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ABSTRACT

This paper seeks to describe some linguistic features of six dialects of the so-called Meru
group. All the six are found on a geographical continuum and they are mutually intelligible.
The argument in this paper is that the linguistic features, e.g. phonological, morphological and
lexical systems of dialects, are largely responsible for reduced degrees of intelligibility.
Dialect clusters within a given geographical area exhibit common phonological characteristics
for that particular cluster. Besides this sharing of phonological characteristics, there exist
features that are peculiar to individual dialects. That is, there are idiosyncratic features
inherent in a given dialect that set it off from the other dialects in the same cluster. The
existences of these peculiar features, therefore, enable us to draw dialect boundaries from a
phonological point of view. Morphological features as well as lexical differences that are
unique to one dialect also provide a firm basis for drawing linguistic boundaries. The total of
these diversities in unity constitute a language continuum. The dialects maintain individual
characteristics, though some may seem simple, to set them off from one another.

Keywords: dialectology, phonology, morphology, lexicon.

1. INTRODUCTION

It is a common phenomenon that dialect clusters within a given geographical
area tend to be more intelligible amongst each other than dialects that are more
distant, even though they belong to the same language. This has made it difficult
for many researchers who have attempted to draw linguistic boundaries. For
instance, what some scholars have grouped as different languages has been
questioned by other scholars as to whether these are separate languages or
simply dialect clusters; Sukuma/Nyamwezi and Zulu/Xhosa are examples of
such cases. Other examples of such clusters include: Kikuyu, Luhya, Kalenjin,
Pokomo and Mijikenda languages in Kenya.

“Meru”, which is regarded here as another cluster, has for a long time been
used as an umbrella term by colonial administrators to embrace the whole
population found north of River Thuci to Nyambene Range, between Mt. Kenya
in the west and the Upper Tana River in the east. However, Europeans who had
settled in this region did not regard all the linguistic groups as Meru. For
instance, Fadiman (1973) says that before the colonial era, the name Meru
referred only to five of the present nine sections; Imenti, Igembe, Tigania,
Miutine and Igoji. British administrators chose to include the Tharaka, who live
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in the adjoining Eastern Plains, and later the Mwimbi, Muthambi and Chuka
who border the Meru to the south.

The six dialects that will be the focus of our discussion are Imenti, which is
the most dominant group, Tharaka, Igoji, Mwimbi, Muthambi and Chuka.
Muthambi and Mwimbi will be, in some cases, categorised as Upper and Lower
Muthambi (U.M and L.M respectively); and Upper and Lower Mwimbi (U.MW
and L.MW respectively) where necessary. There are instances where clear-cut
sub-dialects emerge with reference to certain features. Upper Muthambi borders
Chuka and Lower Muthambi borders Lower Mwimbi geographically. These
dialects (Imenti, Tharaka, Igoji, Mwimbi, Muthambi and Chuka) were earlier
defined by Mohlig (1974, 1980) but our findings do not always agree with
Mohlig’s, and therefore we find it necessary to provide new data to define these
dialects and sub-dialects.

2. THE SOUND SYSTEMS

The dialects mentioned above are phonologically closely related. All of them
except Chuka have basically the same consonant and vowel system. Chuka
varies slightly in the consonant system; this group does not have a palatal
fricative /j/ and a voiceless bilabial stop /p/.

The sound systems are as follows:

Table 1. The Consonant System of Imenti, Igoji, Mwimbi, Muthambi & Tharaka.

Bilabial | Dental | Alveolar | Palatal | Velar
Plosive pb t (d) c () k g
“Trill” r
Fricative B) 0 i (y)
Semi-vowel (w) (!
Nasal m n n 1

Table 2. The Consonant System of Chuka.
Bilabial | Dental | Alveolar | Palatal | Velar

Plosive b t (d| cj k ¢
“Trill” r

Fricative () o) (y)
Semi-vowel (w) (y)

Nasal m n n )

All the dialects utilise five places of articulation. These places of articulation
are: bilabial, dental, alveolar, palatal and velar. In terms of manners of
articulation, the dialects have four of them, namely: stops, fricatives, a liquid
and glides. The stops and fricatives are in opposition, hence some consonants

1 In this paper we use the symbol /y/ to represent the palatal glide and /j/ to represent the
voiced palatal fricative.
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are enclosed in brackets. The use of brackets for various stops and the fricative
/B/ and /y/ shows some kind of opposition. This means the stops are in
opposition with fricatives articulated at the same place. However, the brackets
enclosing the glides do not show an opposition. They simply show that the
glides are more like vowels and are not consonants as such, hence some scholars
prefer to call them semivowels. All stops can occur in nasal environments, that
is to say they can have a nasal prefix (e.g. words in noun class 9/10) or they can
be prenasalised. Prenasalised stops occur word medially. The voiceless stops
may be found in non nasal environments, especially intervocalically where the
stop is sometimes used as a free variant alongside other free variants that
speakers use. The voiceless palatal stop is such an example. Intervocalically or
word initially stops weaken to continuants.

The vowel system is identical in all the dialects. They have a seven vowel
system which includes long and short vowels. There are phonemic and phonetic
long vowels. The phonemic ones occur stem medially or finally and phonetic
long vowels mostly occur stem initially. Phonetic long vowels are conditioned,
among others, by the morphological characteristics of the word, such as
morpheme or syllable boundaries. In addition, the morpho-phonological
processes operating in these dialects are the same except in very few cases. This
implies most morpho-phonological rules are also similar.

The vowels are:

FRONT BACK
HIGH |ii: uuw

e el 0O O:

€&l SO

LOW aa:

3. MORPHO-PHONOLOGICAL FEATURES THAT DISTINGUISH
THE DIALECTS

In this section we will endeavour to clearly exemplify the phonetic-phonological
features and some morpho-phonological features that differentiate the dialects.

3.1 PHONETIC REALISATION OF A DENTAL FRICATIVE /P/ AS
AN ALVEOLAR STOP /D/ OR AN ALVEOLAR TAP /r/ IN
MUTHAMBI, MWIMBI AND IGOJI

While all continuants strengthen after nasals, the dental fricative remains
unchanged in most cases among the dialects, e.g.
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Table 3. Change of the Voiced Inter-Dental Fricative A/ to a Voiced Alveolar Stop [d] or Voiced Alveolar Tap [r] in Muthambi, Mwimbi and

Igoji.
IMENTI THARAKA CHUKA MUTHAMEI MW IMEBI IGOJI GLOSS
_ _ n.dikadi n.dikari, n.dikadi mo.rikadi, n.dikadi, n.dikadi | lizard(s)
n.dikadi,n.dikadi
e.keda e.keda e.keda e.keda, e.keda, ekera | e.keda,e keda, e.kera e.keda harvest
ro.dings/ ro.dingo/ ro.dingy/ ro.dingo, ro.dingay/ ro.dings/ ro.dings/ wall(s)
n.dingo n.dingo n.dingo n.dinga, n.dinga n.ding, n.ding> n.dingo
o.0io o.dio o.0io o.rio, 0.0io o.0io o.rio, 0.0io face
_ ko.dii ko.die ko.rii ko.dii ko.dii to go
ko.ditanga | ko.dittanga® | ko.ditanga ko.di:tanga, ko.diitagga, ko.diztanga | ko.di:tanga to accuse
ko.riitanga
ro.0ea/ ro.0ea/ ro.0ea ro.dea, ro.dea/ ro.0ea, ro.dea/ ro.0ea/ cheek(s)
n.dea n.dea n.dea n.dea n.dea n.dea
_ e.didina e.0idina, n.diyino, n.diyino n.diyiny/ n.diyin, sweat(s)
n.didina/ ma.riyind n.diyinay/
ma.didina ma.didino
n.0doni n.doni n.doni n.doni, n.doni n.doni n.doni shame
n.duraku n.duraku n.duraku n.duraku, n.duraku n.duraku, n.duraku n.duraku soldier ant
kw.a:dimora | kw.a:dimora | kw.a:dimora | kw.a:dimora kw.a:dimora kw.a:dimora, to sneeze
kw.a:rimora

