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The Phonology of Thangmi: A Tibeto-Burman Language of Nepal

Turin, Mark
University of Cambridge

The Thangmi (Nepali Thâmî) are an ethnic group who number at least 35,000 
and inhabit the central eastern hills of Nepal. The Thangmi claim to be 
autochthonous to the upper reaches of Dolakhâ district as well as to the east-
ern valleys of Sindhupâlcok district, and they speak a Tibeto-Burman language 
which has two distinctly recognisable and mutually unintelligible dialects. The 
greatest concentration of ethnic Thangmi and speakers of the language are in 
these two districts.

The Thangmi language most probably occupies a genetic position some-
where between the Kiranti or ‘Rai’ group of languages spoken in the east of 
Nepal, and the Newar language as spoken in Dolakhâ bazâr and around the 
Kathmandu valley. The Thangmi language exhibits certain grammatical features 
reminiscent of the Kiranti languages (Turin 1998), but has a lexicon more closely 
allied to Newar (Turin 2000b).

This article focuses on the phonology of the Dolakhâ dialect of Thangmi. 
Thangmi distinguishes six monophthongal vowels which represent three grades 
of vowel height and three steps on the front-back scale. Thangmi exhibits no con-
trast between short and long vowels, but does distinguish seven diphthongs. Al-
though Thangmi boasts more vowel diphthongs than monophthongs, diphthongs 
occur infrequently in native Thangmi words. They are more common, however, 
in open-stem verbs borrowed from Nepali. Nasalised vowels are not a distinctive 
feature of Thangmi phonology and the language attests only a handful of lexemes 
with nasalised vowels, none of which can be contrasted with non-nasalised vowels.

The Thangmi consonant inventory comprises of five series of obstruents 
across five distinctive and contrastive points of articulation (bilabial, dental, 
palatal, retroflex and velar), each of which includes an unaspirated voiceless, an 
aspirated voiceless, an unaspirated voiced and a breathy member. The Thangmi 
consonant system further includes a series of nasals at four points of articulation, 
one glottal stop, one fricative, one trill, one lateral and three approximants. Apart 
from the glottal stop, all consonants are attested in word-initial position.

In Thangmi, stress is non-distinctive, prosodic and relatively unpronounced. 
Unless otherwise indicated, all Thangmi words are stressed on the first syllable. 
The phonological word consists of one or more syllables, the borders of which are 
determined by the rules of Thangmi syllable structure and type. The canonical syl-
lable structure observed for Thangmi lexical items may be schematised as follows:  
(Ci) (G) V (Cf)

Thangmi does not permit sequences of consonants in syllable-final position. 
At syllable breaks in Thangmi words, consonant clusters are attested in so far as 
they involve the closed coda of one syllable and a consonant initial in the fol-
lowing segment. Certain Thangmi vowels are lengthened for emphasis or as the 
result of bearing the prosodic accent of a clause or sentence. These lengthened 

Keywords:  Nepal, Himalaya, Phonology, Linguistics, Language
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vowels occur primarily in adjectives, adverbs and interjections when the speaker 
intends to convey an intensified feeling or emotion.

 1. Introduction
 2. Vowels
 3. Consonants
 4. Phonotactics, syllables and the Thangmi word
 5. The Phonology of loans from Nepali
 6. The orthography
 7. Bibliography

1. Introduction

The Thangmi (Nepali Thâmî) are an ethnic group who number at least 35,000 
and inhabit the central eastern hills of Nepal. The Thangmi claim to be autochtho-
nous to the upper reaches of Dolakhâ district as well as to the eastern valleys of Sind-
hupâlcok district, and they speak a Tibeto-Burman language which has two distinctly 
recognisable and mutually unintelligible dialects. The greatest concentration of ethnic 
Thangmi and speakers of the language are in these two districts.

Thangmi most probably occupies a genetic position somewhere between the Ki-
ranti or ‘Rai’ group of languages spoken in the east of Nepal, and the Newar language 
as spoken in Dolakhâ bazâr and around the Kathmandu valley. The Thangmi language 
exhibits certain grammatical features reminiscent of the Kiranti languages (Turin 
1998), but has a lexicon more closely allied to Newar (Turin 2000b). A point worthy 
of note is that the Thangmi feel next to no affinity to the Rai-Kiranti peoples living to 
their east, but talk rather of cultural, social and linguistic associations with the Newar 
of Dolakhâ and the Kathmandu valley beyond.

There is also a Thangmi community in north-eastern India, largely concentrated 
in and around Darjeeling, which is the product of an emigration earlier this century 
from high-altitude villages in Dolakhâ. According to the Ethnologue of the Summer 
Institute of Linguistics (Grimes 1978), there is also a Thangmi-speaking population in 
Tibet, although I was unable to verify this interesting proposition on a recent trip to 
Tibet (summer 2003).

The topic of this article is the phonology of the Dolakhâ dialect of Thangmi. The 
full inventory of Thangmi phonemes is given in Table 1 below.

A phoneme is defined as the smallest contrastive unit in the Thangmi sound 
system, with the qualification that a phoneme may exhibit a range of acoustic values 
which are treated as equivalent by the Thangmi speech community. A phoneme is 
therefore not a discrete sound segment with clearly defined boundaries, but rather 
one of a set of speech sounds which serve to distinguish one word from another. An 
allophone, on the other hand, is a phonetic variant of a phoneme and may be defined 
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as one of several speech sounds that are regarded as contextual or environmental vari-
ants of the same phoneme.

The structure of this article is as follows: in Section §2, I discuss the vowel pho-
nemes and allophones, their limited nasality, and offer a list of contrastive minimal 
pairs. In Section §3, I discuss consonant phonemes and their allophones and provide 
a list of minimal pairs. In Section §4, I focus on phonotactics, stress, syllable structure 
and consonant clusters, and in Section §5, I address prosodic lengthening. In Section 
§6, I discuss the phonology of Nepali loans, while in Section §7, I explain the orthog-
raphy and the motivations that have informed my decisions and choices in presenting 
the phonology of Thangmi.

2. Vowels

2.1 Overview of vowel phonemes
Thangmi distinguishes six monophthongal vowels /i/, /u/, /e/, /o/, /a/, /q/ 

which represent three grades of vowel height and three steps on the front-back scale. 
Thangmi exhibits no contrast between short and long vowels, but does distinguish sev-
en diphthongs /ei/, /ai/, /oi/, /ui/, /eu/, /au/, /ou/. In the following sub-sections, 
I describe the distribution of Thangmi phonemes and their allophones by contrasting 

vowel phonemes

i u

e o

a q

diphthongs

ei ai oi ui

eu au ou

consonant phonemes

k kh g gh f

c ch j jh

† †h h ∂h ∫

t th d dh n

p ph b bh m

y r l w

s h (x)

Table 1. Thangmi Phonemes
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minimal and near minimal pairs.

2.2 Monophthongs and their allophones
The phoneme /i/ is a short, unrounded, high front vowel [i], with a lowered or 

retracted allophone [I] in closed syllables:

cici meat
[tsitsi]

tim mortar
[t1Im]

lisa to scatter, to broadcast
[lIßa]

The phoneme /u/ is a short, closed, rounded high back vowel [u]:

pur nipple
[pur]

ulam path, road, way
[ulam]

The phoneme /e/ is variously realised by Thangmi speakers. In general, older 
and monolingual Thangmi speakers realise /e/ as a short, mid-open, unrounded front 
vowel [E], while younger Thangmi speakers who are bilingual in Nepali pronounce 
/e/ with slightly more closure, as [e]:

elepe spleen
[ElEpE  ‚ elepe]

ahel garuga, Garuga pinnata
[aHEl  ‚aHel]

The phoneme /o/ is usually realised as a short, mid-closed, rounded, back vowel 
[o], particularly in open syllables. In closed syllables, the phoneme /o/ has a mid-open 
realisation as [O]:

obo white
[obo]
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tokolok hoe, long-handled mattock with a narrow blade
[t1okolOk}]

The phoneme /a/ is variously realised by Thangmi speakers. In general, older 
and monolingual Thangmi speakers realise /a/ as a short, open, unrounded, front 
vowel [a], while younger Thangmi speakers who are bilingual in Nepali pronounce 
/a/ with slightly more closure, as in the English [œ] in cat:

alak small wooden or bamboo foot bridge
[alak}  ‚œlœk}]

cahuca man, men-folk
[tsaHutsa  ‚tsœHutsœ]

The phoneme /q/ has varying realisations from speaker to speaker, perhaps 
on account of its infrequent occurrence. Most commonly, the phoneme /q/ is pro-
nounced as a short, open, unrounded, back vowel [A], but in the speech of some 
Thangmi speakers it is given more closure and rendered as [ø]:

qlqmtha far, distant
[AlAmt1ha  ‚ølømt1ha]

jqrqme the spirit of death
[dzArAmE  ‚dzørmE]

The Thangmi phonemes /q/ and /a/ correspond to what are often, albeit errone-
ously, referred to as the ‘short’ and ‘long’ /a/ of Nepali. Although these two Nepali 
vowel phonemes are qualitatively distinct from one another in timbre and vowel qual-
ity, following accepted and traditional Indological transcription they are rendered as 
a and â respectively, as in Nepali pani ‘also’ versus pânî ‘water’. In my chosen orthogra-
phy for Thangmi, these words would be represented as pqni and pani.

