surfaces as [ɓ ƥ
/kʼɔɗ/ ‗cry‘ as [kʼɔƭ / ‗wound‘ as [ ƈ Prepausally, the voiced implosives may instead 
be unreleased, rendering the above examples as [ɓ ], [kʼo ], and [ ] respectively.  
 
The voicing alternation affecting implosives is illustrated in (3): 
 
10) /ɓ, ɗ, ʄ/ → [ƥ, ƭ, ƈ] / __________    ## 
        V[-voice] 

 
This rule states that ―bilabial, alveolar, and palatal implosives are devoiced prepausally or 
before voiceless vowels‖. 

                                                 
3 These three symbols, withdrawn from the I  
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3.1.4 Ejectives 
/tsʼ/ alveolar affricate ejective with egressive glottalic airstream 
/kʼ/ velar ejective with egressive glottalic airstream 
 
 word-initial word-medial word-final 
/tsʼ/ tsʼɛ    ‗skin‘ 

tsʼoon ‗to be dead‘ 
tsʼaɗ   ‗fire‘ 
tsʼ d   ‗smoke‘ 
tsʼɔ     ‗now‘ 

tsʼ s          ‗to chew‘ 
tsʼɪtsʼɔn        ‗point‘ 
ɓetsʼon        ‗to be clean‘ 
ɪ  

kʼ  
 

etsʼ      ‗feces‘ 
it is sharp‘ 

/kʼ/  
kʼ        ‗strap‘ 
kʼɔf     ‗bowl‘ 
kʼolom ‗spoon‘ 

ɛs  ‗to pour‘ 

akʼat     ‗nose‘ 
nakʼaf   ‗tongue‘ 

 
dle‘ 

ɓ  

 
kʼakʼ     ‗hunt‘ 
ɓukʼ     ‗marriage‘ 
tsʼikʼ     ‗bee‘ 

 
The affricate ejective /tsʼ/ has no known allophones. It is often difficult to distinguish between 
/ts/ and /tsʼ/, and this may be due to diachronic or demographic speech variation, whereby /tsʼ/ 
is shifting to /ts/ just as it has to /ʄ/ for some speakers (Heine 1999:14). Word-finally after both 
/tsʼ/ and /kʼ/ one often hears a release of pulmonic air that can be approximately transcribed as 
[ ]. That is, after the glottalic air is forced out quickly to produce the ejective, there is a short 
pause followed by a releasing of pulmonic air. It is not always clear whet

the word for ‗hair‘— —  
 
By contrast, the velar ejective /kʼ/ exhibits a diverse allophony. Because of its backness and 
glottalicity, it seems to yield the following allophones: [ɠ], [ƙ], [ʛ], [ʠ], [qʼ], [ʔ -

 
 
[ɠ]—the voiced velar implosive seems to vary freely with /kʼ/. As mentioned above, a trend has 
been observed whereby younger Ik speakers are shifting from /k‘/ (written by Heine 1999 as 
/ƙ/) to /ɠ/, illustrated by the word ‗to sit‘: /zɛkʼw/ versus /sɛɠw/. Even among my language 
consultants, all of whom are of roughly the same age, /kʼ/ and [ɠ] varied freely in literally 
several hundred words. So besides age, apparently other factors—like time spent away from the 
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Ik, among the Karamojong, or what part of Ikland one was born in—affect an Ik speaker‘s 
preference for one of these two sounds. Furthermore, it was noted that when recording a given 
word twice, one recording might have /kʼ/ and the other [ɠ]. Also, in rapid or casual speech, [ɠ] 
seems to emerge statistically more often than /kʼ/. This last point brings up a tentative 
explanation of this allophony—a failed attempt to articulate an ejective which nonetheless 
yields an implosive. 
 
Normally, to produce a velar ejective, the back of the tongue first rises to meet the velum. The 
glottis closes, and the larynx is raised rapidly to compress air behind the velaric closure. As the 
velaric closure is released, the air-pressure behind it bursts out with a characteristic popping 
sound (Ladefoged and Maddieson 1996:78). A significant amount of articulatory energy is 
involved in compressing supralaryngeal air behind the velaric closure. One hypothesis for the 
/kʼ/↔[ɠ] allophony is that a slackened effort to make the ejective results in a gesture for which 
the closest phonetic approximation is an implosive at the same place of articulation.  
 
