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ABSTRACT

This study provides a formant analysis of the ten
monophthongal vowels /i, y, e, ø, E, W, u, È, o, A/,
of Northern Lisu, a Tibeto-Burman language spoken
around the borders of China, Myanmar and India.
Word-list recordings were made of 8 native speak-
ers from Yunnan province in China (4 female and 4
male). Results show differences in vowel realization
between the male and female speakers, with female
speakers and not male speakers merging the contrast
between /e/ and /ø/. However, both sets of speak-
ers show evidence of merger between /u/ and /y/,
and /W/ and /È/. This study provides evidence for
the instability of the secondary cardinal vowels in a
complex monophthongal vowel space.

Keywords: Acoustic phonetics, Tibeto-Burman
languages, Northern Lisu, vowels.

1. INTRODUCTION

Lisu is a Tibeto-Burman language, spoken in North-
east India, Northern Myanmar, Southwest China,
and Thailand [8]. The main dialects of Lisu are
Northern, Central, and Southern, and it is related to
the languages Lahu, Jingphaw, and Yi [3].

Northern Lisu is spoken in and around the
Nujiang Lisu Autonomous Prefecture, in West-
ern/Northwestern Yunnan Province, China [2].
Maximally, the Lisu vowel system has ten monoph-
thongal vowels /i, y, e, ø, E, W, u, È, o, A/, in Cen-
tral Lisu [3][6]. Northern Lisu displays merging of
the front rounded vowels with others; /y/>/u/ and
/ø/>/e/, while the distinction between /W/ and /È/ is
marginal in this variety [3].

This study presents an acoustic phonetic analy-
sis of the vowel space of Northern Lisu. The front
rounded vowels have been treated as separate in the
analysis, to see to what degree this merger is present.

2. METHOD

2.1. Data Collection

Data were collected from eight participants (4 fe-
male and 4 male) in Kunming, the capital of Yun-
nan Province in China. All participants were native
speakers of Northern Lisu, from Nujiang Lisu Au-
tonomous Prefecture. They were all university ed-
ucated, living and studying in Kunming, and aged
between 20 and 22 years.

Recordings were made in a quiet room, using an
H4n Zoom with a sampling rate of 48kHz, with one
exception where the battery had run low and the
Zoom auto-lowered the sampling rate to 44.1kHz.
Participants were asked to give three repetitions of
each word in a list obtained from the Dictionary of
the Northern Dialect of Lisu [2]. Due to participants
occasionally producing either more or fewer repeti-
tions of a target word than was requested, in total
920 vowel tokens were analysed for this study.

2.2. Segmentation and Analysis

The recordings were manually segmented and la-
belled using Praat [1].

Using the emuR package [7] in R [5], formant
values were extracted at vowel midpoints and then
plotted with the phonR package [4]. Outliers, such
as where a formant was listed as 0Hz, were double-
checked manually and corrected using Praat, where
this was required.

3. RESULTS

Figure 1 shows the average female and average male
speakers on the one plot. However, the shapes and
relative locations of each vowel in the space is gen-
erally similar. One point to note, here is the relative
lowering of /E/ for female speakers. A similar phe-
nomenon can be seen for female speakers of Central
Lisu [6].
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Figure 1: Northern Lisu vowel spaces for males
and females

Figures 2 and 3 show the vowel spaces of female
and male speakers of Northern Lisu.

Figure 2: Northern Lisu vowel space for female
speakers

As can be seen in figure 2, the vowel /e/ is lower
and further back in the vowel space than /i/, for
all speakers. Its rounded counterpart, /ø/, however,
doesn’t always pattern with /e/. For speaker four, /ø/
is produced very near to /e/. Speaker six produces /ø/
higher than both /i/ and /e/. For the other two speak-
ers, seven and eight, /ø/ is produced more centrally,
patterning near to /È/ and /W/.

The vowels /E/ and /A/ are both noticeably lower
than /e/, with /A/ lower again and further back in the
vowel space.