2.3 Diphthongs and their allophones
Although Thangmi boasts more vowel diphthongs than monophthongs, diph-

thongs occur infrequently in native Thangmi words. They are more common, howev-
er, in open-stem verbs borrowed from Nepali, as in Thangmi ghumaisa ‘to turn around, 
show around’ from Nepali ghumâunu ‘to turn around, show around’ and banaisa ‘to 
make’, from Nepali banâunu ‘to make’. Diphthongs are attested in a handful of indig-
enous Thangmi forms, in which they have the same length as a monophthongal vowel. 
The criterion of length provides the justification for analysing these vowel forms as 
diphthongs rather than as vowel sequences or chains.
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The diphthong /ei/ commences as a mid-open, unrounded front vowel [E] 
and concludes with the unrounded, front retracted allophone [I]. In natural allegro 

speech, the diphthong /ei/ is occasionally realised close to the mid-open, unrounded 
front vowel [E].

kheisa to pour, be poured
[kÓEIßa]

koko†eisa to become stiff from cold, become numb
[kokoÊEißa]

The diphthong /ai/ starts as a slightly advanced, short, open, unrounded, back 
vowel [A] and ends with the short, unrounded, front retracted allophone [I]:

adhai cucumber, Cucumis sativus
[ad1ÓAI]

aikuca long, slightly curved knife, khukurî
[AIkutsa]

aspaisa to throw something violently, smash
[aßpAIßa]

The diphthong /oi/ starts as a short, mid-open, rounded, back vowel [O] and 
ends with the short, unrounded, front retracted allophone [I]:

joisa to leak, penetrate
[dzOIßa]

coi blood
[tsOI]

roimi a Newar person
[rOImi]

The level diphthong /ui/ starts as a short, closed, rounded, high back vowel [u] 
and ends with the short, unrounded, front retracted allophone [I]:

chyuituk uyu a small black rodent which lives in holes, mole
[tsÓjuIt1uk} uju]
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luisa to become flaccid (particularly of a penis)
[luIßa]

mui a banana, Musa x paradisiaca
[muI]

The diphthong /eu/ occurs only twice in the whole Thangmi lexicon. The diph-
thong commences as a short, mid-open, unrounded front vowel [E] and concludes 
with a slightly advanced short, closed, rounded, high back vowel [u]:

deusal matches [Sindhupâlcok dialect only]

[d1Eußal]

ghq∫eusa to burp
[gHA=Eußa]

The diphthong /au/ starts as a short, open, unrounded, back vowel [A] and ends 
with a short, closed, rounded, high back vowel [u]:

cqlauni moon
[tsAlAuni]

rulau cockroach
[rulAu]

The level diphthong /ou/ starts as a short, mid-open, rounded, back vowel [O] 
and ends with a short, closed, rounded, high back vowel [u]:

aprou tump line or head strap for carrying a load
[aprOu]

jyousa to burn wood, roast something

[dzjOußa]

The diphthongs /ei/, /ai/ and /ui/ are particularly associated with emphatic 
function or intensified meaning in Thangmi, perhaps mirroring the Nepali emphatic 
marker <-ai> (EMP). The diphthong /ei/, for example, is attested in Thangmi sakalei 
‘all, each, every, everything, totally’ which is itself loaned from Nepali sakal ‘all, every’. 
Likewise, the diphthong /ai/ is often associated with emphatic meaning in Thangmi, 
as in the adverb choncai ‘fast, quickly’, and the adjective begalai ; begale ‘other’ from 
Nepali beglo ‘other’. Finally, the Thangmi diphthong /ui/ is also associated with em-
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phatic meaning on at least one occasion, as in ayehui ‘very much (emphatic)’ attested 
in the Sindhupâlcok dialect, from Thangmi aye ; ahe ‘very’. In this instance, <-ui> oc-
curs as a suffix indicating an intensified feeling.

Diphthongs are particularly common in loans from Nepali. Two co-occurring 
monophthongs in Nepali may give rise to a diphthong in Thangmi. For example, while 
Nepali makai ‘corn, maize’ has two syllables and Nepali malâî ‘to me’ has three syl-
lables, both forms are disyllabic in Thangmi (creating a minimal pair), using the diph-
thong /ai/:

mqkai corn, maize (from Nepali makai)
[møkAI]

mqlai to me, for me (from Nepali malâî)
[mølAI]

2.4 Nasality
Nasalised vowels are not a distinctive feature of Thangmi phonology.1) Thangmi 

attests only a handful of lexemes with nasalised vowels, none of which can be contrast-
ed with non-nasalised vowels. Nasality is more pronounced in the Sindhupâlcok dialect 
of Thangmi, and most of the examples I present below are therefore drawn from this 
speech area. Moreover, as seen in the following examples, nasalised vowels occur pri-
marily in onomatopoeic or reduplicative expressions and interjections:

ádai yes, uh-huh
[a)d1AI]

hexé yes, uh-huh [Sindhupâlcok dialect]
[hE/E)]

híxikote over there [Sindhupâlcok dialect]
[hI)/Ikot1E]

khoíkhoísa to cough [Sindhupâlcok dialect]
[kÓOI)kÓOI)ßa]

húhúisa to writhe in pain, squirm
[hu)Hu)Ißa]

 1) See Rutgers (1998, p. 15) for a similar discussion on nasality in Yamphu. Although minimal pairs for 
the nasal/non-nasal distinction are not attesed in Thangmi, there remains a possibility that nasality is 
nevertheless distinctive. For the present discussion, however, I regard nasality as non-distinctive, be-
lieving the burden of proof to be in my favour.
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In a few Thangmi lexemes, nasalised vowels occur in free variation alongside their 
non-nasalised counterparts. It should be noted, however, that these instances invari-
ably co-occur with the voiced, dorso-velar nasal continuant [f]. In such cases, vowel 
nasalisation may be the result of assimilation to the nasal phoneme, as in the following 
examples:

cifya ; cíyá ; cífa nose
[tsINja  ‚tsI)ja)  ‚tsI)Na]

safa ; sáwá finger millet, Eleusine coracana
[ßaNa  ‚ßa)wa)]

fyasa ; fyása to rot, become rotten, suppurate
[Njaßa  ‚ Nja)ßa]

Thangmi has only three lexemes with nasalised vowels which do not occur in free 
variation with non-nasalised vowels. Two of these forms are attested in the Sindhupâlcok 
dialect area only. The nasalised short, mid-closed, rounded, back vowel [o] in phó∫ok 
[pÓo)=Ok}] ‘inflated, swollen’, which is also attested in Dolakhâ, results from assimilation 
to the following retroflex nasal:

bhaíse tomorrow [Sindhupâlcok dialect]
[bÓAI)ßE]

kíyabat in three days [Sindhupâlcok dialect]
[kI)jabat1}]

phó∫ok inflated, swollen, squashy (especially used to
[pÓo)=Ok}] describe people’s noses)

2.5 Vowel minimal pairs
The distinctive quality of vowel height and lip rounding is illustrated by the follow-

ing chart of minimal and near minimal pairs:

/i/ vs. /u/  nini ‘paternal aunt, father’s sister’, nunu ‘milk’; thisa ‘to 
touch’, thusa ‘to pull up weeds’.

/i/ vs. /e/  irir ‘totally stuffed of food’, ere ‘ball made of ground grain 
used in the death rite (ritual language)’; lisa ‘to scatter, 
broadcast’, lesa ‘to select’.