Building up supraglottal pressure behind the velaric closure involves tightening muscles to 
create tension in the walls of the laryngeal cavity. A process of lenition might look something 
like this: the back of the tongue moves toward the velum roughly at the same time the larynx is 
rising. Because the movements are (nearly) simultaneous, some supraglottal air escapes passed 
the velar place of articulation, reducing the supralaryngeal air pressure. The back of the tongue 
reaches the velum (for a /k/ or /ɡ/) just about as the larynx is as high as it will go (for an 
ejective). But because air pressure has already leaked out, no ejective is possible. Instead, the 
larynx begins to fall back downward, creating a slight vacuum between it and the velaric 
closure. When the velaric closure finally releases, the result is acoustically and articulatorily 
similar to what is traditionally called an ‗implosive‘.  
 
Another factor that may contribute to a voiced implosive freely varying with a voiceless 
consonant like the velar ejective is egressive pulmonic airstream. In rapid or casual speech, it 
may be articulatorily inconvenient to halt egressive pulmonic airstream for an intervocalic 
ejective like /kʼ/ that by definition requires a closed glottis. If, by contrast, the general gesture 
for an ejective was undertaken, but without completely closing off the glottis, the result could 
be a creaky (laryngealized) implosive like [ ], which is what we often find.  
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To summarize the hypothesis, rapid or casual speech interferes with the intricate timing and 
articulatory effort needed to produce the velar ejective. Since this allophony is not predictable, 
the two forms are in free variation.  
 
[ƙ]—whether the allophone resulting from the process described above is [ɠ] or [ƙ] depends on 
when voicing for the following vowel commences. If the voicing of the following vowel is 
delayed, the voiceless implosive [ƙ] may occur instead of [ɠ]. [ƙ] varies freely with /kʼ/. 
 
[ʛ]—when a) /kʼ/ precedes a back vowel (/u, ʊ, o, or ɔ/), and b) when it undergoes lenition, it 
experiences backing and surfaces as the post-velar voiced implosive [ʛ].  
 
[ʠ]—again, whether the backed, weakened /kʼ/ surfaces as [ʛ] or [ʠ] depends on when voicing 
for the following vowel commences. 
 
[qʼ]—sometimes /kʼ/ is not weakened but only backed, in which case it becomes [qʼ]. This post-
velar ejective is attested before back vowels, most noticeably in the andative suffix [-uqʼot]. 
This allophone is in complementary distribution with /kʼ/. 
 
11) /kʼ/ → [qʼ] / ________V[+back] 
 
This rule states that ―the velar ejective becomes a post-velar ejective before back vowels‖. 
 
[ʔ]—occasionally in especially rapid or casual speech, the articulatory effort required for 
making a velar ejective is dispensed with altogether, save the closing of the glottis. In these 
instances, /kʼ/ degenerates into a glottal stop. The two segments vary freely. 
 

—finally, when articulatory expediency is the highest priority to an Ik speaker, all remnants 
of the ejective may disappear except for a trace of laryngealization on one of the adjacent 
vowels. This has been documented only once, but as stated in Section 2.3, vowel creakiness 
does tend, impressionistically, to characterize Ik speech in general.  
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Table 4: Summary of the allophones of the Ik velar ejective 
 
[ɠ] free variation dzes     ‗bite‘ 

n   ‗walk‘ 
[ƙ] free variation ɗɛr ƙ   ‗mud wasp‘ 

nɛp ƙ  ‗argument‘ 
[ʛ] free variation/ 

complementary distribution 
nuʛot  ‗lie down‘ 

ʛʊtsʼ   ‗worm‘ 
[ʠ] free variation/complementary 

distribution 
toʠ ʠ ho  ‗snail-shell‘ 

nuʠot     ‗dawn‘ 
[qʼ] complementary distribution       ‗elbow‘ 

reŋonuqʼot  ‗faint‘ 
[ʔ] free variation -  

 free variation -kwɛt  ‗right  

3.1.5 Voiceless affricates 
/ts/ voiceless alveolar affricate with egressive pulmonic airstream 
/tʃ/ voiceless post-alveolar affricate with egressive pulmonic airstream 
 
 word-initial word-medial word-final 
/ts/  

tsɪrɪm       ‗metal‘ 
 

ts n n      ‗to squat‘ 
tsuwa       ‗to run‘ 

ɓ  
tsɪts n     ‗tooth-stick‘ 

s   ‗to stab‘ 
 

ɲɛtsɪr     ‗backbone‘ 

 
 

kwats   ‗urine‘ 
 

/tʃ/ t s         ‗to kill‘ 
tʃɛk          ‗woman‘ 
tʃɛmɛr      ‗medicine‘ 
tʃaal         ‗grinding stone‘ 
tʃ k      ‗bull‘ 

mutʃe     ‗path‘ 
- -land‘ 

 