92U3PIAT o1sSINBUIT 3y :S1981eId NS



Nordic Journal of African Studies

One hypothesis that can be put forward to account for the exception of the
dental fricative from the continuant strengthening process is based on a
universal language tendency called Humboldt’s universal or the principle of one
form one meaning (Vennemann 1972; Anttila 1972). If one considers the cavity
features proposed by Chomsky and Halle (1968), the sound /0/ is [+coronal,
+anterior]. This means the blade of the tongue is raised towards the front teeth,
the alveolar ridge or the hard palate [+coronal]; and in the production of anterior
sounds, the main obstruction of the airstream is at a point no farther back in the
mouth than the alveolar ridge (cf. Katamba 1989: 44). If the dental fricative then
hardens to a stop, one would expect the resultant stop to be [d] which is also
[+coronal, +anterior]. The alveolar stop [d] is the non-continuant closest to /d/.
This would be dependent on the symmetry in these dialects whereby a
continuant strengthens to a non-continuant at the same point of articulation or
the one closest to its point of articulation. The paradigm thus generates

symmetry as follows: [B——b], [r——d], [i—3], [y —9].
If the observation above is true, then to create a symmetrical pattern whereby

a continuant becomes the non-continuant closest to it, [0 ——d] would be the
expected direction of change. However, this change would result in a phonetic
merger; /r/ and /0/ would be realised as [d]. Such a merger would consequently
lead to homophony, thus creating ambiguity in the language.

A situation where the two phonemes merge violates Humboldt’s principle of
one form one meaning. It may be the case that hardening of the voiced dental
fricative to a voiced alveolar stop is blocked to avoid violation of this universal
principle. On the contrary, there are cases of merger evident in some of the
dialects. For instance, the merger of the two phonemes, alveolar trill and dental
fricative, is common in Mwimbi, Muthambi and Igoji where quite often the
speakers merge the fricative and the trill to an alveolar stop. Unless the speakers
of other dialects are very conversant with these three dialects sometimes
comprehension becomes difficult.

The strengthening of the dental fricative to an alveolar stop does not only
cause ambiguity in the phoneme system but also in the vocabulary. The merger
often results in ambiguity in the meaning of words in other dialects.

Examples:

Table 4. Homophony.

CHUKA | MWIMBI MUTHAMBI THARAKA | IMENTI | IGOJI GLOSS
n.0eru | n.deru n.deru n.0sru n.0sru | n.0eru/ | clean
n.deru

n.deru | n.deru - - - - beard
n.0cke | n.0cke/n.deke | n.deke/n.deke | n.deke n.0cke | n.0eke | that I laugh
n.deke | n.deke n.deke n.deke n.deke | n.deke | that I leave

The forms in the table above show that if a speaker is not conversant with
Mwimbi, Muthambi or Igoji, then the intended meaning may be mis-interpreted
since two different glosses have the same phonetic form and are also
pronounced the same way. In such cases context plays a major role in helping
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speakers of Chuka, Tharaka and Imenti to interpret the intended meaning.
However, it may not be as easy for speakers who do not interact often with
speakers of these dialects, which merge two different phonetic forms, to
interpret the intended meaning.

The dental fricative, therefore, differentiates Mwimbi, Muthambi and Igoji
from the rest of the dialects. These three dialects harden the dental fricative /8/
to a voiced alveolar stop [d] mostly after nasals, or it changes to an alveolar tap
[c] intervocalically or in word initial position. A person who uses a voiced
alveolar tap or a voiced alveolar stop can easily be classified as either a
Muthambi or Mwimbi speaker by speakers of other dialects. The use of these
two variants is quite seldom in Igoji. Their existence in Igoji can be attributed to
contact with Mwimbi speakers, especially Upper Mwimbi, who closely border
the population that is categorised as speakers of Igoji.

The failure of the dental fricative to strengthen in Imenti, Tharaka and
Chuka, in more strict phonetic terms, is due to the fact that /&/ does not have a
corresponding voiced stop in the same way as other continuants. There is a gap
in what would be a perfect symmetrical pattern of correspondences between
voiced continuants and voiced non-continuants.

The symmetry would be as follows:

PLACE OF ARTICULATION | CONTINUANT | NON-CONTINUANT
Bilabial [B] [b]

Dental (0] —

Alveolar [1] [d]

Palatal Lil 3]

Velar [y] [g]

3.2 DELETION, GLIDE FORMATION AND COMPENSATORY
LENGTHENING

a) Deletion of /f3/

Imenti, Lower Muthambi, Mwimbi and Igoji delete the voiced bilabial fricative
/B/ intervocalically where the phoneme has been retained in Upper Muthambi,
Chuka and sometimes Tharaka. That is, there are instances of overlaps between
both phenomena (deletion and retention) in Upper Muthambi and Tharaka. The
table below (table 5) illustrates cases where the bilabial fricative is retained in
Chuka, Upper Muthambi and Tharaka. Another table (table 6) that illustrates
cases where the fricative is deleted also in Tharaka and Upper Muthambi is
given.

305



90¢

Table 5. Deletion of /5/.

ko.jyaita

IMENTI THARAKA CHUKA UM L.M UMW L.MW 1GOJI GLOSS

korra~ko.ora | ko.Pora ko.pora _ _ _ _ kora— to beat someone
ko.ora

_ _ ko.rifa ko.rifa ko.ria ko.ria ko.ria ko.ria to beat someone®

_ ko.Pe:fa ko.pe:fa ko.pe:fa _ _ yo.te:a yo.teya to breathe

_ _ ma.eni _ _ _ ma.e:mi _ lie

yo.kue, yo.kufe, yo.kufe, yo.kufe, |yokue, | yo.kuwe, yokue, yo.kue, near (ADJ)

a.kue a.kufe a.kupe,fa.kufe | akupe a.kue a.kue a.kue a.kuwe

ye.kue/ ye.kufe/ yekuPenkupe | yekuPe/ | _ yekue/ n.kue yekue/ short (ADJ)

n.kue .kufe n.kue n.kue n.kue

ko:da—~ koda—~ ko.poda ko.poda _ ko:da—~ _ ko:da—~ light (ADJ)

ko.oda ko.oda ko.oda ko.oda

kua’kwya~ | ko.fua ko.pu:fa ku:pa ku:a ku:a kua ku:a to kindle/to light

ku.uya fire

kwrrutana~ | ko.furuitana, | ko.furu:tana, ko.puruta | _ kwrutana~ | kwrutana~ | kwrutana~ | to blow

ku.urutana | ko.fu:tana ko.pu:fana na ku.urutana | kuurutana | ku.urutana

kw.e:dia ko.Pe:dia ko. e:fia ko.fedia | - kw.e:dia kw.e:dia kw.e:dia to burn

_ yo.cya:ta, ko.pa:ta ko.paita yw.aita | yw.aita yw.aita _ to sweep

S3IpNIS URILIY JO [euanog JIpIoN
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The data in table 5 shows that after the deletion of /B/ the vowels are always
lengthened to compensate for the lost consonant. For instance, if the vowel of
the prefix is identical to that of the stem the two merge and surface as a long
vowel (cf. the form “to beat someone”); if the deleted consonant occurs word
medially the first vowel of the stem is often lengthened (cf. forms “near, short”).
In addition, if a low vowel in the prefix precedes a high vowel in the stem, the
vowel of the prefix is raised to the position of the vowel of the stem. This is how
forms such as “to blow” and “to kindle” in table 5 above are generated. Thus:

Example 1
IMENTI ku:rutana ku:a
THARAKA | ko.Buru:tana | ko.Bua
U.M - ku:Pa
L.M - ku:a
U.MW ku:rutana ku:a
L.MW ku:rutana ku:a
IGOJI ku:rutana ku:a
CHUKA ko.puru:tana | ko.Bu:Pa
INPUT *ko.burutana | *ko.buba
GLOSS to blow to kindle fire

Considering the two forms in example 1, we note that after the deletion of the
consonant /3/ (marked in the table as /b/ in the input), the vowel of the prefix /o/
1s raised to the position of the vowel of the stem /u/. Subsequently, the prefix
vowel in combination with the stem vowel lengthens to compensate for the loss
of the consonant. An even more interesting phenomenon is noted on the second
form “to kindle fire” where some dialects have lost one consonant and others
have lost two (cf. table 5 for details). Chuka has retained two bilabial fricatives
in the form “to kindle fire”, and Tharaka and Upper Muthambi one each, the
processes of deletion and height assimilation are responsible for the forms in
example 1 above in the other dialects. The underlying form at some point had
the two bilabial fricatives that have been lost at different times in the historical
development of these dialects. For example, in Imenti, Lower Muthambi, Upper
Mwimbi, Lower Mwimbi and Igoji, after the deletion of the two bilabial
fricatives, the vowel of the prefix is raised to the height of the stem initial vowel
through height assimilation. The vowel is then lengthened to compensate for the
two consonants that are deleted. Upper Muthambi, on the other hand, deletes
only the stem initial consonant which is also compensated through height
assimilation and vowel lengthening. Tharaka deletes the stem medial consonant
but in this case there is no lengthening, perhaps because of the differences in
qualities of the vowels involved; a high back vowel and a low (non front/non
back) vowel.

Sometimes after the deletion of the voiced bilabial fricative, the vowel of the
prefix triggers glide formation according to the glide formation rules that
operate in these dialects and consequently, the vowel of the stem is lengthened
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(cf. “to burn” and “to sweep” in table 5). Therefore, compensatory lengthening,
height assimilation and glide formation are some of the strategies Imenti,
Mwimbi, Lower Muthambi and Igoji use to compensate for the loss of the
voiced bilabial fricative found in Tharaka, Upper Muthambi and Chuka.

Tharaka alternates features that are found in Mwimbi, Igoji, Lower
Muthambi and Imenti. Sometimes the bilabial fricative is deleted and its position
filled through the strategies discussed above. In a few cases the vowels that are
retained after deletion do not lengthen like in other dialects (see “palm”, “to
twist a rope”, “to sneeze” in table 6 below). One can argue that in the first two
examples (palm, to twist a rope) the vowel is only lengthened when there is
glide formation, and this holds true for all the dialects.Therefore, Tharaka is not
special here, but such an explanation does not apply to the form “to sneeze”.

The presence of such exceptions in Tharaka may be attributed to influence
from neighbouring Imenti speakers. It could also be a recent development in
Tharaka whereby the sounds are gradually getting deleted since the speakers of
Tharaka are often in contact with the neighbouring dialects in day-to-day
interactions and ventures such as trade, religion and education. Moreover, the
forms with the bilabial fricatives could also be viewed as retentions of old forms
in Tharaka, since such cases are few as compared to Chuka. We also do not rule
out the possibility that such retentions could be historical accidents.
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Table 6. Consonant Deletion, Vowel Lengthening and Glide Formation.

IMENTI THARAKA CHUKA UM L.M UMW L.MW IGOJI GLOSS

yo.ti:a yo.tia yo.ti:fa | _ _ yo.ti:a _ _ to sneeze

ro.e, rw.e: ro.e ro.fe ro.fle _ ro.e, rw.e: ro.e, rw.e: | kee, rw.e: | palm

y.ori, eori | y.ourd, eori | e.fori e.fori y.oiri, e.ori | y.oiri, e.ori | y.oiri, eori | y.oiri, e.ori | lung

iiya~iiya |y.iiya e.fiya e.iya _ e.iya e.iya itya~i.iya | rock/stone

o.iki, w.itki | _ o.piki o.iki _ o.itki o.i:ki o.iki marriage

kw.i:da kw.i:da ko.fida | ko.fida | kw.i:da kw.i:da kw.i:da kw.i:da to hide

y.aire y.are _ e.fare _ _ y.are y.are cooking stones

m.pio m.ped m.befo | mpes | _ m. ped m.ped m.pid cold

rw.emi rw.emni ro.feni | ro.feni rw.emi rw.emi rw.emi lichtning

kw.emda ko.enda ko.penda | _ ko.enda kw.emda kw.emda to twist a rope

kw.imga, kw.iinga, ko.pinga | ko.pinga kw.imga, kw.impga kw.imga, to shut/close

ko.inga ko.inga ko.inga ko.inga

kw.a:nda kw.amnda ko.panda | ko.panda ko.anda, kw.amda kw.amda to plant
kw.amnda

kw.oiria kw.oiria ko.foria | _ _ _ kw.oiria kw.oiria to care for/cure

yo.taaZ yo.taa yo.taPa | yo.tafa yo.taa yo.taa yo.taa to draw water

yo.tu:a yo.twa yo.tu:fa | yo.tu:a yo.tu:a yo.tu:a yo.tu:a to be blunt

)

sequence of two identical vowels is used to denote such “very long™ vowels.

2 The sequence of two vowels is equivalent to a long vowel. Sometimes the speakers stress the final vowels to produce a very long vowel. That
is, speakers stress the final vowel to the extent that they produce one which is audibly longer than the ordinary long vowels. In such cases a

92U3PIAT o1sSINBUIT 3y :S1981eId NS



Nordic Journal of African Studies

b) Deletion of /r/

Chuka differentiates itself as a dialect cluster in the usage of the alveolar trill. In
some forms the alveolar trill is deleted in other dialects, but it is consistently
retained in Chuka. In cases where it is deleted in the other dialects, the vowel
that originally preceded the alveolar trill is lengthened. Since the vowel before
and the vowel after this consonant slot are identical they simply merge into a
long one of the same quality. Imenti is consistent in deletion of the trill and
lengthening of the vowels. Cases where the trill is not deleted are very rare in
Imenti, and such forms are used interchangeably with those in which the trill is

deleted.

Examples:

Table 7. Deletion of /ri.

IMENTI yw.eiterra yw.eitorra | yo.keiria yo.koira ko.ritkana, ko.daira
ko.ririkana

THARAKA yw.eiterra yw.eitorra | yo.keiria yo.korora ko.ririkana | ko.0arara

CHUKA yw.eiterera | yw.eitorora | yo.kereria yo.korora ko.ririkana | ko.darara

MUTHAMBI | yw.eiterera | _ yo.keiria yo.korora ko.ririkana | ko.darara

U.MW yw.eiterera | yw.eitorra | yo.keiria yo.korora ko.ririkana | ko.darara,
ko.da:ra

L.MW yw.eiterera | yw.eitorra | yo.keiria yo.korora ko.ririkana | _

IGOJI yw.eiterra yw.eitoira | yo.ke:ria yo.koira, ko.ririkana | _

yo.korora
GLOSS to wait to pour To lift to cough to remember | to shine
C) Deletion of /y/

The voiced velar fricative /y/ like the voiced bilabial fricative is consistently
retained in Chuka in forms where it has been deleted in some of the other
dialects. In the dialects where it is deleted, the vowel is lengthened. With
reference to the voiced velar fricative, Chuka is again the most conservative.
Chuka has forms that are closest to the Common Bantu stems; for example, the
Common Bantu stems for “garden” and “tooth” given in the table below have a
voiced velar stop /g/ which weakens to a fricative /y/. Imenti and Igoji, on the
other hand, have lost the stop in the form “tooth” and instead there is a sequence
of two vowels which merge and surface phonetically as a long vowel. Here also,
the Common Bantu stop not only weakens to a fricative but it is also deleted
completely. In the other dialects the fricative is retained. The same argument can
be posited for the loss of the velar fricative in the forms “to rest” in Imenti in the
example below.
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Table 8. Deletion of /y/.