/i/ vs. /o/  ili ‘a species of house-dwelling gecko’, oli ‘four’; nisa ‘to see’, 
nosa ‘to stir food, serve’; cici ‘meat, flesh’, cyocyo ‘female 
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breast’.
/i/ vs. /a/  arki ‘deer’, arka ‘walnut, Juglans regia’; tisa ‘to burn’, tasa ‘to 

boil’; wari ‘daughter-in-law’, warak ‘precipice, steep slope’.
/i/ vs. /q/  cifya ‘nose’, cqfge ‘pigweed, Amaranthus viridis’; dilaf ‘stone 

resting place’, dqlqk ‘dust’.
/u/  yu ‘black-mouthed, white-bodied and long-tailed white mon-

ey’, uyu ‘mouse’.
/u/ vs. /e/  umansa ‘to cook, prepare food’, emsa ‘to be exhausted by 

sitting in the sun’; †humsa ‘to bury’, †hemsa ‘to break’; suwa 
‘tooth’, sewa ‘greetings, hello’.

/u/ vs. /o/  †upsa ‘to husk rice or millet in a mortar’, †opsa ‘to wash 
clothes by beating them’; ulum ‘the upper part of a grinding 
stone’, olon ‘milk, yoghurt’.

/u/ vs. /a/  uma ‘wife’, ama ‘mother’; cuksa ‘to insert, pour into’, caksa 
‘to cover, patch or overlay bamboo when there are holes’.

/u/ vs. /q/  culi ‘goat’, cqlauni ‘moon’; duru ‘earthquake’, dqri nunu ‘cow 
or buffalo milk used in the death rite (ritual language)’.

/e/ vs. /o/  leksa ‘to swallow’, loksa ‘to drain’; melsa ‘to roast millet prior 
to grinding’, molsa ‘to mix in, stir up’.

/e/ vs. /a/  ere ‘ball made of ground grain used in the death rite (ritual 
language)’, ari ‘fear’; nem ‘house’, nam ‘name’; ref ‘flower’, 
raf ‘dry or unirrigated field’.

/e/ vs. /q/  elepe ‘spleen’, qlqmtha ‘far, distant’; kerepsa ‘to cry, weep’, 
kqraisa ‘to call out, be hungry’.

/o/ vs. /a/  ofgol ‘Adam’s apple’, afal ‘shame, embarrassment’; dof ‘in-
testines, Brahman’, dafsa ‘to look for, search, seek’.

/o/ vs. /q/  kotale ‘under, below’, kqtqra ‘trough, tray’.
/a/ naf ‘you’, nafa ‘fish’.
/a/ vs. /q/  alam ‘red and white flag used in shamanic ritual’, qlqmtha 

‘far, distant’; bagale ‘peach, Prunus persica’, bqgqle ‘type of 
tree, Maesa chisia’; caf ‘chir pine, Pinus roxburghii’, cqfge 
‘pigweed, Amaranthus viridis’; cali ‘ladder’, cqlauni ‘moon’.

/ei/ vs. /e/ kheisa ‘to pour’, khemsa ‘to make, build’.
/ai/ vs. /au/ ai ‘pus’, au ‘mango’.
/oi/ vs. /i/  joisa ‘to leak’, jisa ‘to chop, split’; coi ‘blood’, cile ‘tongue’; 

roimi ‘a Newar person’, rim ‘homemade beer drunk during 
death rite (ritual language)’.

/ui/ vs. /u/  luisa ‘to become flaccid’, lunsa ‘to climb, ride’; mui ‘banana’, 
mus ‘body hair’.

/ui/ vs. /i/  luisa ‘to become flaccid’, lisa ‘to scatter, broadcast’; mui ‘ba-
nana’, mi ‘person’.
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/eu/ vs. /e/ deusal ‘matches’, dese ‘village’.
/au/ rulau ‘cockroach’, rul ‘snake’.
/au/ vs. /a/ au ‘mango’, ayu ‘pine-marten, Martes flavigula’.
/au/ vs. /ou/ cqlauni ‘moon’, calou ‘wild nettle’.
/ou/ vs. /a/ aprou ‘tump line, head strap’, apraca ‘good’.
/ou/ vs. /o/ jyousa ‘to burn wood’, jyoksa ‘to be burnt’.

3. Consonants

3.1 Overview of consonant phonemes
Thangmi consonant phonemes are presented in Table 1 above following an In-

dological ordering, and are shown in Table 2 below according to phonetic features.

The Thangmi consonant inventory comprises of five series of obstruents across 
five distinctive and contrastive points of articulation (bilabial, dental, palatal, retroflex 
and velar), each of which includes an unaspirated voiceless, an aspirated voiceless, an 
unaspirated voiced and a breathy member.2) The Thangmi consonant system further 
includes a series of nasals at four points of articulation, one glottal stop, one fricative, 
one trill, one lateral and three approximants. Apart from the glottal stop /x/, all con-
sonants are attested in word-initial position.

Table 2. Thangmi Consonant Phonemes

bilabial dental palatal retroflex velar

voiceless p t c † k

aspirated ph th ch †h kh

voiced b d j ∂ g

breathy voiced bh dh jh ∂h gh

nasal m n ∫ f

glottal ( x )

fricative s

trill r

lateral l

approximant w y h

 2) Following van Driem (1993, p. 52), I have opted for the term ‘breathy voiced plosive’ rather than 
‘voiced aspirate’ to describe the series /bh/, /dh/, /jh/, /∂h/, /gh/. While it has become a tradition 
in linguistics to refer to such plosives as ‘voiced aspirates’, particularly for South Asian languages, the 
label is misleading since they are often neither voiced nor aspirated. See van Driem (1993, p. 52) for 
the evidence and discussion.
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3.2 Obstruents and their allophones
3.2.1 Velar stops

The phoneme /k/ can occur in all positions in the Thangmi word or syllable. In 
word-initial, syllable-initial and intervocalic positions, the phoneme /k/ is a voiceless, 
unaspirated dorso-velar stop [k]:

kapu head
[kapu]

afkalak brown-green coloured lizard
[aNkalak}]

laka∫e radish, Raphanus sativus
[laka=E]

cikinsa to give someone a fright
[tsikInßa]

Word-finally, the phoneme /k/ is a voiceless, unreleased, unaspirated dorso-velar 
stop [k}] in the Dolakhâ dialect and either completely glottalised [/] or a voiceless, 
unreleased, unaspirated dorso-velar stop with a simultaneous glottal stop [/k}] in the 
Sindhupâlcok dialect:3)

akrak frog [Dolakhâ dialect]
[akrak}]

akrak frog [Sindhupâlcok dialect]
[akra/]

ajik cold (of food and water) [Dolakhâ dialect]
[adzIk}]

ajik cold (of food and water) [Sindhupâlcok dialect]
[adzI/k}]

The phoneme /kh/ can occur in word-initial, syllable-initial and intervocalic posi-
tions, in which it is realised as a voiceless, aspirated dorso-velar stop [kÓ]. It is not at-
tested in word-final position:

 3) For a more detailed description of the differences between the two dialects, see Turin (2000a).
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khen face
[kÓEn]

afkhe lap
[aNkÓE]

rikhi the tree, Ficus lacor
[rikÓi]

The phoneme /g/ can occur in word-initial, syllable-initial and intervocalic posi-
tions, in which it is realised as a voiced, unaspirated dorso-velar stop [g]. It is not at-
tested in word-final position:

gafsa to dry
[gaNßa]

gofgif a green or brown flying praying mantis
[gONgIN]

jagapsa to faint, have an epileptic fit
[dzagapßa]

The phoneme /gh/ can occur in word-initial and intervocalic positions, in which 
it is realised as a voiced, breathy (or murmured) dorso-velar stop [gH].4) It is not attest-
ed in syllable-initial or word-final positions:

ghq∫eu a burp
[gHA=Eu]

aghorsa to dig, scratch with fingernails
[agHOrßa]

The phoneme /gh/ is further attested in two reduplicative lexemes, in which it 
occurs both word-initially, word-medially and syllable-initially. Syllable-initial and word-
medial /gh/ is only attested in these two reduplicative forms, both of which are ono-
matopoeic:

ghor-ghorsa to grunt (of a pig), roar (of a tiger)
[gHOrgHOrßa]

 4) For the reader’s comfort, I have chosen to transcribe breathy voice using the raised ‘h’, as in [gH] 
rather than the phonetically accurate [g·].
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ghoflof-ghoflof loose fitting, baggy, wide, floppy
[gHONlONgHONlON]

3.2.2 Retroflex stops
The phoneme /†/ is a voiceless, unaspirated apico-post-alveolar or retroflex stop 

[Ê] which is attested in word-initial, syllable-initial, intervocalic and word or syllable-
final positions, as illustrated by the examples below:

†ampe the magnolia tree, Magnolia campbelli
[ÊampE]

kan†i young, fresh, unripe
[kanÊi]

cya†amaraf a kind of thorny bush
[tsjaÊamaraN]

lampa† plain, farmyard
[lampaÊ]

The phoneme /†h/ is a voiceless, aspirated apico-post-alveolar or retroflex stop 
[ÊÓ] which is attested in word-initial, syllable-initial and intervocalic positions. It is not 
attested in word or syllable-final position, as illustrated by the examples below:

†hoka a large silver bracelet worn by women
[ÊÓoka]

bom†hisa to swell up into a blister after a burn or 
[bOmÊÓißa] as a result of severe rubbing

ku†hup tadpole
[kuÊÓup}]

The phoneme /∂/ is a voiced, unaspirated apico-post-alveolar or retroflex stop 
[∂] which is attested in word-initial, syllable-initial and intervocalic positions. It is not 
attested in word or syllable-final position:

∂umla common fig, Ficus carica
[∂umla]
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han∂a a clay pot for cooking nettles
[han∂a]

a∂ipsa to tear pieces of tough meat off the bone 

[a∂Ipßa] with one’s teeth

The phoneme /∂h/ occurs only in word-initial position, in which it is realised as 
a voiced, breathy (or murmured) apico-post-alveolar or retroflex stop [∂Ó]. It is not at-
tested in syllable-initial, intervocalic or word-final positions:

∂hopit anus
[∂ÓopIt1]

∂hokse a large bamboo basket used for carrying manure
[∂ÓOkßE]

The phoneme /∂h/ is further attested in one reduplicative and onomatopoeic 
lexeme, in which it occurs both word-initially and syllable-initially:

∂holof-∂holof being wide in circumference or diameter
[∂ÓolON∂ÓolON]

3.2.3 Palatal stops
The phoneme /c/ can occur in word-initial, syllable-initial and intervocalic posi-

tions, in which it is realised as a voiceless, unaspirated, apico-palatal or lamino-palatal 
affricate [ts]. It is not attested in word-final position:

cabusa to carry
[tsabußa]

demca load
[d1Emtsa]

apraca good, clean, nice
[apratsa]

The phoneme /ch/ can occur in word-initial, syllable-initial and intervocalic posi-
tions, in which it is realised as a voiceless, aspirated, apico-palatal or lamino-palatal af-
fricate [tsÓ]. It is not attested in word-final position:
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chinik perilla, edible seed, Perilla frutescens
[tsÓinIk}]

jinchiri clitoris

[dzIntsÓiri]

cacha grandson
[tsatsÓa]

The phoneme /j/ can occur in word-initial, syllable-initial and intervocalic posi-
tions, in which it is realised as a voiced, unaspirated, lamino-palatal affricate [dz]. It is 
not attested in word-final position:

jiref red wasp
[dzirEN]

dunji lean, thin, meagre, without fat
[d1undzi]

aja leaf
[adza]

The phoneme /jh/ can occur in word-initial, syllable-initial and intervocalic posi-
tions, in which it is realised as a voiced, breathy (or murmured) lamino-palatal affri-
cate [dzÓ]. It is not attested in syllable-initial, intervocalic or word-final positions. While 
the phoneme /jh/ is attested in only three native Thangmi words from the Dolakhâ 
dialect, it is far more common in the Sindhupâlcok dialect. The phoneme /jh/ is also 
widely attested in loan words from Nepali in both dialects.

jhin†yak catapult, trap
[dzÓInÊjak}]

jhyal†uf a vessel to carry burning coals
[dzÓjalÊuN]

kurujhin a kind of blemish or spot
[kurudzÓIn]

3.2.4 Dental stops
The phoneme /t/ is a voiceless, unaspirated dental or alveolar stop [t1] which is 

attested in word-initial, syllable-initial, intervocalic and word or syllable-final positions. 
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Younger Thangmi speakers who are also fluent in Nepali are more likely to articulate 
the phoneme /t/ as a dental stop, while older and monolingual Thangmi speakers 
tend towards an alveolar articulation:

tofsa to wash clothes
[t1ONßa]

altak the Nepalese rhododendron tree, 
[alt1ak}] Rhododendron arboreum

kotale under, below (of a place)
[kot1alE]

a†it the whistling thrush, Myiophoneus caeruleus
[aÊIt1]

The phoneme /th/ is a voiceless, aspirated dental or alveolar stop [t1Ó] which is at-
tested in word-initial, syllable-initial and intervocalic positions. It is not attested in word 
or syllable-final position. Younger Thangmi speakers who are also fluent in Nepali are 
more likely to articulate the phoneme /th/ as a dental stop, while older and mono-
lingual Thangmi speakers tend towards an alveolar articulation:

themba doorframe, doorway
[t1ÓEmba]

cyurthin a mouth shaped like a monkey’s mouth
[tsjurt1hIn]

athafsa to become light
[at1ÓaNßa]

The phoneme /d/ is a voiced, unaspirated dental or alveolar stop [d1] which is at-
tested in word-initial, syllable-initial and intervocalic positions. It is not attested in word 
or syllable-final position. Younger Thangmi speakers who are also fluent in Nepali are 
more likely to articulate the phoneme /d/ as a dental stop, while older and monolin-
gual Thangmi speakers tend towards an alveolar articulation:

doksa to peck, sting, bite
[d1Okßa]
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denderek coarse, rough
[d1End1ErEk}]

adum hot (food or drink)
[ad1um]

The phoneme /dh/ is a voiced, breathy (or murmured) dental or alveolar stop [d1Ó] 
which is attested in word-initial and intervocalic positions. It is not attested in syllable-
initial and word or syllable-final positions. Younger Thangmi speakers who are also 
fluent in Nepali are more likely to articulate the phoneme /dh/ as a dental stop, while 
older and monolingual Thangmi speakers tend towards an alveolar articulation:

dhiri thunder
[d1Óiri]

dhapre Curaçao aloe, Aloe vera
[d1ÓaprE]

kadhrap species of plant (Latin name unknown)
[kad1Órap}]

3.2.5 Bilabial stops
The phoneme /p/ can occur in all positions in the Thangmi word or syllable. In 

word-initial, syllable-initial and intervocalic positions, the phoneme /p/ is a voiceless, 
unaspirated, bilabial stop [p]:

pafku water
[paNku]

pampanek butterfly
[pampanEk}]

papasek testicles
[papaSEk}]

Word-finally, the phoneme /p/ is a voiceless, unreleased, unaspirated bilabial 
stop [p}]:

asip a species of tree (Latin name unknown)
[asIp}]
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kan†ap a chip of bamboo or splint of wood used to 
[kanÊap}] make carrying baskets or cradles

The phoneme /ph/ is a voiceless, aspirated, bilabial stop [pÓ] which is attested 
in word-initial, syllable-initial and intervocalic positions. It is not attested in word or 
syllable-final position.

phase flour

[pÓaSE]

lamphafsa to cross over, step over (someone or something)
[lampÓaNßa]

aphinca light (in weight), thin, narrow
[apÓIntsa]

laphar cowardly, timid, irresolute
[lapÓar]

The phoneme /b/ is a voiced, unaspirated bilabial stop [b] which is attested in 
word-initial, syllable-initial and intervocalic positions. It is not attested in word or sylla-
ble-final position:

bosif alder, Nepal black cedar, Alnus nepalensis
[boSIN]

domba tree
[d1Omba]

kitrifbas in four days
[kit1rINbaß]

abu penis
[abu]

The phoneme /bh/ is a voiced, breathy (or murmured) bilabial stop [bÓ] which is 
infrequent in occurrence and attested in word-initial position only. It is not attested in 
intervocalic, word or syllable-final position.

bhqmbqla a species of tree (Latin name unknown)
[bÓAmbAla]
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bheterek bamboo mat
[bÓEt1ErEk}]

The phoneme /bh/ is further attested in one reduplicative lexeme, in which it oc-
curs both word-initially and syllable-initially:

bhut-bhute the flameless and white-hot centre of a fire

[bÓut1bÓut1E]

3.3 Nasals
Thangmi has a series of voiced nasals at four points of articulation, velar, retro-

flex, dental and labial. The phoneme /f/ is a voiced, velar nasal continuant [N] which 
is attested in word-initial, syllable-initial, intervocalic and word or syllable-final posi-
tions. It is a frequently occurring Thangmi phoneme:

fasa to say, ask, order, tell
[Naßa]

cqrfa liver
[tsArNa]

afil gum(s)
[aNIl]

lofsa to do, make
[lONßa]

aklof grasshopper, locust
[aklON]