 
No allophones for the voiceless alveolar affricate /ts/ have been identified. The post-alveolar 
affricate /tʃ/ is absent word-finally. It is not clear at this point whether this omission is a 
statistical accident of collecting the Ik wordlist or the result of some morphophonological 
conditioning. Before a number of case endings, /k/ weakens to /tʃ/, as when /ik/ ‗the Ik‘ leads to 
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/itʃ -k ʄ/ ‗Ikland‘ and /ŋka/ ‗I‘ leads to / tʃi-tʃɛk/ ‗my wife‘. But as to why /tʃ/ is absent word-
finally, perhaps it is because in a prepausal environment, /tʃ/ hardens to /k/. If so, then in some 
word-final slots, the contrast between /tʃ/ and /k/ may be neutralized. 

3.1.6 Voiced affricates 
/dz/ voiced alveolar affricate with egressive pulmonic airstream 
/dʒ/ voiced post-alveolar affricate with egressive pulmonic airstream 
 
 word-initial word-medial word-final 
/dz/ d -  

dzɛr s      ‗to tear‘ 
ɡwes   ‗to buy‘ 

 
dzon       ‗well‘ 

kʼ dzɛs        ‗to bite‘ 
 
 

 
 

odz     ‗dry season‘ 

/dʒ/ 
(Heine 1999:51) 

ndʒ e (incl)‘ 
leidʒ  

 

 
The affricate /dz/ has a partially devoiced allophone [ds] prepausally or before voiceless 
vowels. The two are in complementary distribution. Affricates such as /dz/ are ―stops in which 
the release of the constriction is modified in such a way as to produce a more prolonged period 
of frication after the release‖ (Ladefoged and Maddieson 1996:90). It is during this prolonged 
period of frication that the [z] in /dz/ devoices to [s]. Accordingly, t

 
 
12) /dz/ → [ds] / ________   ## 
    V[-voice] 

 
This rule states that ―voiced alveolar affricates are partially devoiced prepausally or before 
voiceless vowels‖.  
 
In the data used for this study, no instances of the voiced palatal affricate /dʒ/ were found 
word-initially or word-finally. Heine recorded one lexeme with /dʒ/ in the word-initial 
position—/dʒ ʒe/ ‗sleeping hide‘ (1999:51). He also indicated that the first-person plural 
pronoun /ndʒ
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alternation between /k/ ↔ /tʃ/ described above may also obtain between /g/ ↔ /dʒ/. These 
palatal affricates are in need of further research. 

3.1.7 Voiceless fricatives 
/f/ voiceless labio-dental fricative with egressive pulmonic airstream 
/s/ voiceless alveolar fricative with egressive pulmonic airstream 
/ɬ/ voiceless lateral fricative with egressive pulmonic airstream 
/ʃ/ voiceless post-alveolar fricative with egressive pulmonic airstream 
/h/ voiceless glottal fricative with egressive pulmonic airstream 
 
 word-initial word-medial word-final 
/f/  

 
fɔɗ      ‗loincloth‘ 

 
fe s     ‗to boil‘ 

ofon    ‗to cough‘ 
ɪɗ s  ‗to slap‘ 
ɛ  

 
l  

bɛf   ‗puff adder‘ 
kaf   ‗thorn‘ 
ɡuf   ‗foam‘ 
ɗɛf   ‗mat‘ 

/s/ sawat   ‗shoulder‘ 
sɔk      ‗root‘ 
saba    ‗river‘ 
sikʼ        ‗dew‘ 

s  ‗to scratch‘ 

 
-cane‘ 

masan     ‗to be rotten‘ 
 

sɪsɪk (note the-atr /ɪ/)      
              ‗middle‘ 

bos   ‗ear‘ 
sos   ‗beeswax‘ 
ɗos   ‗sap‘ 
nɔs   ‗noise‘ 

 

/ɬ/ ɬar      ‗bladder‘*  
ɬɛɓɔn   ‗to fear‘ 
ɬer       ‗to belch‘  

kanaɬa   ‗bee-hive‘ 
 

ŋiɬ        ‗he is strong‘ 
*(All examples of /ɬ/ are 
from Heine 1999:63-64) 