COMMON | *-guinda | *-gego _

BANTU

IMENTI |mu:nda e.eyo~e:yd |ko.noika
THARAKA |mo:nda e.yeyd ko.noyoka
CHUKA |mo.yonda |e.yeyd ko.noyoka
U.M mo.yonda |e.yeyd ko.noyoka
U.MW mo.yonda |e.yeyd ko.noyoka
L.MW mo.yonda |e.yeyd ko.noyoka
1GOJI mu:nda e.eyo~eyd |ko.noyoka
GLOSS garden tooth to rest

The fricative is deleted in some cases in Tharaka and in other forms it is retained
just like the bilabial fricative.

d) Deletion of /8/

The voiced dental fricative, just like the velar fricative above, is deleted word
initially in Imenti, Igoji and some parts of Tharaka. It is, however, retained in
Chuka, Muthambi and Mwimbi throughout. An example where the phoneme
occurs is illustrated below.

PHONEME | EXAMPLE | GLOSS
CHUKA/MUTHAMBI/MWIMBI | 0 mo.dito
IMENTI/IGOJI 0] mw.iito | Forest
THARAKA (0] mw.i:to,

0 mo.dito

3.3 DEVOICING

The absence of a voiced palatal fricative /j/ also distinguishes Chuka from the
other dialects. Whereas all the other dialects have the voiced palatal fricative,
Chuka has a voiceless palatal stop or its free variants. On the other hand, in
Upper Muthambi the occurrence of the voiced palatal fricative and the voiceless
palatal stop or its free variants is very unpredictable. Sometimes the speakers
use the voiced palatal fricative and in some words a voiceless palatal stop or its
free variants (cf. the forms “to fill”, “water”, “long”, and “far” in table 9 below).
However, the variations in Upper Muthambi can be attributed to dialect contact.
The close geographical contact between Upper Muthambi and Chuka may have
influenced the speakers of the former to use the voiceless palatal stop or its
variants in place of the voiced palatal fricative.
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Table 9. Voiced Palatal Fricative /j/ vs. Voiceless Palatal Stop /c/ or lis Free Variants.

IMENTI THARAKA CHUKA U.M L.M U.MW L.MW 1GOJI GLOSS
kw.eija koija, koiya~ | yo:sa, yoica—yo0.0s4, _ _ kw.eija kw.eija kw.eija to come
ko.oja, ko.ova | yo.oca
(Dahl’s Law)
_ mo.jie, mo.fie | mo.sie mo.jie mo.jie | mo.jie mo.jie mo.cie, familyhome-
mo.jie
kojoria~ | kojoria~ yw.e:foria, yw.e:soria yw.e:foria _ kw.e:joria | kw.ejjoria | kojoria~ to fill
ko.ojoria | ko.ojoria (Dahl’s Law) ko.ojoria
N.jera, n.jera, ngera, ya.lera, ya.cera, | n.jera, njera, | n.jera, njera, n.jera, path/way
ka.jera ka.jera ya.sera ka.jera ka.jera | ka jera ka.jera ka.jera (class 10/12)
(Dahl's Law)
rotje roje romce roise roije roije ro:je rotje water
n.dazja n.daja n.da:sa n.da:fa, n.da:ca | n.dazja | n.da:ja n.da:ja n.dazja long (aDJ)
ko.razja | koraija ko.ra:{a, ko.ra:xca ko.ra:sa _ ko.razja ko.ra:ja ko.ratja far
n.joke, n.joke, njoke, ya.coke, ya.soke | n.joke, _ n.joke, n.joke, n.joke, bee
ka.joke ka.joke (Dahl’s Law) ka.joke ka.joke ka.joke ka.joke (class 10/12)
n.joka, n.goka, ngoka, ya.coka n.joka, _ n.joka, n.ioka, n.goka, snake
ka.joka ka.joka (Dahl’s Law) ka.joka ka.joka ka.joka ka.joka (class 10/12)
.joyu, njoyu, JJoyu, ya.coyu n.pyu, _ n.joyu, njoyu, n.joyu, elephant
ka.joyu ka.joyu (Dahl’s Law) ka.joyu ka.joyu ka.joyu ka.joyu (class 10/12)

*  The variations in this form may be a result of borrowing. All the dialects have more than one lexeme for “family'home™ and the variations

make it difficult to determine the form that is part of the core vocabulary of the language.
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The word for “home” also has variations among the dialects and most
probably this form is borrowed into the dialects. Moreover, “home” in an
African set up is quite an ambiguous term. Dahl’s Law is responsible for the
variations of the prefixes of the forms “to come” and “to fill” in Chuka and/or
Upper Muthambi. The voiceless palatal stop triggers Dahl’s Law in Chuka and
voices /K/ in the prefix position to /y/ in forms where a voiced palatal fricative is
used in the other dialects.

3.4 NEUTRALIZATION

The opposition between a voiceless bilabial stop /p/ and a voiced bilabial stop
/b/ is neutralised in Chuka to a voiced bilabial stop [b] in nasal environments.
However, intervocalically the stop weakens to a voiced bilabial fricative [f].
That is to say, whenever a form has a voiceless bilabial stop in the Common
Bantu stem, the stop either neutralises to a voiced bilabial fricative
intervocalically/word initially or changes to a voiced bilabial stop in a nasal
environment e.g. in class 9/10 or becomes a prenasalised stop in word medial
position. On the other hand, the same phoneme /p/ has been retained in other
dialects after nasals, but intervocalically it has either weakened to a fricative or
been deleted altogether. In cases where weakening and subsequent deletion has
occurred, the phoneme is compensated through three strategies; glide formation,
compensatory vowel lengthening and height assimilation (see the discussion on
the deletion of /[3/).

Upper Muthambi has retained the bilabial fricative in quite a number of
cases where the other dialects have lost it. We attributed this to contact between
Chuka and Upper Muthambi. However, even in forms where Upper Muthambi
has retained the voiced bilabial fricative intervocalically, the bilabial fricative
/B/ surfaces in the nasal environment as voiceless bilabial stop /p/, if the
fricative is derived from a voiceless stop. Therefore, the voice quality is not
neutralised in Muthambi, but all the voiceless bilabial consonants of Common
Bantu stems have the feature [+voice] in Chuka.

It is important to clarify that when reference is made to the bilabial fricative
in Muthambi, we are referring to those forms that have a voiceless bilabial stop
in nasal environments that is weakened intervocalically to a bilabial fricative.
This should not be confused with the voiced bilabial stop which is also
weakened to a fricative intervocalically in Muthambi and the other dialects, too.
The point here is that the voice qualities are distinctly maintained after nasals
and it is, therefore, possible to identify the fricative that is derived from a voiced
or voiceless bilabial stop, especially by looking at the perfect forms in all the
dialects. The dialects have in some instances weakened the Common Bantu
voiceless stop to a voiced stop, and in other forms the voiceless bilabial stops of
the stems are maintained. This is not the case with Chuka; all bilabial stops
without exceptions are neutralised. See examples in table 10.
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Table 10. Neutralisation of /p/ vs. /b/ in Chuka.