The vowel, /o/ is much higher in the vowel space
than /A/, clustering just below and slightly further
back in the vowel space where most speakers’ pro-
ductions of /u/ sits.

The vowel, /y/ sits back in the vowel space, for all
of the female participants. However, it appears to be
produced slightly further forward than /u/.

The vowels /È/ and /W/ are both produced quite
centrally. Additionally, speakers four, seven, and
eight produce both these vowels in very similar
areas, while speaker six separates the two only
slightly.

Figure 3: Northern Lisu vowel space for male
speakers

The vowel spaces for the male participants is sim-
ilar to the females’ vowel spaces. For all speakers,
/i/ is higher than /e/. The vowel /ø/ is quite central
for most male speakers, except for speaker five, who
produces it further forward in his vowel space, but
still back from his production of /e/.

Both the vowels, /E/ and /A/ are noticeably lower
than /e/, for speakers one and five. However, speak-
ers two and, in particular, three, produce an /E/ which
is closer to their production of /e/. All male speakers
produce an /A/ which is further back in their vowel
space than their /E/. And, while most speakers pro-
duce /A/ lower than /E/, speaker one’s /E/ is the lower
of the two.

The vowel, /o/ is higher and further back in the
vowel space than /A/, for all speakers. And it is a
little lower and further back than all male speakers’
productions of /u/.

As with the female speakers, /y/, sits further back
in the vowel space than /i/, with all male speakers
producing this vowel very similarly to /u/. However,
speaker one produces this vowel slightly closer to /o/
than /u/.

The vowel /È/ is produced quite centrally for all
speakers, with speaker three producing this vowel
slightly further back and higher than the other three
male speakers. However, unlike the female speak-
ers, the close, back, unrounded vowel, /W/ doesn’t
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pattern for the male speakers as closely to /È/. The
location of this vowel for each speaker is fairly cen-
tral in a front/back sense, but varies in height, with
speaker three producing this vowel almost as high
as his /i/, speaker two producing a lower /È/ than
speaker three, and speaker five lower than speaker
two, with, finally, speaker one producing /È/ lowest
of the four male participants.

3.1. Vowel Mergers

Figures 4 and 5 display the ellipse plots of partici-
pants’ productions of /e/ and /ø/.

Figure 4: Ellipse plot of female Lisu speakers’
production of /e/ and /ø/

Figure 5: Ellipse plot of male Lisu speakers’ pro-
duction of /e/ and /ø/

It is clear that, despite the apparent distance be-
tween these two vowels for female speakers in figure
1, there is a large degree of overlap for these vow-
els in the F1/F2 plane. Meanwhile, Male procudtion
of /ø/ is comparatively retracted in the vowel space

from /e/. However, to get a fuller picture of the sim-
ilarity of these two vowels, we must also consider
F3, as this correlates to degree of lip rounding, and
that is the typical difference between vowels /e/ and
/ø/.

Figure 6: Box plot of F3 values of Lisu speakers’
production of /e/ and /ø/

It can be seen in figure 6 that the F3 for these vow-
els has a high degree of similarity for female speak-
ers. The male speakers, however, appear to differ-
entiate /e/ and /ø/ in both the F1/F2 plane and in F3.
Male production of /ø/ is comparatively retracted in
the vowel space from /e/, and displays lower F3 val-
ues, which may be expected to correlate with lip-
rounding.

Figures 7 and 8 are the ellipse plots of partici-
pants’ profuction of /y/ and /u/.

Figure 7: Ellipse plot of female Lisu speakers’
production of /y/ and /u/

As these plots show, there is a large degree of
overlap in production of /y/ and /u/, for both male
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Figure 8: Ellipse plot of male Northern Lisu
speakers’ production of /y/ and /u/

and female speakers of Northern Lisu. F3 values
for these vowels display little difference for both fe-
male and male speakers. The mean F3 for female
speakers’ /u/ is 2,767Hz with a standard deviation of
224.5Hz and for /y/ is 2,851Hz with a standard de-
viation of 196.9Hz. The mean F3 for male speakers’
/u/ is 2,483Hz with a standard deviation of 184.1Hz
and for /y/ is 2,517Hz with a standard deviation of
269.3Hz.