/ʃ/ ʃeɓ  
w     ‗to hiccough‘ 

ʃer       ‗to belch‘ 
ʃar       ‗bladder‘ 

ʃw      ‗whip (n)‘ 
waʃʊ     ‗before‘ 
kanaʃa   ‗bee-hive‘ 

ʃ  
k ʃ s     ‗to fry‘ 

 

/h/ hɛnon      ‗to vomit‘ 
hariton     ‗to have diarrhea‘ 

 
 

ho           ‗house‘ 
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Ik‘s voiceless labio-dental fricative /f/ has no allophones or distributional restrictions. The same 
is true for the voiceless alveolar fricative /s/. Both sounds are well represented. 
 
Lateral fricatives, in this case the voiceless one, were mentioned earlier as a sound preferred by 
Ik speakers born before 1950. Younger speakers tend to substitute the palatal /ʃ/ or even the 
glottal /h/ for the lateral /ɬ/. Thus in the interest of describing a synchronic phonological 
system, both /ɬ/ and /ʃ/ are analyzed as one phoneme slot in the total phonemic inventory. They 
are not both phonemes for any one given speaker of Ik, and therefore cannot be considered co-
existing in an ideal speaker‘s phoneme set. Insofar as the Ik express a desire to preserve the 
‗old Ik‘, the lateral fricative /ɬ/ is not excluded as a phoneme, even though it may be seldom 
heard. Because /ɬ/ failed to surface in the data used for this study, nothing more can be said 
about its allophony or distribution, although it is assumed to pattern like /ʃ/. 
 
Like its affricate twin /tʃ/, the post-alveolar fricative /ʃ/ is absent word-finally. One hypothesis 
available at this stage of research is that /ʃ/ has some allophonic relationship with /k/, which up 
to now is unknown. More research is needed for this whole class of sounds. 
 
The phoneme /h/ is restricted to the word-initial, syllable onset position. 

3.1.8 Voiced fricatives 
/z/ voiced alveolar fricative with egressive pulmonic airstream 
/lʒ/ voiced lateral fricative with egressive pulmonic airstream 
/ʒ/ voiced post-alveolar fricative with egressive pulmonic airstream 
 
 word-initial word-medial word-final 
/z/ zɪn       ‗zebra‘ 

 
 

 
zuk      ‗very‘ 

 
 

 
 

/lʒ/ or /ɬj/* lʒɔ*      ‗cow‘ 
 

lʒod      ‗spotless‘ 

 
 

ilʒukʼulʒukʼes ‗to bend‘ 

*(All examples of /lʒ, ɬj/ 
are from Heine 1999) 

/ʒ/  ɗ ʒɛ  
     ‗mist‘ 

 



 

 

 

27 

There are fewer voiced fricatives in Ik than voiceless ones. This class of sounds is also affected 
by chronolectal variation. According to Heine, in some words /s/ is preferred over /z/ by 
speakers born roughly after 1950, as in [sɪn] ‗zebra‘ versus [zɪn]. The voiced alveolar fricative 
/z/ is well attested in both chronolects, but more so among the older speakers. For some 
younger Ik speakers,  /s/ seems simply be in free variation with /z/.  
 
Two comments related to linguistic context may be relevant. Firstly, we note that in the Dodoth 
dialect of Karamojong, bordering the Ik on two sides, [s], [z], and [ð] are in free variation. 
Take for example the third-person singular pronoun which can be heard roughly as [iŋes], 
[iŋez], and [iŋeð]. If orthographic conventions, both formal and informal hand-writing, are any 
indication, [s] seems to be more psychologically prominent for Dodoth speakers. [z] comes in a 
close second, and [ð] a distant third. It seems reasonable to conclude that /s/ is indeed the 
phoneme. Secondly, we noted that 

illustrating the effect Dodoth has had on his sibilants. For a Dodoth speaker to distinguish 
meaning, it seems sufficient for frication to be heard somewhere between the alveolar (/s/ or 
[z]) and inter-dental points ([ð] or even [θ]). Thus, the degree to which Ik speakers freely vary 
/s/ and /z/ in some lexemes may spring from their level of interaction with the Dodoth, both 
now and in the past. To summarize, both /s/ and /z/ are phonemes in Ik. Words that begin with 
/s/ for older speakers also begin with /s/ for younger speakers. Words that begin with /z/ for 
older speakers may begin with /s/ for some younger speakers. The two phonemes vary freely.  
 