IMENTI THARAKA | CHUKA U.M L.M U.MW LMW 1GOJI COMMON GLOSS
BANTU

m.pempe m.pempe | m.bembe | ndemba | m.pempa | m.bemba | m.pempa | m.pempe pémba maize

ro.e;rw.e: ro.e ro. ro.fe _ ro.e, rw.e: |ro.e, ro.e i

m.pe m.pe m. m.ge m.pe rw.e: m.pe P gﬁndzpaims

m.pe

Yy.empe Yy.empe ke.dembe | _ _ _ _ Yy.empe _ drum

m.paka m.baka m.baka m.paka _ _ m.paka m.paka paka cat

m.pio m.ped, m.befo m.ped _ m.ped m.ped m.pid pépo, bépo | cold

m.pio pio, PEPD”
itya~iiya y.irya e.fiya e.iya _ eiya e.lya itya~i.iya piga stone
kw.a:nda kw.amda |ko.fanda |ko.landa | _ ﬁandﬁ’ kw.arnda | kw.amnda pand to plant
.amda

m.pandire m.bandire | m.bandire | m.pandire | _ m.pandire | m.pandire | m.pandire _ { plan}ted
PERF

kw.imga, kw.iinga, |ko.pinga | ko.finga | _ kw.imga, |kw.imga | kw.iinga, ) to shutto

ko.inga ko.inga ko.inga ko.inga close

m.pingire m.biggire | m.biggire | m.pingire | _ m.bifgire | m.pingire | m.pingire ) I closed
(PERF)

kw.omria kw.oria ko.foria | _ _ _ kw.oria | kw.oria _ to care for/
to cure

m. boririe m.boririe | m.boririe | m.boririe | _ m.boririe | m.boririe | m.boririe _ { cw‘e;i
PERF

koira~ko.ora | ko.fora ko.pora | _ _ _ _ korra~ko.ora | kab, bad to beat

p.kue 1.kufe p.kufle p.kue _ n.kue n.kue p.kue kupi kupi | short

ku:a ko.pua ko.fufa | kuPa ku:a ku:a ku:a ku:a pupa thn S}I:I%ftn

t fire

m.buyire m.bwirre | m.bufire | m.bufire | m.buyire | _ m.buiire | m.buyire _ I blew

(PERF)
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The examples in table 10 show a systematic change of the Common Bantu stems
concerning /p/. In Chuka the phoneme has been neutralised in voicing and,
therefore, has become a voiced segment in all environments. In addition, the
sound is retained in all equivalents of the Common Bantu stems unlike the other
dialects where the phoneme is deleted especially between vowels. It is notable
that Tharaka and Upper Muthambi sometimes retain the /f3/ intervocalically, and
sometimes the phoneme is deleted (cf. examples: “palm”, “to beat”, “short” and
“to blow fire”). Deletion in Tharaka as mentioned earlier may be a recent
phenomenon as a result of contact with speakers of other dialects. In addition,
there are a number of cases where the voiceless bilabial stop is realised as a
voiced stop in Tharaka and very seldom in Upper Mwimbi, especially in the
perfect forms (e.g. “I planted” and “I closed”). This voiceless stop has the least
frequency of occurrence in Tharaka as compared to other voiceless consonants
and probably, the voiced and voiceless bilabial stops are in the process of being
neutralised in Tharaka as well.

The variations given for the word “maize” are difficult to account for and the
suspicion is that the form could have been borrowed into the language,
considering the communities never used to grow maize until recent times. The
use of [m.baka] “cat” in Tharaka is also strange because we cannot predict
whether the /p/ is neutralised here or a borrowing from Chuka.

It 1s important to note that although Chuka has a prenasalised bilabial stop
/mb/ in forms that have /mp/ in other dialects; the dialect also has a prenasalised
bilabial stop /mb/ in words that are also found in all other dialects.

Examples where /mb/ and /b/ are used in all dialects:

FORM GLOSS
m.baru ribs
mo.yambo voice
e.yamba lawsuit
ko.romba to ask/beg
rwe:mbd song
nomba house

The conclusion one can make from the examples above is that Chuka speakers
do not have /mp/ or /p/ in the phoneme system. The dialect has a voiced bilabial
stop which occurs after nasals but weakens to a fricative in any other
environment. The continuants that occur in non-nasal environments do not
undergo lenition in Chuka like they do, for example, in Imenti.
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3.5 PALATALISATION/FRICATIVISATION/DEVOICING OF CLASS
& PLURAL FORMS

Palatalisation as a phonological process affects plural forms of class 7/8. The
Common Bantu plural marker for this class is *bi;. This plural marker is realised

as {Pi-}, {i-} or {Py-} in Imenti, Tharaka, Lower Muthambi, Lower Mwimbi
and Igoji. In Chuka it is realised as {si-/{i-/i-} or {sy-/fy-}; in Upper Mwimbi
and Upper Muthambi as {ji-}, {i-}, {jy-}. Therefore, a sequence of changes

have affected the Common Bantu plural prefix marker *bi- to generate the

present forms in the dialects. Firstly, in Imenti, Tharaka, Lower Muthambi,
Lower Mwimbi and Igoji the stop weakened to a fricative to generate the form
{Bi-}/{PBy-}, which is the surface phonetic realisation of the class 8 plural prefix
of the dialects to date. However, there are cases where the fricative is dropped
and the plural prefix surfaces as a vowel {i-}. On the other hand, Upper
Muthambi and Upper Mwimbi have gone a step farther, they have raised the
consonant from the bilabial position to the palatal place of articulation (i.e.
palatalised the voiced bilabial fricative /[3/ to a voiced palatal fricative /j/). Thus,
the fricative changes its point of articulation from bilabial to palatal. The raising
of the bilabial fricative is aided by the presence of palatal glides or high vowels
that are found in words affected by these changes.

Chuka, on the other hand, behaves uniquely when it comes to the plural
marker of class 8. This dialect palatalises and devoices the bilabial fricative.
That is, the Common Bantu plural marker first weakens like in all dialects to a
bilabial fricative, which is consequently raised to the post alveolar or alveolar
position in the environment of a high vowel or a palatal glide. After
palatalisation, the sound is also devoiced. Sometimes the plural marker in Chuka
is realised with a voiceless palatal stop or palatal fricative {cy-} or {cy-}
respectively. However, these two phonetic variants are rare, and we suppose,
they arise because Chuka does not have a voiced palatal fricative. Therefore,
there is the possibility that the plural prefix marker of class 8 is realised through
two of the variants of the voiceless palatal stop.

Examples:
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Table 11. Fricativisation, Palatalisation and Devoicing of Class 7/8 Nouns.