The phoneme /∫/ is a voiced, retroflex nasal continuant [=] with a free alternate 
as a voiced, retroflex tap [«]. It is attested in word-initial, syllable-initial, intervocalic 
and word or syllable-final positions:

∫epsa to crush with a stone, bruise by falling
[=Epßa  ‚«Epßa]

kuchip∫asa to be bored, have a bad experience
[kutsÓIp=aßa  ‚kutsÓIp«aßa]
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alalo∫of large bamboo mat used in death rituals into
[alalo=ON  ‚ alalo«ON] which a corpse is rolled

a∫efsek kidney
[a=ENSEk}  ‚ a«ENSEk}]

ka∫†u neck, throat
[ka=Êu  ‚ka«Êu]

ciciko∫ a block of wood on which to cut things
[tsitsikO=  ‚tsitsikO«]

The phoneme /n/ is attested in word-initial, syllable-initial, intervocalic and word 
or syllable-final positions. In general, older and monolingual Thangmi speakers realise 
/n/ as a voiced, alveolar continuant [n], while younger Thangmi speakers who are 
bilingual in Nepali pronounce /n/ as a voiced, dental nasal continuant [n1]. The two 
allophones exist in free variation:

nembo other person
[n1Embo  ‚nEmbo]

semni a Tamang person
[ßEmn1i  ‚ ßEmni]

chyunupu†uk the protruding behind of a chicken
[tsÓyun1upuÊuk}  ‚ tsÓyunupuÊuk}]

yanatasa to deliver
[jan1ataßa  ‚janataßa]

yante hand-driven millstone, grindstone, quern
[jan1t1E  ‚ jant1E]

akan barley, Hordeum vulgare
[akan1  ‚ akan]

The phoneme /m/ is a voiced, bilabial nasal continuant [m] which is attested in 
word-initial, syllable-initial, intervocalic and word or syllable-final positions:

makarpapa spider
[makarpapa]
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dokmaf Nepal pepper, prickly ash, Zanthoxlum armatum
[d1OkmaN]

cime hair (only on the head)
[cimE]

cumsa to seize, hold, grab, catch, grasp, clasp
[cumßa]

nem house
[nEm]

3.4 Glottal stop
The phoneme /x/ is an energetically articulated glottal stop [x] which is attested 

only in the Sindhupâlcok dialect of Thangmi. While the phone is heard in the north-
ern-most villages of Dolakhâ in which Thangmi is spoken, /x/ has phonemic status in 
Sindhupâlcok only. The phoneme /x/ is attested in intervocalic and syllable-final posi-
tions only. In intervocalic position, the phoneme /x/ is most commonly followed by a 
staccato echo vowel, as in the following five examples, all drawn from the Sindhupâlcok 
dialect:

asaxasa to itch
[aSa/aßa]

abexesa to carry a child on one’s back
[abE/Eßa]

jixisa to split in two
[dzi/ißa]

loxosa to drain, pour out
[lO/Oßa]

buxusa to cover, cover up, put a lid on a pot
[bu/ußa]

There are, however, a number of examples of the phoneme /x/ occurring in in-
tervocalic position followed by a different vowel:

cyaxe night

[tsja/E]
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haxi how much, how many?
[ha/i]

axum egg

[a/um]

kixulif bottom, buttocks
[ki/ulIN]

In a handful of cases, the phoneme /x/ occurs in syllable-final position in polysyl-
labic lexical items. In these cases, unglottalised articulations are universally rejected by 
speakers of the Sindhupâlcok dialect:

ixblif aright, right side up, right way up
[I/blIN]

jaxco wheat, Triticum sativum, Triticum aestivum
[dza/tso]

pecyexsa small, cramped (of a habitation or living place)
[pEtsjE/ßa]

amaxsa to beg
[ama/ßa]

At first glance, word-final glottal stops which follow a vowel in the Sindhupâlcok 
dialect appear to be allophones of final consonants, particularly when compared with 
cognate forms from the Dolakhâ dialect in which these lexical items indeed possess 
final consonants, as in akrax [akra/] ‘inedible toad or frog with webbed feet’ (Sindhupâlcok) 
versus akrak [akrak}] ‘inedible toad or frog with webbed feet’ (Dolakhâ). However, this 
putative allophonic explanation must be discounted for a number of reasons. First, 
there is no systematic opposition between Dolakhâ [-k] and Sindhupâlcok [-x], and 
a number of Sindhupâlcok lexical forms attest the same final voiceless velar stop as 
recorded for Dolakhâ. Second, final vowels may be glottalised in Sindhupâlcok in 
instances when the cognate Dolakhâ lexical form exhibits a word-final vowel. Third, 
speakers of the Sindhupâlcok dialect of Thangmi universally reject final consonants in 
the place of a glottal stop and similarly reject glottal stops in the place of final /k/ and 
/t/.
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alax  small wooden or bamboo foot bridge [Sindhupâlcok dialect]
alak small wooden or bamboo foot bridge [Dolakhâ dialect]
[ala/  ‚ alak}]

asarix taste [Sindhupâlcok dialect]
asare taste [Dolakhâ dialect]
[aßari/  ‚ aßarE]

asarix common fly [Sindhupâlcok dialect]
asaref common fly [Dolakhâ dialect]
[aßari/  ‚ aßarEN]

lo∫∂ox sternum, middle of chest [Sindhupâlcok dialect]
lon∂o sternum, middle of chest [Dolakhâ dialect]
[lO=∂O/  ‚ lOn∂o]

jinchirix clitoris [Sindhupâlcok dialect]
jinchiri clitoris [Dolakhâ dialect]
[dzIntsÓirI/  ‚ dzIntsÓiri]

In phonological monosyllables, the final glottal stop /x/ is articulated so as to trig-
ger an automatic echo of the preceding vowel upon release of the closure. The result 
of this automatically conditioned echo vowel is that phonological monosyllables with a 
final glottal stop /x/ are thus phonetically disyllabic:5)

cex   the chestnut tree, Castanopsis hystrix [Sindhupâlcok dialect]
ce   the chestnut tree, Castanopsis hystrix [Dolakhâ dialect]
[tsE/E  ‚ tse]

box  inflorescence of maize [Sindhupâlcok dialect]
bok  inflorescence of maize or rice [Dolakhâ dialect]
[bO/O  ‚ bOk]

3.5 Fricatives, Trills and Laterals
The Thangmi sound system attests one fricative /s/, one trill /r/ and one lateral 

/l/. The phoneme /s/ has two allophones which exist in free variation: a voiceless, 
lamino-alveolar, grooved fricative [ß] and a voiceless, palatal fricative [S]. Younger 
Thangmi speakers who are also fluent in Nepali are more likely to articulate the pho-

 5) Van Driem (1993, p. 56) describes the same process for Dumi, in which the phonological monosyl-
lable /box/ ‘word, language’ is phonetically disyllabic [bO/O].
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neme /s/ as [ß] while older and monolingual Thangmi speakers tend towards a palatal 
articulation [S]. The allophone [S] is universally rejected in syllable-initial position fol-
lowing a consonant, as in seksa [SEkßa] and explicitly not *[SEkSa]. It is possible that a 
genuine morphophonological distinction between [ß] and [S] existed in Thangmi at 
one point, and that the allophones were in complementary distribution. Perhaps with 
the encroachment of Nepali, in which s, s^ and ß are now pronounced and used more 
or less interchangeably, the distinction has been likewise eroded in Thangmi.6) The 
phoneme /s/ is attested in word-initial, syllable-initial, intervocalic and word or sylla-
ble-final positions:

sempir ginger, Zingiber officinale
[ßEmpIr  ‚ SEmpIr]

sereksa to get up, wake up, arise
[ßE|Ekßa  ‚ SE|Ekßa]

amisa to sleep
[amißa  ‚ amiSa]

ustok spit, spittle, sputum, saliva
[ußt1Ok}  ‚ uSt1Ok}]

citabas the day after tomorrow
[tsit1abaß  ‚ tsit1abaS]

The phoneme /r/ is a voiced, apico-alveolar trill or resonant [r] which is option-
ally released as a tap [|] in intervocalic position. The phoneme /r/ is attested in word-
initial, syllable-initial, intervocalic and word or syllable-final positions:

raphil tear (n., from the eye)
[rapÓIl]

gamra molar, jaw
[gamra]

bqrma bouquet grass, Thysanolaena agrestis
[bArma]