Heine attests to the existence of a voiced lateral fricative—/lʒ/—which he symbolizes as /ɬy/ 
(1999:14). Word-initially, /lʒ/ has tended to be replaced by /hE/ for younger speakers, as in 
/lʒɔ/ → /hɛɔ - ʒ

is assumed to belong to the pre-1950 chronolect, just as its voiceless counterpart /ɬ/. What does 
not seem to be true is that /lʒ/ for older folks becomes /ʒ/ for younger ones, as was the case for 
the voiceless fricatives. As is shown below, the present-day phoneme /ʒ/ surprisingly originates 
from the older /ɬ/, not /lʒ/. Therefore it is simply the case that if a speaker employs /ɬ/ and /lʒ/ 
as phonemes, they will not employ /ʃ/ and /ʒ/, and vice versa.  
 
The voiced post-alveolar fricative /ʒ/ was unambiguously attested in only two lexemes out of 
1700. Those same two lexemes in Heine (1999) have /ɬ/ in the place of /ʒ/. A third lexeme—
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[kaʃ —neutralizes the distinction between /ʃ/ and /ʒ/ before a voiceless vowel, and is 
therefore inconclusive. Pending more detailed investigation, /ʒ/ will remain a posited phoneme.  
 

3.1.9 Liquids 
/l/ voiced lateral approximate with egressive pulmonic airstream 
/r/ voiced alveolar rhotic with egressive pulmonic airstream 
 
 word-initial word-medial word-final 
/l/  

coal‘ 
 

lotabusen  ‗harmattan‘ 
lolot         ‗mongoose‘ 

iɗoliɗ  
ɲɛlɔk lɔk   ‗vine‘ 

 
ɗ  

 

tulel   ‗eggplant‘ 
ɲ lɛl   ‗corpse‘ 
ŋ sɪl    ‗silk‘ 
ŋɪl      ‗gizzard‘ 

 
/r/ r b           ‗millet‘ 

ro            ‗desert‘ 
ri             ‗goat‘ 

ɡw      ‗ox‘ 
 

r r          ‗waist‘ 
tsɪrɪm        ‗metal‘ 
ɔrɔr           ‗stream‘ 

ɡwan    ‗moon‘ 
 

temur ‗beard‘ 
bɛr   ‗okra‘ 

 
tabar   ‗pool‘ 
ɡaɗ  

 
The voiced lateral approximate /l/ is well attested and without known allophones. The voiced 
alveolar rhotic is also well attested, but it comes in two forms: flapped [ɾ] and trilled [r]. 
According to Heine, ―there is no phonetic contrast between [ɾ] and [r] word-initially and word-
finally, where both are long and partly devoiced. Word-internally, however, the two are clearly 
distinguished‖ (1999:15). Since at this stage of research it has not been determined which 
sound is the phoneme and which the allophone, both sounds have been subsumed under the 
label ‗rhotic‘. 



 

 

 

29 

3.2 Nasal consonants 
/m/ voiced bilabial nasal with egressive pulmonic airstream 
/n/ voiced dental nasal with egressive pulmonic airstream 
/ɲ/ voiced palatal nasal with egressive pulmonic airstream 
/ŋ/ voiced velar nasal with egressive pulmonic airstream 
 
 word-initial word-medial word-final 
/m/  

 
 
 

mɛs      ‗beer‘ 

 
ram s      ‗polygamy‘ 
timoi       ‗tail‘ 

 
tam s      ‗to think‘ 

kɪ  ‗mushroom‘ 
ɡoɡom ‗chest‘ 

    ‗snake‘ 
im        ‗child‘ 
m       ‗person‘ 

/n/ nakʼaf   ‗tongue‘ 
naɓ  
ts      ‗s/he/it‘ 

 
 

ɡaanik     ‗poorly‘ 
 

anɛt s       ‗to remember‘ 
turunet     ‗lemon‘ 
w nɔn     ‗to be fast‘ 

kan       ‗back‘ 
      ‗stump‘ 
       ‗bud‘ 

taban     ‗wing‘ 
    ‗chin‘ 

/ɲ/ ɲ ɲ  
ɲeɡiɾoi   ‗bamboo‘ 
ɲɛlɔk lɔk ‗vine‘ 
ɲɛr t       ‗marsh‘ 
ɲatal      ‗taboo‘ 