IMENTI THARAKA CHUKA U.M LM UMW LMW IGOJI GLOSS
ky.ara/ ky.ara/ ky.ara/ ky.ara/ | _ ky.ara/ ky.amra/ ky.amra/ finger(s)
Pv.aral Py.ara sy.arra, [y.ara |jy.ara jy.ara Py.ara Py.ara
ky.emi/ ky.emi/ _ ky.emi/ ky.emi/ ky.emi/ ky.emi/ ky.emi/ field(s)
Py.emi By.emi jy.emi Py.emni jy-emi Py.&mi Py.&mi
ky.e:fa/ ky.e:fa/ ky.e:fa/ ky.efa’ | _ ky.ema, _ ky.e:a sorrow(s)
Pv.e:fa By.ePa sy.c:fa jy.e:fa ky.exya _
ky.omra/ ky.omra/ ky.omra/ ky.ora/ | _ Iq,r.a:::raf ky.ora/ ky.ora/ frog(s)
Pyv.ora Py.ora sy.oira, ¢y.oma | jy.oira jy.ora Py.ora Py.ora
ky.omgo/ ky.omgo/ ky.omgo/ ky.ommgo/ | ky.ommgo/ ky.omgo/ ky.omgo/ ky.omgo/ head(s)
Bv.omgo Bv.omgo {y.omgo, jvomgo | Bv.omgo jy-omgo Bv.omgo Bv.omgo

Sy.0mgo
ki:mba/ ki:mba/ ki:mba/ kiimba/ | kimmba/ kizmba/ kizmba/ kizmba/ corpse(s)
Pimba (i:mba si:mba, fiimba | jizmba (i:mba jimmba fi:mba fi:mba
mw.a:re/ mw.are/ mw.are/ mw.are/ | mw.are/ mw.are/ mw.are/ mw.are/ daughter(s)/
are are sy.are, [y.are |jy.are are are are are girl(s)

4 The underlined segments illustrate cases where the class 7/8 plural forms have a prefix with a bilabial fricative, bold illustrate cases where

the fricative is palatalised (but remains voiced), bold and underlined segments show cases of palatalisation and devoicing.
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Some forms that are not in class 7/8 are sometimes affected by palatalisation in
some dialects (see the word “daughters/girls” in table 11). The form is a class
1/2 noun in Imenti, Tharaka, Lower Muthambi, Mwimbi and Igoji. However, the
plural in Chuka and Upper Muthambi is formed with a class 8 prefix and thus
palatalised like all class 8 plurals in these dialects.

3.6 CLASS 1/2 NOUNS

A dialect boundary is also marked by the class 2 plural prefix. The prefix in
Imenti, Tharaka, Lower Muthambi, Mwimbi and Igoji is {3a-} or {a-} while in
Chuka and Upper Muthambi the prefix is {ma-} or {a-}. It is important to note
that most words in class 2 such as [mu.nto] “person” and [mo.ka] “woman”
have {a-} as the plural prefix. Imenti, Tharaka, Lower Mwimbi and Igoji have
two forms for “woman”. In one of these forms the plural has a prefix {e-}, thus
[mw.e:koro, e:koro]. The prefix {e-} is generated as a consequence of a
morpho-phonological process, namely height assimilation where the prefix {a-}
is raised to {e-} in the environment of a vowel with a higher quality. Therefore,
/a/ + /e/——/e:/. The other two prefixes ({fa-} and {ma-}) are a ‘concern’
because their usage is limited to humans and kinship terms. It is natural for class
1/2 to have nouns that are [+human/people]. However, are kinship terms part of
this human category? Why is there {ma-} in Chuka and Upper Muthambi and
{Pa-} in the rest of the dialects? We look at examples where these prefixes
occur:

Note: The special forms that have the second plural prefix {ma-} or {pa-}
are labelled as class 1b/2b for singular and plural forms respectively.
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Table 12. Class 172 and 1526 Plural Forms.

IMENTI THARAKA CHUKA U.M LM UMW LMW IGOJI NOUN GLOSS
CLASS
_ maito/ maito/ maito/ maito/ maito/ maito/ maito/ 1b/2b mother(s)
fa.maito ma.maito ma.maito fa.maito | fa.maito fa.maito | fa.maito
ma:mi/ ma:mi/ ma:mi/ _ _ ma:ma/ _ ma:ma/ 1b/2b mother(s)
famami | Pa.mami ma.ma:mi Pa.ma:ma Pa.ma:ma
ma:ma/ ma:mi/
fa.ma:ma Pa.ma:mi
PBa:pa/ Pa:pa’ Pa.Papa | pa:Pa/ Pa:Pa/ _ Pa:pa/ Ba:pa/ PaPas 1b/2b | father(s)
Pa.pa:pa fa:pu/Pa.fa:Pfu | ma.pa:pa ma.fa:fa Pa.pa:Pa Pa.pa:pa Pa.pa:pa
mu.nto/ mu.nto/ mo.nto/ mu.nto, mu.nto/ | mu.nto/ mu.nto/ mu.nto/ 1/2 person/
a.nto a.nto a.nto a.nto a.nto anto a.nto anto people
mw.g:koro/ | mw.z:koro/ _ _ _ mo.yekoro/ | mw.etkoro/ | mw.etkoro/ 1/2 woman/
ekoro eikoro a.yekoro e:koro ertkoro women
mo.ka/ aka | mo.ka/ a.ka mo.ka’ a.ka | mo.ka, _ mo.ka, mo.ka/ mo.ka/ 1/2 woman/
mu.nto mo.ka’ | mo.nto mu.nto mu.nto aka aka women
a.nto a.ka mo.ka/ mo.ka/ a.ka mo.ka/
a.nto a.ka a.ka
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All the words are of course [+human] but a difference is drawn between, for
example, a human being who is [+male/female] and more specific kinship terms
like “mother/father”. The plural prefixes used for these kinship terms (cases that
have no prefix {mo/mumw-} are classified as 1b in singular) divide the
dialects into two groups: Chuka and Upper Muthambi are the only dialects that
use the prefix {ma-} in plural and other dialects use {Pa-}.

The dialects have kinship terms in other noun classes as well. These terms
are not restricted to class 1/2. In some cases the plural is formed in class 10, 4 or
8 as was the case with “daughters/girls” in Chuka and Upper Muthambi. The
motivation for these plural forms is difficult to explain. Either the speakers treat
these kinship terms as [+human] or in some other cases the terms are not
defined. All the dialects, therefore, possess a number of nouns which are
prefixless (cf. table 12), at least in the singular, which do not behave the same
way as those of class 1 (they also differ semantically), and most of which seem
to be loanwords (though many are common to all dialects and so were
presumably acquired early).

The examples in table 13 below show an additional list of nouns and the
plural forms in individual dialects. The nouns are all [+human]. However, the
more defined the noun is, the more variation is there in the plural prefix. For
example, the four nouns: “uncircumcised girl/daughter”, ‘“uncircumcised
boy/circumcised boy” show such differences.
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Table 13. Class 1/2 Plural Forms.

IMENTI THARAKA CHUKA U.M L.M UMW L.MW 1GOJI NOUN CLASS | GLOSS
mo.0oryi/ | mo.ywemmi/ | mo.ywemmi/ | mw.a:di/ | mo.ywemi/ | mwyia’ | mo.ywemi/ | mo.ywemmi/ | 1/2 hunter(s)
a.doryi aywemi | aywemi a:di aywemmi | auyia a.ywemmi a.ywemi
mw.a:0i/
a:di
mo.koro/ | mo.koro/ mo.koro/ mo.koro/ | mo.koro/ mo.koro/ | mo.koro/ mo.koro/ 1/2 old man/old
akoro a.koro a.koro a.koro a.koro akoro a.koro a.koro men
mo.rayl/ | mo.royi/ mo.ryi/ mo.ryil/ | mo.rayi/ mo.royl/ | mo.royi/ mo.rayi/ 1/2 witch(es)
a.royi a.royi a.royi a.royi a.royl a.rayi a.royi a.royi
mo.kenpg/ | mo.dera/ mo.dera/ mo.keng/ | mo.kene/ mo.kene/ | mo.kene/ mo.kene/ see uncircumcised
1.kepe me.dera me.dera 1.kene 1.kene 7.kene n.kene 1.kene individual | girl(s)
(1/10) (3/4) (3/4) (1/10) (1/10) (1/10) (1/10) (1/10) dialects
mw.eje/ | mw.eje/ ke.Pe:ce/ mw.eje, | mw.eje/ mw.eije/ | mw.eje/ mw.e:je/ see uncircumcised
Py.etje a.elje i.fewce ke.Pe:ce/ | a.eje a.eije a.eje Py.etje individual | boy(s)
(1/8) (1/2) (7/8) i.pe:ce (1/2) (1/2) (1/2) (1/8) dialects
(1/7/8)
mw.are/ | mw.are/ mw.are/ mw.are/ | mw.are/ mw.are/ | mw.arre/ mw.are/ see daughter(s)
are are sy.are, jy.are are are are are individual
(1/2) (1/2) fy.are (1/8) (1/2) (1/2) (1/2) (1/2) dialects
(1/8)
mo.datka/ | mo.dacka/ | n.daka mo.daka/ | mo.datka/ | mo.daka/ | mo.dartka/ | mo.daka/ see circumcised
n.daka n.daka (9/10) n.da:ka n.daka n.daka n.daka n.daka individual | boy(s)
(1/10) (1/10) (1/10) (1/10) (1/10) (1/10) (1/10) dialects