 6) The historical status of the Nepali sibilants s, s^ and ß remains unclear. While some scholars believe 
that Nepali orthography reflects a three-way phonological distinction for fricatives, others are rather 
more in favour of a binary phonological opposition between s on the one hand, and s^ and ß on the 
other.
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akar short-tailed Himalayan jungle cat, Felis chaus
[akar]

baraf platform of boards or bamboo, shed, stall
[ba|aN]

The phoneme /l/ is a voiced, apico-alveolar, lateral approximant [l] which is at-
tested in word-initial, syllable-initial, intervocalic and word or syllable-final positions:

lembe flat winnowing tray made of bamboo
[lEmbE]

sinlati butterfly bush, Buddleja (Buddleia) asiatica
[ßInlat1i]

calak air potato, Dioscorea bulbifera
[tsalak}]

duldul the flying male of the white ant
[d1uld1ul]

hucil noctural forest eagle-owl, Bubo nipalensis
[hucIl]

3.6 Approximants
Thangmi attests three approximants: velar /h/, alveolar /y/ and bilabial /w/. 

The phoneme /h/ is realised as a voiceless glottal approximant [h] in word-initial and 
syllable-initial position and as a breathy and voiced allophone [H] in intervocalic posi-
tion. The phoneme /h/ is attested in word-initial and intervocalic positions only:

hapsa to aim, fire, shoot, hunt
[hapßa]

ahunsa to pick up (from the ground), pluck
[aHunßa]

In word-initial position, the phoneme /h/ often indicates a question word, as in:

hara what?
[ha|a]
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hara-kai what for, for what reason, why?
[ha|a-kAI]

hani how many, how much?
[hani]

The phoneme /h/ is further attested in one reduplicative noun, in which it oc-
curs both word-initially and syllable-initially:

haf-haf steam
[haNhaN]

A few instances of the phoneme /h/ are attested in combination with other ap-
proximants and nasals, as in /hw/, /hy/ and /nh/. The sequence /hwa/ occurs in 
only one lexical item in the Dolakhâ dialect and two from the Sindhupâlcok dialect of 
Thangmi:

hwaf-hwaf open, spacious, wide [Dolakhâ dialect]
[hwaNhwaN]

hwali four [Sindhupâlcok dialect]
[hwali]

hwalfa five [Sindhupâlcok dialect]
[hwalNa]

The sequence /hy/ is attested in both dialects in word-initial position only, pre-
ceding vowels [a] and [u], and in lexical items indicating place, location or direction:

hyaletcha to arrive [Sindhupâlcok dialect]
[hjalEt1tsÓa]

hya-te ; hyu-te up there, over there
[hjat1E  ‚ hjut1E]

The sequence /nh/ is attested in both dialects in word-initial position only, pre-
ceding vowels [a] and [u], and occurring in lexical items indicating place, location or 
direction:

nhabasa lower
[nÓabaßa]
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nhu-te over there (far and down)
[nÓut1E]

nhaiko lower storey [Sindhupâlcok dialect]
[nÓAIko]

The phoneme /y/ is a voiced, lamino-palatal approximant [j] which is attested in 
word-initial and intervocalic positions:

yaf today
[jaN]

yuli needle
[juli]

uyu mouse
[uju]

pa†aya rice stalks once the paddy has been removed
[paÊaja]

The phoneme /y/ is also widely attested in both dialects as a post-consonantal off-
glide, but never as an onglide or syllable-final offglide:

byefga lower storey [Sindhupâlcok dialect]
[bjENga]

cyasa to eat
[tsjaßa]

fyal-fyal soft, tender
[NjalNjal]

agyosa to call, cry, rumble
[agjoßa]

ghyoksa to bark (of a dog)
[gHjOkßa]

The phoneme /w/ is a voiced, median, labial-velar approximant [w] which is at-
tested in word-initial, syllable-initial and intervocalic positions:
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wakhe word, story, chat
[wakhE]

wa chicken, hen

[wa]

awa locally-grown tobacco [Sindhupâlcok dialect]
[awa]

lawa husband
[lawa]

cawasa to walk, wander, roam
[cawaßa]

The phoneme /w/ is also widely attested in both dialects as a post-consonantal 
offglide following the unaspirated velar stops /k/ and /g/, but never as an onglide or 
syllable-final offglide:

kwai all root vegetables, particularly potato
[kwAI]

kwassa to be enough, feed to the full, be stuffed
[kwaßßa]

gwi thief, robber
[gwi]

gwa∫a∫if pregnant female
[gwa=a=IN  ‚ gwa«a«IN]

3.7 Consonant minimal pairs
Some minimal pairs and near-minimal pairs illustrating the distinctiveness of the 

consonant phonemes are given below:

3.7.1 Distinctiveness of voicing
/k/ vs. /g/  kofkolyaf ‘bent, twisted’, gofkolyaf ‘snaked, articulated in 

many places’; ko†e ‘stone wall’, go†he ‘pubic hair’; kari ‘song’, 
gare ‘rooster’; kaf ‘boil, pimple’, gafsa ‘to dry’; bagale 
‘peach, Prunus persica’, bakalcakal ‘half-cooked, half-raw’.

/kh/ vs. /gh/  kha∫ou ‘door’; gha∫au ; gha∫eu ‘burp’; khirimsa ‘to braid, 
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twist, entwine’, ghiritsa ‘to scratch, peel off’; aghax ‘crow, ra-
ven’, akho ‘grasshopper’.

/†/ vs. /∂/  †eksa ‘to tear cloth or paper, lacerate’, ∂eksa ‘to have enough 
sleep’; †isa ‘to close, shut’, ∂isa ‘to comb someone’s hair’; a†it 
‘the whistling thrush’, a∂ipsa ‘to suckle on mother’s milk’.

/†h/ vs. /∂h/  †hoka ‘large bracelet’, ∂hokse ‘large bamboo container or bas-
ket’.

/c/ vs. /j/  calak ‘air potato, Dioscorea bulbifera’, jalat ‘Nepalese hog 
plum, Choerospondias axillaris’; ceksa ‘to bite, sting’, jeksa ‘to 
clean, wash’; cisa ‘to throw, throw away’, jisa ‘to chop, split 
in two’; cyokpa ‘a small bird’, jyoksa ‘to be burnt’; cyou ‘fat, 
grease’, jyousa ‘to burn, roast’.

/ch/ vs. /jh/  chinik ‘perilla, edible seed, Perilla frutescens’, jhin†yak ‘cata-
pult, trap’; chyapaf ‘ritual pollution related to death’, jhyal†uf 
‘a vessel used to carry burning coals’.

/t/ vs. /d/  tafsa ‘to be happy, smile’, dafsa ‘to look for, search’; tapsa 
‘to beat or play the drum’, dapsa ‘to measure, fill’; ti ‘honey’, 
di ‘one’.

/th/ vs. /dh/  thapu ‘fireplace, hearth’, dhapre ‘Curaçao aloe, Aloe vera’; 
thumsa ‘to mark, stain, stick’, dhumba ‘mist, fog, cloud’.

/p/ vs. /b/  pampanek ‘butterfly’, bampre ‘rib, chest, breast’; pafku ‘wa-
ter’, bafkal ‘stomach, belly’; pene ‘vagina’, bena ‘brown oak 
of the Himalaya, Quercus semecarpifolia’; pisa ‘to give’, bisa ‘to 
enter, go inside’.

/ph/ vs. /bh/  phetelek ‘watery, moist’, bheterek ‘bamboo mat’; phinphin 
‘smooth, flat, even’; bhimbira ‘termite’.

3.7.2 Distinctiveness of aspiration and breathy articulation
/k/ vs. /kh/  kari ‘song’, kharu ‘old’; keret ‘red, orange’, kherte ‘near, 

close’; ken ‘cooked vegetable curry’; khen ‘face’; kof ‘trough’, 
khofa ‘a small basket for carrying fish’.

/g/ vs. /gh/  ga∫a ‘spherical earthenware jug, large mud jar’, gha∫au 
‘burp’; gofgif ‘a flying praying mantis’, ghof∫of ‘loose fit-
ting, wide, baggy’.

/†/ vs. /†h/  †afsa ‘to open’, †hafsa ‘to discover a god’; †asa ‘to tease, de-
ride, joke, harass’; †hasa ‘to scrape off, peel off, strip off’; †esa 
‘to remove corn cobs from the stalk’; †hesa ‘to displace wa-
ter’.