iɲ    ‗to bare teeth‘ 
ɲon    ‗to pity‘ 

ŋ ɲ n      ‗to be open‘ 
ɲ         ‗to pound‘ 
m ɲ s     ‗to slander‘ 

tɔrɔmɪɲ  ‗porcupine‘ 
k     ‗river-bank‘ 

muɲ      ‗all‘ 
ɲ    ‗ostrich‘ 

/ŋ/  
ŋɪl        ‗gizzard‘ 
ŋ sɪl      ‗silk‘ 

 
 

oŋor       ‗elephant‘ 
aŋaras     ‗gravel‘ 
ɓɔŋɔr n   ‗clay‘ 
ɪŋaal s    ‗to poison‘ 

n  ‗to growl‘ 

     ‗pupil (eye)‘ 
ma     ‗cheek‘ 

    ‗molar‘ 
d      ‗flying ant‘ 

  ‗knee‘ 
 
Ik boasts a symmetrical inventory of nasal consonants. The first three nasals—/m, n, and ɲ/—
are not known to have allophones. The velar nasal has a possible allophone in a post-velar 
nasal [ɴ] before the post-velar [qʼ], but this is not certain without more research. In Ik personal 
pronouns, the word-initial nasal consonant assimilates to the point of articulation of the 
following oral con - - -
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- -person singular genitive 
becomes [ tʃi-]. Which nasal is the underlying archiphoneme has not been determined. 

3.3 Semi-vowels 
/w/ voiced labio-velar approximate with egressive pulmonic airstream 
/j/ voiced palatal approximate with egressive pulmonic airstream 
 
 word-initial word-medial word-final 
/w/ wɛl        ‗window‘ 

 
to beg‘ 

 
wɛr ts n ‗to squeak‘ 

sawat          ‗shoulder‘ 
ɲ          ‗ostrich‘ 

t w r           ‗bridge‘ 
         ‗mother‘ 

kwar           ‗mountain‘ 

aw         ‗village‘ 
sɛw        ‗stick‘ 
ɗaw       ‗knife‘ 

y‘ 
 

/j/ jawijaw  ‗stream‘ 
       ‗my sister‘ 

jʊkʼʊm    ‗neck‘ 
     ‗to be harsh‘ 

to shake buttocks‘ 

 
ɲon        ‗to pity‘ 

ɪj r n          ‗to soar‘ 
ɡ  

ijon            ‗to be‘ 

 

 
-

occurs when a word-final back vowel like /o/ o
, due to certain morphosyntactic conditions. Phonetically, the 

devoiced back 
]. This allophony, which involves the morphophonemics of the case system, can 

be symbolized as follows: 
 
13) /o, u  
 
The rule states that ―(given certain morphosyntactic conditions) back vowels are realized as 
voiceless labio-velar approximates when they are devocalized (losing moraicity and voicing) 
before a voiceless open, central, unrounded vowel.‖ 
 
The voiced palatal approximate /j/ has no known allophones. Many Ik lexemes that begin with 
/j/ may be alternatively preceded by /i/. This apparently free variation affects hundreds of 
lexemes. Any motivation for the variation has yet to be discovered.  
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4 Syllable structure 
Ik words are constructed using one or more of the following nine syllable types: 
 
 V 
 VC 
 CV 
 CVC 
 CVV 
 CG4V 
 CGVC 
 CVVC 
 CGVVC 
 
Thus the maximal syllable template for Ik is: CGVVC.  

4.1 V 
Table 5 presents a selection of Ik disyllabic nouns and verbs that contain a V syllable type. No 
words consisting only of a V syllable have been recorded.  
 
Table 5: Disyllabic words with a V syllable type 
 
Nouns  Verbs  
akʼat        V.CVC nose  it coagulates 
ɛd V.CV brother  he deceives 

V.CV mother  he tramples 
emut       V.CVC story  she slaps 

 pocket  he is stupid 
 
Nasals can also function as the nuclei of syllables. Table 6 lists some examples. 
 