92U3PIAT o1sSINBUIT 3y :S1981eId NS



Nordic Journal of African Studies

Each individual dialect has different ways of treating the kinship terms, hence
the variants in plural forms. Take, for instance, Chuka that has “uncircumcised
girl” in class 3/4 and “uncircumcised boy” in class 7/8. In the two classes these
nouns are treated as [-animate]. Chuka has most variations in the plural prefixes
of class 1 nouns. The class to which these nouns are assigned for purposes of
concord is not the same in all the dialects. Therefore, the defining boundary for
the dialects is the plural prefixes of class 2 nouns. All dialects except Chuka and
Upper Muthambi have three forms {a-}, {fa-} and {e-} and these two dialects
have two plural prefixes {ma-} and {a-}.

3.7 THE ALVEOLAR TRILL AND ITS PHONETIC VARIANT

All the dialects have one liquid /r/, which has a free variant in Chuka,
Muthambi, Mwimbi, Tharaka and Igoji. Imenti has this phoneme realised as an
alveolar trill in all environments. The dialects vary as follows: in Chuka /r/
becomes as an alveolar lateral [1] before /e, €, a, 0, 2/ but not before /i, u/; in
Tharaka it is realised as an alveolar lateral before /0, a/; in Muthambi and
Mwimbi before /e, €, a, 0, 2, u/ but never before /i/ and lastly in Igoji before
/e, a, 0, 2, 1, u/ but not before /e/. The liquid is realised as a trill in all the
dialects in any other environment. This finding contradicts Mohlig (1974) who
argues that the liquid is realised as a retroflex in these dialects. In our findings,
there is no instance where the alveolar trill becomes a retroflex. In addition, the
environments in which the liquid is realised as a lateral do not agree with what
Mohlig observed. For instance, he writes:
“In Imenti, /r/ is realised as a retroflex flap in front of all vowels. In
Miutini and Igoji, it is articulated as [1] in front the high vowels /i/ and
/u/, in other environments as a retroflex flap. In Mwimbi and Muthambi,
however, the realisation as [l] occurs in front of /i/ and /e/.” (Mohlig
1974: 78; translation mine).>

He further writes this about Chuka:
“/r/ 1s articulated as [1] before /i/, but as a retroflex flap in front of all
other vowels.” (Mohlig 1974: 79; translation mine).6

The different realisations of the liquid separate Imenti from the other dialect
clusters; this sound is realised as an alveolar trill before all vowels in this
dialect.

5 “/r/ wird im Imenti vor allen Vokalen als retroflexes Zungenspitzen-r realisiert. Im
Miutini und Igoji wird es vor /i/ und /u/ als [1], sonst als retroflexes Zungenspitzen-r gebildet.
Im Mwimbi und Muthambi hingegen tritt die Realisierungsklasse [1] vor /i/ und /e/ auf™.

6 “/t/ wird vor /i/ als [l], vor allen anderen Vokalen als retroflexes Zungenspitzen-r
gebildet”.

322



Meru Dialects: The Linguistic Evidence

4. EARLIER CONTRIBUTIONS

Before we conclude our findings, it is important to make a few remarks on some
earlier contributions on the six dialects (e.g. Mohlig 1974, Mohlig 1980, Maho
2008, Wamberia 1993). We indicated in the introduction that our findings differ
in some respects from those of Mohlig’s. Mohlig (1974) posits that the dialects
investigated in this study have a voiced glottal fricative /fi/. According to him,
this fricative is not audible in Imenti. He notes that in Lower Muthambi, it is
realised as a bilabial approximant which he transcribes as /b/; in Chuka it is
mostly replaced by /b/ — the bilabial approximant — and in very few cases, it is
realised as /A/. The phoneme is realised as a glottal fricative in Tharaka. On the
other hand, Wamberia (1993) argues that this phoneme is actually a glide in
Tharaka, which he transcribes as /?/.

Wamberia illustrates the glide with the word “to give” <koa>, for which he
says that the vowels in this word do not glide. In our study, this form and many
others in Tharaka are not exceptional to the glide formation rule that operates in
these dialects. Furthermore, we noted a few cases where forms that do not glide
are used interchangeably with those where gliding occurs. Such an example is
“to close” in Tharaka, whereby speakers use [ko.inga/kw.i:nga] inter-
changeably. These are also some of the few cases where the vowel is not
lengthened after glide formation. It is clear that what Wamberia calls a third
glide (and transcribes as /?/), in addition to /y/ and /w/, is not audible at all in
Tharaka and if it existed, then it has been lost and its place filled by a glide.

In addition, the glottal fricative, as described by Mohlig, is not audible in all
the dialects. It is not clear which area Mohlig refers to as Lower Muthambi but
in our study, the bilabial fricative /B/ (which we suspect is the bilabial
approximant as described by Mohlig) is used in a very small section of
Muthambi, which we refer to as Upper Muthambi, and Chuka. Therefore, if the
glottal fricative existed at all then it has been deleted completely and the vacuum
that is left by the lost consonant is systematically filled through vowel
lengthening and glide formation (except in a few cases noted in Tharaka and
Upper Muthambi).

In his (1980) study, Mohlig posits that the pharyngeal glide /’/ (transcribed in
Wamberia’s case as /?/) found in Tharaka is a reflex of /*p/. He notes this about
Tharaka, Meru, Gusii, Suba, Bukusu and Dabida:

“In all these dialects, //P// is represented either as a voiced pharyngeal

fricative /9/ or a voiced pharyngeal glide /’/. The latter is hardly audible

but clearly existant [sic!], in so far as it prevents two subsequent vowels
from merging according to a morphonological rule otherwise operative in
these dialects. According to our synchronic chart, /’/ originated from /¢/

and /S/ from /G/” (1980: 44).

Therefore, what Mohlig refers to as a glottal fricative (in his 1974 study) and a
pharyngeal fricative, or pharyngeal glide (in his 1980 study), and Wamberia’s
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pharyngeal glide are all reflexes of Proto-Bantu *p. However, these segments
have been lost in all the dialects described in this paper except Chuka. In cases
where they occur (e.g. in Chuka), they are realised as a voiced bilabial fricative
word initially or intervocalically.

Mohlig (1980) treats Chuka as part of Kikuyu but our findings do not lead to
that conclusion. We admit Chuka has a few features found in some dialects of
Kikuyu (Gichugu/Ndia), notably the bilabial fricative /B/ found word initially or
intervocalically. However, this is an isolated case. There is a proposed research
on language contact between Chuka and the neighbouring dialects/ languages,
e.g. Embu, Mbeere, Kikuyu to find out how much influence has come from
these languages.