/∂/ vs. /∂h/  ∂of∂of ‘the lower leaves or outer covering of a bamboo 
plant’, ∂holof∂holof ‘being wide in circumference or diam-
eter’.
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/c/ vs. /ch/  ca ‘son’, cha ‘salt’; caf ‘the chir pine, Himalayan long-leaved 
pine, Pinus roxburghii’, chaf ‘wicker or bamboo basket to car-
ry a baby’; ciniksa ‘to impregnate, conceive’, chinik ‘perilla, 
edible seed, Perilla frutescens’.

/j/ vs. /jh/  jinchiri ‘clitoris’, jhin†yak ‘catapult’.
/t/ vs. /th/  tamsa ‘to loose’, thamsa ‘to insert, add, put in’; tafsa ‘to be 

happy, smile’, thafsa ‘to be healthy’; tasa ‘to boil’; thasa ‘to 
be’.

/d/ vs. /dh/  dai ‘towards’, dha ‘he, she, it’; dabsa ‘to measure, fill’, dha-
basa ‘on the other side’.

/p/ vs. /ph/  pakpak ‘cone or pod of the plantain flower’, phakphak ‘dry 
flour’; peksa ‘to strip bamboo’, pheksa ‘to tear something 
apart, split’.

/b/ vs. /bh/  betre ‘bamboo mat’, bhere ‘the wild cherry tree, Prunus pud-
dum’; buthuru ‘muzzle (for cows, buffaloes, goats)’, bhutbhute 
‘the white-hot centre of a fire’.

3.7.3 Distinctiveness of nasals
/m/ vs. /f/  khoma ‘the feathery inflorescence of the millet plant’, khofa 

‘a small basket for carrying fish’; maf ‘body’, faf ‘and’; myuf 
‘cloth, clothes, material’, fyu ‘brain’; thamsa ‘to insert, put 
in’, thafsa ‘to be healthy, be able’.

/m/ vs. /n/  mama ‘father’s sister’s husband’, nama ‘with, together’; man-
sa ‘to knead’, namsa ‘to smell’.

/m/ vs. /∫/  mesa ‘water buffalo’, ∫esa ‘to hit, strike’; mif ‘clothes, 
clothes, material’, ∫if ‘stone, rock’.

/n/ vs. /∫/  nasa ‘to put’, ∫asa ‘to be infested with lice’; nesa ‘to grind, 
pound’, ∫esa ‘to hit, strike’.

/n/ vs. /f/  †hansa ‘to move, transfer, change’, †hafsa ‘to discover a god’; 
nasa ‘to put, place, position’, fasa ‘to say, tell, inquire, order, 
ask’.

/f/ vs. /∫/  fasa ‘to say, tell, inquire, order, ask’, ∫asa ‘to be infested 
with lice’; fyu ‘brain’, ∫u ‘later’.

3.7.4 Distinctiveness of other consonants
/s/ vs. /r/ vs. /l/  sasa ‘vein, tendon, ligament’, rasa ‘to come’, lasa ‘Indian 

rhododendron, Melastoma malabathricum’; sisa ‘to die’, rise 
‘the tree, Maesa chisia’, lisa ‘to scatter, broadcast’; kosa 
‘bone’, korsa ‘to weed with a hoe’, kolsa ‘to add the leftover 
millet or maize paste from a previous meal to a new pot of 
hot water so as to reuse it and cook a new meal’.
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/w/ vs. /y/ vs. /h/  wasa ‘to plough’, yasa ‘to feed, give food’, hassa ‘to fall from 
a height’; wa ‘chicken, hen’, ya ‘ritual word for giant taro, 
Alocasia indicum’; awa ‘locally-grown tobacco’, ayu ‘pine-
marten’, ahe ‘very, a lot, much’.

4. Phonotactics, syllables and the Thangmi word

4.1 Stress
In Thangmi, stress is non-distinctive, prosodic and relatively unpronounced. 

In glossary entries in the lexicon, stress is indicated by a stress mark [ " ] before the 
stressed syllable, but only in instances when it is not predictable. Unless otherwise in-
dicated, all Thangmi words are stressed on the first syllable. The only deviations from 
this rule relate to Thangmi verb forms composed of three syllables of more, in which 
the stress falls on the second syllable:

ca son [one syllable]
["tsa]

bok maize or rice inflorescence [one syllable]
["bOk}]

hara what? [two syllables]
["hara]

akyarak the bulb of an arum lily, Arum campanulatum
["akjarak}] [three syllables]

bosa to grow (of crops) [two syllables]
["boßa]

kerepsa to cry, weep [three syllables]
[kE"rEpßa]

cinampasa to cause to amuse, make play [four syllables]
[tsi"nampaßa]

Reflexive verbs follow a slightly different pattern with regard to word and syllable 
stress. Since the reflexive marker <-si> (REF) is never stressed, the stress always falls on 
the preceding syllable, as in the examples below:
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phaksisa to eat by throwing a mouthful at a time into the 
["pÓakßißa] mouth [three syllables]

thaffarafsisa to lie on one’s back without sleeping 
[thaNNa"raNßißa] [five syllables]

Inflected verb forms do not deviate from the above rules, as shown in the exam-
ples below:

boy-an it grew [two syllables]
["bojan]

kerep-fa-n I cried [three syllables]
[kE"rEpNan]

cinampay-ef-du they are made to play [five syllables]
[tsi"nampajENdu]

phak-si-du s/he’s eating by throwing a mouthful at a time 
["pÓakßid1u] into his mouth [three syllables]

thaffaraf-si-fa-du I am lying on my back without sleeping
[thaNNa"raNßiNad1u] [six syllables]

4.2 Syllable structure
The phonological word consists of one or more syllables, the borders of which are 

determined by the rules of Thangmi syllable structure and type. The canonical syllable 
structure observed for Thangmi lexical items may be schematised as follows:7)

(Ci)  (G)  V  (Cf)

A syllable may consist of a single vowel phoneme (V):

ai pus    (V)
[AI]

au mango   (V)
[Au]

 7) Loans from Nepali may deviate from this scheme.
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A syllable may also consist of a consonant and a vowel (CiV), in which (Ci) is the 
initial and optional opening segment of a syllable which consists of a single consonant. 
All Thangmi consonant phonemes listed in Table 2 above, apart from the glottal stop 
/x/, may occur as the syllabic onset and are thus attested in initial position:

ca son    (CiV)
[tsa]

ni we, honey   (CiV)
[ni]

to he, she, it   (CiV)
[t1o]

A syllable may consist of a consonant, a vowel and another consonant (CiVCf), 
in which (Cf) is the final and optional closing segment of a syllable. This coda always 
consists of a single consonant. Of the Thangmi consonant phonemes listed in Table 2 
above, 15 are attested in final position as the coda of a syllable: /p/, /t/, /c/, /†/, /k/, 
/b/, /g/, /m/, /n/, /∫/, /f/, /x/, /s/, /r/ and /l/, some examples of which are 
given below:

dof intestines   (CiVCf)
[d1ON]

ban friend    (CiVCf)
[ban]

dol valley, deep place  (CiVCf)
[d1Ol]

lak hand, arm   (CiVCf)
[lak}]

lax hand, arm   (CiVCf)
[la/]

mus body hair, head hair  (CiVCf)
[muß]

pur nipple   (CiVCf)
[pur]
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rot landslide   (CiVCf)
[rOt1]

sem Tamang person  (CiVCf)

[ßEm]

A syllable may also consist of a consonant and a vowel (CiV) which are separated 
by a glide (G). The phonemes /l/, /r/, /y/ and /w/ occur as post-consonantal glides 
(G). The phoneme /l/ is attested as a post-consonantal glide following /b/, /g/, /k/ 
and /p/ only:

blifsa to reverse, overturn
[blINßa]

glensa to be left over (of food)
[glEnßa]

klef thasa to be full [Dolakhâ dialect]
[klEN t1haßa]

plefsa to become full, be filled [Sindhupâlcok dialect]
[plENßa]

The phoneme /r/ is attested as a post-consonantal glide following /b/, /d/, /k/, 
/kh/, /p/, /s/ and /t/:

brof mildew
[brON]

droxosa to run, flee
[d1rO/Oßa]

krepsa to cry, weep
[krEpßa]

khrimsa to twist, braid, entwine
[kÓrImßa]

prif outside
[prIN]
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srai the tree Eurya japonica
[ßrAI]

traba ashes

[t1raba]

The phoneme /y/ is attested as a post-consonantal glide following /b/, /c/, 
/ch/, /∂/, /g/, /k/, /kh/, /j/, /l/, /m/, /n/, /f/, /p/, /r/, /s/, /t/, /†/ and /†h/, 
some examples of which are given below:

cyasa to eat
[tsjaßa]

chyasa to be pulled off, scraped off
[tsÓjaßa]

∂yaksa to mature, ripen
[∂jakßa]

gyal-gyalti fecund, highly fertile
[gjalgjalt1i]

kyaf needle wood tree, Schima wallichii
[kjaN]

khyaksa to fall from above
[kÓjakßa]

lyuf stone, rock
[ljuN]

myuf cloth, clothes, material
[mjuN]

fyu brain
[Nju]

tyaf then, well, and
[t1jaN]
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†yaf-†yaf naked
[ÊjaNÊjaN]

The phoneme /w/ is attested as a post-consonantal glide following /g/ and /k/ 
only:

gwi thief, robber
[gwi]

gwa∫i∫if pregnant female
[gwa=i=IN]

kwai root vegetables, particularly potato
[kwAI]

4.3 Consonant clusters and geminate consonants
Thangmi does not permit sequences of consonants in syllable-final position. 