                                                 
4 The glides, or semivowels, [j] and [w] are represented in the syllable templates as G, and nasals as N. 
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Table 6: Words with a nasal as the nucleus of a V-syllable    
 
Nouns  Verbs  

kʼ          N.CVC food          N.CV I eat 
tʃi momot  N.CV- nephew kʼ      N.CVC he eats 
ka             N.CV I kʼ     N.CVC he defecates 
tsa             N.CV s/he/it   
ta              N.CV they   

 
Ik disprefers consonant clustering (with the exception of semi-vowels), whether word-internally 
or at word boundaries. This is presumably to facilitate fluent pronunciation. Due to their 
sonority, nasals present an exception to this rule. Within an utterance, nasals are allowed to 
immediately precede consonants without an intervening vowel. This occurs only when a vowel 
normally separating the nasal and consonant is elided during fast or casual speech. Consider 
these two examples: 
 
14)  →   ‗to heal‘ 
  →  
  
In the first example, the vowel /i/ of the causative affix /-it/ is elided, allowing /ŋ/ and /t/ to 
stand adjacent such that the /ŋ/ becomes the coda of the preceding syllable /-raŋ/. In the second 
example, the /a/ in the Karamojong prefix /ŋa-/ denoting ‗the language of…‘ is elided. Not only 
can /ŋ/ and /k/ stand adjacent, but the /ŋ/ receives the high tone of the elided vowel.  
 
A similar process is observed in the Dodoth dialect of Karamojong. The elision of /i/ in 
ŋikamerak ‗drunkards‘ loans the /ŋ/ as a coda for the preceding syllable, which becomes 
kaŋ.kamerak (CVC.CV.CV.CVC) in place of ka ŋikamerak (CV.CV.CV.CV.CVC): 
 
15) nyerworo       aeoŋ ka    ŋikamerak    → nyerworo aeoŋ ka ŋkamerak 
 NEG-speak.1SG I     with drunkards        
 ‗I don‘t speak with drunkards.‘     
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4.2 VC 
Table 7: Monosyllabic words with a VC syllable type 
 
Nouns  Verbs  
ʄ              VC wound of             VC coughǃ 

ak             VC mouth ɛm            VC groanǃ 
ɔk             VC bone ep             VC sleepǃ 
m            VC person ats             VC comeǃ 

im             VC child tsʼ            VC biteǃ 
 
The first three nouns in Table 7 are ambiguous with regard to syllabification if one considers 
the occurrence of voiceless vowels. Occasionally the first three nouns in Table 7 are realized 
phonetically as [ ʄ ɔ
underlyingly, then these three forms would be syllabified instead as V.CV. The phonological 
status of prepausal voiceless vowels is still inconclusive.  

4.3 CV 
A second syllable type in Ik is CV. Table 8 presents a collection of Ik monosyllabic nouns and 
verbs.  
 
Table 8: Monosyllabic words with a CV syllable structure 
 
Nouns  Verbs  

 praying mantis wa           CV he harvests 
ku              CV grass       CV callǃ 
dɛ              CV foot CV she is sick 
ri               CV goat ma           CV he gives 
ro              CV desert tʃɛ            CV killǃ 
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Table 9 gives examples of some polysyllabic words consisting of CV syllables.  
 
Table 9: Polysyllabic words with a CV.CV.(CV) syllable structure 
 
Nouns  Verbs  

 elbow  she is pregnant 
tul        CV.CV rabbit tereti     CV.CV.CV he usually divides 
b bo       CV.CV your father det       CV.CV bringǃ 

 paternal aunt  I‘m selfish 
didi        CV.CV rain  does he talk? 

4.4 CVC 
Our data corroborate Archibald Tucker‘s testimony

re built up of CVC roots‖ (1971:343). Table 10 presents 
some examples of this syllable type: 
 
Table 10: Monosyllabic words with a CVC syllable structure 
 
Nouns  Verbs  
bos         CVC ear  blowǃ 

b        CVC umbilical cord   CVC he shivers 
kan         CVC back (anat.)  it smells 

 heart wet        CVC drinkǃ 
séd         CVC garden  it‘s hot 
ʄum        CVC      mud ɓor        CVC she tires 
ɗɛf         CVC mat  he‘s fat 
tʃɛm       CVC war rot         CVC spyǃ 
lar         CVC tobacco pipe f ʄ         CVC whistleǃ 
tsʼ d       CVC tobacco sot         CVC carveǃ 
 
The most common polysyllabic patterns containing CVC syllables are CV.CVC and 
CV.CV.CVC. Where morphology would have two CVC roots conjoining, as in reduplication, 
an epenthetic vowels appears. Examples of this vowel epenthesis in stem reduplication include 
words like /fɛtifɛt/ ‗nape of neck‘ and /b sub s/ ‗reed‘. Whether the epenthetic vowel is 
phonemic or not is not yet known. Other lexemes suggest partial reduplication of CVC stems: 
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/ɡoɡom/ ‗chest‘ and /tit ʄ/ ‗heel‘. To reiterate, a large portion of the Ik lexicon is formed by 
words comprising CVC stems, often augmented through word-building strategies like 
reduplication which involve vowel epenthesis. Table 11 displays some relevant data: 
 