Mohlig (1980) also claims that Chuka has been influenced by all the dialects
investigated in this study. He further notes that Tharaka has influenced Chuka
and not vice-versa. Maho (2008) also lists Chuka (E541) under Tharaka in his
“New Updated Guthrie List” (NUGL Online). However, it is certainly not clear
why Maho groups Chuka under Tharaka, i.e. E54. The findings of our study do
not point at Tharaka as a stronger cluster, in terms of linguistic dominance, than
Chuka. We cannot, therefore, argue that Tharaka has more influence on Chuka
and not vice-versa. We view this grouping as one of the weaknesses that Maho
notes on his classification from the very beginning, when he states that the
purpose of NUGL 1is to assign codes to languages lacking in Guthrie’s
classification, whether their linguistic-genetic status within Bantu is known or
not. This classification, however, is commendable in that Mwimbi-Muthambi is
recognised as constituting a cluster. Their relation to “Meru” is also not far-
fetched since we have noted similarities not only in the vocabulary, but also in
the morpho-phonological rules and processes. In addition, the differences noted
in Muthambi and Mwimbi are a result of influence from their neighbouring
dialects (the direction of diffusion of features is predictable). Igoji is, however,
not mentioned in the grouping at all. Our findings could also not isolate features
that exclusively separate Igoji as a distinct group other than being a border
dialect or a mixture zone. Maho’s grouping of Chuka under Tharaka is still
questionable because his sub-grouping is not dependent on any tangible
evidence based on data. In fact he says this about the classification:

“Any revision on Guthrie’s classificatory list is bound to remain a half-

done job. There are many regions in the Bantu area where data is lacking

for proper statements about linguistic geography. Hence any revision,
whether they [sic!] aim towards historical validity like those of Tervuren
and SIL, or towards being referential, as the present one, will most

certainly have to be revisited again in a near future” (2008: 9).

The findings in our study do not point to Chuka as a group that has been
strongly influenced by the other dialects, not even Tharaka. The dialect is the
most conservative and if it had been so strongly influenced by the others, then
most of these features that characterise Chuka would be levelled. In cases where
a form has been borrowed from the neighbouring dialects, the form is used
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interchangeably with its equivalent in Chuka and the use of the borrowed forms
is seldom. Therefore, the relationship between Chuka and Tharaka remains an
open question. However, we would be sceptical to state that Tharaka has had a
strong infuence on Chuka because the former shares more features with Imenti
than the latter.

Lastly, Mohlig (1974) has no variants for the class 8 plural prefixes. He
gives the prefixes as consonant + i. Therefore, the prefixes are {bi-}, {ji-} and
{ci-} and this difference from the variants with a glide, most probably, is a
question of methodology and his method of transcription. Furthermore, the
plural prefix with only {i-} is not represented in his data.

Indeed, Chuka remains the most conservative of all the so-called “Meru”
dialects, as opposed to Mohlig’s observation that Chuka is influenced from all
directions. As much as the construction of the Meru-Embu road in the 1950s
opened up Chuka, which was previously isolated in terms of accessibility, the
communication patterns do no show much linguistic influence from the
neighbouring dialects/languages. Ironically, dialects such as Upper Muthambi
have been influenced by Chuka and not vice-versa. We found many innovations
in the lexicon that are restricted to Chuka, Tharaka and Imenti. There are
extremely few innovations in Mwimbi, Muthambi and Igoji which are not
known or used in the other dialect areas. The dialects, except Chuka, are
therefore “very” closely related and mutually intelligible.

5. CONCLUSION

In conclusion, we note that the data and examples support the proposition given
at the beginning of the paper that certain phonetic-phonological and
morphological aspects play a role in drawing dialect boundaries. Secondly, in
attempting to draw the dialect boundaries based on the given examples one
observes a clear-cut dialect continuum. Speakers of a certain dialect cluster
share specific characteristics that make it stand as a unique and different cluster.
There are also very peculiar features which indicate the dialects that are not too
open to external influence from the neighbouring dialects and those that have
changed considerably over the years. This means some dialects are more
conservative and less open to change and language dynamism than others. We
sum up this paper by highlighting the features that mark dialectal boundaries.

The dental fricative /d/ is hardened to a stop /d/ after a nasal and sometimes
intervocalically, or it changes to an alveolar tap [r] intervocalically or word
initially in Mwimbi, Muthambi and Igoji. The phoneme remains unchanged in
Chuka, Tharaka and Imenti in all environments.

Deletion of the bilabial fricative /[3/ intervocalically is common in Imenti,
Lower Muthambi, Mwimbi and Igoji. This deletion separates these dialects from
Chuka, Tharaka and Upper Muthambi where the phoneme is retained. The
phoneme that is lost is compensated through vowel lengthening, height
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assimilation and glide formation. In some cases the bilabial fricative is deleted
in Tharaka and the same strategies mentioned above are used to compensate for
the lost consonant. In addition to the bilabial fricative, there are other
continuants that are prone to deletion among the dialects, namely: the alveolar
trill, velar and dental fricatives. Chuka is the most conservative dialect among
all the dialects investigated. It consistently retains all the alveolar trills, bilabial,
velar and dental fricatives in forms where these phonemes have been lost in
other dialects. Imenti, on the other hand, constitutes the other extreme dialect
when it comes to deletion of sounds, e.g. it has lost the alveolar trills, bilabial
and velar fricatives in forms where the phonemes existed in Common Bantu (as
stops).

Devoicing of the palatal fricative /j/ is also a phonetic-phonological feature
that distinguishes Chuka as a dialect cluster. In word environments where the
other dialects have a voiced palatal fricative /j/, Chuka has a voiceless palatal
stop /c/ or its free variants. The bilabial stops /p/ and /b/ are neutralised in
Chuka to one phoneme /b/. The voiceless stop is neutralised to a voiced bilabial
stop in nasal environments and it is realised as a bilabial fricative
intervocalically. In some dialects such as Imenti, the fricative is deleted
intervocalically, but it is sometimes retained in Tharaka and Upper Muthambi.
The voiceless bilabial stop /p/ does not exist in Chuka. In forms where it occurs
in the other dialects, Chuka has a voiced stop or nasal compounds, or a bilabial
fricative intervocalically.

Palatalisation and devoicing of the consonant of the class 8 plural prefix is a
characteristic feature of Chuka. Although Upper Muthambi and Upper Mwimbi
palatalise the prefix, the consonant of the prefix is not devoiced.

All the dialects treat the plural forms of class 1 differently depending on
whether the words in this class denote people or kinship terms. In kinship terms
a wide variation is noted in the plural prefix. However, there is a clear dialect
boundary that is based on class 2 plural prefixes. All dialects use {fa-} for
terms such as “father” and “mother” and Chuka uses {ma-}. In addition, three
dialects: Imenti, Igoji and Tharaka have a prefix {e-} as a variant for class 2
plurals but Chuka, Muthambi and Mwimbi do not have this prefix. Chuka also
has the most variations in the plural prefixes of the kinship terms.

Lastly, Imenti is the only dialect where speakers use the alveolar trill
throughout. All the other dialects have an alveolar lateral as a free variant of the
trill, and the use of the alveolar lateral is dependent on certain specific vowels in
each dialect. It is evident that Chuka is the most conservative dialect and Imenti
is the most open dialect to change. The examples given from Common Bantu
show that Chuka has retained the stems of the Common Bantu forms without
loss of sounds, especially stem initial consonants and in most cases the stops.
The latter have only weakened to fricatives intervocalically. On the other hand,
Imenti has lost most of the stem initial consonants, especially in noun class 15.
The stops are weakened to fricatives and they are further lost through deletion.
The words, therefore, have vowel initial stems in cases where the sounds have
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been lost. The sounds are, however, compensated through strategies such as
glide formation and vowel lengthening.
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