Figures 9 and 10 are the ellipse plots of partici-
pants’ productions of /W/ and /È/.

Figure 9: Ellipse plot of female Northern Lisu
speakers’ production of /W/ and /È/

It is clear from figure 9 that there is very little dif-
ference in production of /W/ and /È/ for all female
participants involved in this study. F3 measurements
for female speakers also show little difference in lip-
rounding between the two vowels. The mean F3 for
/È/ is 2,879Hz with a standard deviation of 186.7Hz,

while the mean F3 for /W/ is 2,880Hz with a stan-
dard deviation of 136.7Hz.

Figure 10: Ellipse plot of male Northern Lisu
speakers’ production of /W/ and /È/

As can be seen by figure 10, there is some overlap
in the production of these two vowels. However, it is
not as great as the female speakers’ production. F3
measurements for male speakers show little differ-
ence in lip-rounding between the two vowels. The
mean F3 for /È/ is 2,441Hz with a standard deviation
of 265.1Hz, while the mean F3 for /W/ is 2,486Hz
with a standard deviation of 231.5Hz.

4. CONCLUSION

The acoustic properties of the vowel spaces for male
and female Northern Lisu speakers have been pre-
sented. Plots displaying the degree of overlap in
the vowels /e/ and /ø/ indicate that this merger is
very nearly complete for female speakers, but male
speakers appear to still maintain a distinction on
these two vowels. Plots displaying the degree of
overlap in the vowels /y/ and /u/ indicate that this
merger appears to be complete for both female and
male speakers, though there are some outliers in
/y/ production for female speakers. Finally, plots
displaying /W/ and /È/ indicate that this marginal
distinction described in [3] appears to be merging
for female speakers, while male speakers appear to
maintain a marginal distinction. However, percep-
tual research is needed in order to better understand
the extent.

5. ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

We would like to thank He Jian Xin and Hu Shi Yu
for their patience and assistance in the data record-
ing, as well as the participants for their hard work.

1438



6. REFERENCES

[1] Boersma, P., Weenink, D. 2018. Praat: doing pho-
netics by computer [Computer Program]. Version
6.0.43.

[2] Bradley, D. 1994. A Dictionary of the Northern Di-
alect of Lisu (China and Southeast Asia). Canberra:
Pacific Linguistics.

[3] Bradley, D. 2016. Lisu language. In: Sybesma,
R. P. E., Behr, W., Gu, Y., Handel, Z., Huang,
C.-T. J., (eds), Encyclopedia of Chinese Languages
and Linguistics. Boston: Brill Academic Publishers.
Consulted online December 2018.

[4] McCloy, D. R. 2016. phonR: tools for phoneticians
and phonologists. R package version 1.0-7.

[5] R Core Team, 2018. R: A Language and Environ-
ment for Statistical Computing. R Foundation for
Statistical Computing Vienna, Austria.

[6] Tabain, M., Bradley, D., Yu, D. 2018. Central lisu.
Journal of the International Phonetic Association 1–
19. DOI: 10.1017/S0025100318000129.

[7] Winkelmann, R., Jaensch, K., Cassidy, S., Harring-
ton, J. 2018. emuR: Main Package of the EMU
Speech Database Management System. R package
version 1.1.1.

[8] Yu, D. 2007. Aspects of Lisu Phonology and Gram-
mar. PhD thesis La Trobe University.

1439


	Table of Contents
	Thu 8th Aug 14:00, Room 219, Lesser documented languages: The phonetic structures of indigenous languages of the Asia-Pacific and South America
	Rael Stanley; David Bradley; Defen Yu; Marija Tabain
	An Acoustic Study of Vowels in Northern Lisu