Table 11: Polysyllabic words containing the CVC syllable structure 
 
Nouns  Verbs  
CV.CVC  CV.CVC  
kʼ  jaw  to wake up 

 throat  it is visible 
temur beard  he stumbles 
komos buttock  kneelǃ 
suɡur malaria talak she permits 
    
CV.CV.CVC  CV.CV.CVC  

 nape of neck  he‘s sweating 
ɓoliɓol goiter  it rolls 
lomelew widow  she folds 

 monkey  it stinks 
tasapet initiation   

4.5 CVV 
In most instances of V1V2 in Ik, ambiguous cases can be resolved by positing a glide for one of 
the two vowels. Exceptions to this include /kae/ ‗tortoise‘ and /ɔtae/ ‗rainy season‘ which could 
hardly be analyzed as /kay/ or /ɔtay/. Further evidence for a CVV syllable comes from 
examples of long vowels, as in . In these three 
examples and others, there seems to be a correlation between high tone and vowel lengthening, 
but more research is needed before we can be sure on this point. Although the issue of vowel 
sequences in Ik is not satisfactorily resolved, evidence does point to a CVV syllable type. 

4.6 CGV 
Ik allows three syllable types with consonant-glide sequences, and these only in the onset 
position: CGV, CGVC, and CGVVC. Table 12 highlights some CG sequences found in the data 
and the syllables containing them: 
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Table 12: CG consonant sequences and the CGV syllable types they form 
 
ɓw  to drag 
lw tolwes to betray 
rw  to blink 
jw ijwe falsehood 
tsw  to ring out 
tʃw tʃwe water 
kw dakwa tree 
ɡw ɡwa bird 
kʼw kʼwaɗon to be few 
ŋw ŋwa female 

4.7 CGVC 
Table 13: CG consonant sequences and the CGVC syllable types they form 
 
mw  to swim 
kw kwar mountain 
ɡw ɡwan moon 
kʼw kʼwar bruise 
ŋw ŋwaʃ he‘s lame 

4.8 CVVC 
CVVC syllables are few in number but are sometimes realized when verbal affixes like /-on/ 
and /-es/ are suffixed to verb roots end es

A monomorphemic example of CVVC is /ʄ ‗always‘.  

4.9 CGVVC 
The largest syllable type in Ik—CGVVC—is attested in /k‘waat/ ‗to give birth‘ and /ɗwaan/ ‗to 
weed‘. Our current hypothesis for the occurrence of this syllable type is that these two forms 
are bimorphemic, such that underlyingly the first example is /kʼo + at/ and the second /ɗo + 
an/. Because the back vowel /o/ is followed by another vowel, it shortens to become the semi-
vowel /w/. The syllabicity or moraicity lost in the change from /o/ to /w/ is displaced onto the 
following vowel, resulting in compensatory lengthening. 
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5 Conclusion 
To conclude, in Section 1 we introduced readers d, the language spoken by the Ik 
people of Uganda, whose unique culture and language were brought to public attention by 
Colin Turnbull‘s controversial book, The Mountain People. Among the salient points we make 
in the introduction of our paper, perhaps the most puzzling is that the genetic classification of 
Ik remains unclear; and this, after substantial linguistic research, much of which is now 
published. Then in Sections 2–4, in order to add new insights toward an accurate classification

d, we presented our recent findings on Ik vowels, consonants and glides, as well as the 
syllable structure d. However, in spite of detailed discussion of the phonetics (e.g., velar 
ejectives) and phonology (e.g., ‗chronolects‘) presented, it must be quickly pointed out that 
throughout the course of this study, numerous areas for further research have come to light. 
These include: 
 

 Tone 
 Voiceless vowels 
 Vowel harmony 
 Vowel sequences and ambiguous segments 
 Morphophonemics (especially relating to the case system) 

 
Finally, even though our paper, The Phonological Segments and Syllabic Structure of Ik, has 
brought out areas needing further investigation, it is the our hope that the descriptions found 
here will make a lasting contribution to the study of Rub (Kuliak) languages in particular, and 
the greater Nilo-Saharan family in general. Moreover, as two Rub languages (Nyang‘ia and 
Soo) face imminent extinction, descriptions of other aspects of Rub linguistics cannot come 
soon enough. 
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