Loan words from English which have final nasal consonant clusters, such as think, are 
rendered in Thangmi as /thif/ [t1ÓIN]. In syllable-initial position, the only consonant 
clusters attested are those in which the second phoneme is either /l/, /r/, /y/ or 
/w/. These four consonant phonemes then function as post-consonantal glides, as de-
scribed in Section §4.2 above. At syllable breaks in Thangmi words, consonant clusters 
are attested in so far as they involve the closed coda of one syllable and a consonant 
initial in the following segment, as in:

syap†a a species of small bird  (CiGVCf  CiV)
[ßjapßa]

a∂ipsa to suckle on mother’s milk (V  CiVCf  CiV)
[a∂Ipsa]

tam-tam white clay   (CiVCf  CiVCf)
[t1amt1am]

Gemination is defined as the clustering of identical consonants adjacent to one 
another within a phonological word. The phonetic value of geminate consonants is 
discerned to be different to single consonants on the basis of clearly audible length. 
The consonants /p/, /t/, /†/, /k/, /n/, /f/, /s/ and /l/ are attested as geminates in 
native Thangmi lexical items:
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pup-pap sweepings

[puppap]

botton thorny bamboo, Bambusa arundinacea

[bOt1t1On]

gya††a loincloth
[gjaÊÊa]

ukkar wild cush-cush, yam, Dioscorea deltoidea
[ukkar]

hen-no take!
[hEnno]

syuffan garuga, Garuga pinnata
[ßjuNNan]

hassa to fall from a height, fall down and not die
[haßßa]

kulla ear
[kulla]

On account of the phonological composition of the verbal agreement suffixes in 
Thangmi, geminate sequences of the consonant phoneme /f/ are widely attested:

cijyaf-fa-du I speak
[tsidzaNNadu]

waf-fa-n I came up
[waNNan]

The Sindhupâlcok dialect of Thangmi attests a single example of a lexical form in 
which the doubling of a consonant (and its aspiration) leads to a slight difference in 
meaning:

huca baby, child, infant
[hutsa]
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huccha baby, child, infant when being spoken to or
[hutstsÓa] referred to in a derogatory manner

5. Prosodic lengthening
Certain Thangmi vowels are lengthened for emphasis or as the result of bearing 

the prosodic accent of a clause or sentence. These lengthened vowels occur primarily 
in adjectives, adverbs and interjections when the speaker intends to convey an intensi-
fied feeling or emotion. Examples include ho to (yes that) ‘yes, that one’ from Nepali 
ho ‘yes’ and Thangmi to ‘he, she, it (distal)’ which is rendered as [ho… t1o…] and a††he 
apraca ‘very good, excellent’ which is often pronounced with lengthened initial vowels 
on each word, as in [a…ÊÊÓE a…pratsa]. When giving directions, older Thangmi speakers 
use vowel lengthening to indicate relative distance and the difficulty of the terrain, as 
in dhu-te hen-ko mai-Ø-du (over.there-LOC go-ADH must-sAS-NPT) ‘you must go over 
there’, in which [d1Óu] is often rendered as [d1Óu…] to underscore the distance.

5. The phonology of loans from Nepali

On account of the copious borrowing of grammatical and lexical elements 
from Nepali, a few words about these loans should be included in this article on the 
Thangmi sound system. There is a considerable variation among Thangmi speakers 
in the rendering of Nepali forms, with younger and bilingual Thangmi speakers usu-
ally articulating Nepali words with standard received Nepali pronunciation, while older 
Thangmi speakers pronounce Nepali less perfectly. Moreover, as is apparent from the 
overview of Thangmi phonemes in Table 1 of this article, Thangmi phonology does 
not differ greatly from Nepali phonology, and the inventory of consonant phonemes is 
near identical.

The greatest and most immediately audible difference between Thangmi speak-
ers articulating Nepali and mother-tongue Nepali speakers relates to vowel quality and 
length. Most Thangmi speakers, even those with a high level of conversational fluency 
in Nepali, render Nepali [A] as a short, open, unrounded, front vowel [a] and not as 
a short, half-open, unrounded back vowel [A  ‚ ´] which would be the correct Nepali 
pronunciation. This is particularly significant since Thangmi has a similar, albeit in-
frequently occurring phoneme: the short, open, unrounded, back vowel [A  ‚ ø] /q/. 
The result is that Nepali [A] and [a] are both pronounced as [a] by Thangmi speakers, 
making Nepali ma ‘I’ and mâ ‘at, in’ appear homophonous since both are rendered as 
[ma]. This phonological contraction has not gone unnoticed by mother-tongue Nepali 
speakers who live in otherwise predominantly Thangmi villages. Brahmans, Chetris 
and the members of the so-called ‘occupational castes’ imitate Nepali-speaking ethnic 
Thangmi by mimicking their inability to articulate Nepali [A] and [a] distinctly.

Another noticeable feature of Nepali when spoken by most Thangmi is the ten-
dency to diphthongise clusters of Nepali vowels, as described in Section §2.3 above. 
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Two co-occurring monophthongs in Nepali give rise to a diphthong in Thangmi, as 
in gâî ‘cow’, which is disyllabic in Nepali but a monosyllabic diphthong when articu-
lated by Thangmi speakers: gai [gAI], or the trisyllabic Nepali thakâî ‘weariness, fatigue’ 
which is disyllabic when rendered in Thangmi thakai [t1ÓakAI].

The final distinctive feature of Nepali loans in Thangmi relates to borrowed 
verbs. Causative verb forms in Nepali, such as pa∂hâunu ‘to teach (literally ‘to cause to 
learn’)’ and their standard non-causative transitive or intransitive forms, such as 
pa∂hnu ‘to read, study’, are slightly reworked when borrowed into Thangmi. Causative 
verb forms from Nepali loose the causative and infinitive elements <-âunu> and receive 
<-aisa> in Thangmi, as in Nepali pa∂hâunu ‘to teach’ and Thangmi pa∂haisa [pa∂ÓAIßa] 
‘to teach’. Non-causative verb forms which Thangmi speakers borrow from Nepali 
undergo a slightly different process: the Nepali infinitive suffix <-nu> is replaced with 
<-aisisa> (ai + REF + INF), as in Nepali pa∂hnu ‘to read, study’ and Thangmi pa∂haisisa 
[pa∂ÓAIßißa] ‘to read, study’.

6. The orthography

The orthography I have adopted for transcribing Thangmi follows the phono-
logical value of words and syllables. As discussed in Section §4.1 above, stress is not 
indicated unless it deviates from the expected norm. Although unconventional, I have 
opted to use the character q to represent the infrequently occurring short, open, un-
rounded, back vowel [A], in order to distinguish it from a [a]. In large part this ortho-
graphical choice has been motivated by a limitation of computer typography for repre-
senting the Times font: when italicised, the regular character a loses its head loop and 
becomes a. This change is frustrating to linguists, since [a] is a different vowel to [A], 
whether rendered in Roman or cursive script.

The staccato vowel following /x/ from the Sindhupâlcok dialect of Thangmi is al-
ways indicated in the orthography, as in loxosa [lO/Osa] ‘to drain, pour’. Word-internal 
morpheme boundaries are indicated with hyphens, as in hen-sa [hEnsa] (go-INF) ‘to 
go’. Hyphenation is also used to separate two phoneme symbols which might otherwise 
be read as the digraph for another phoneme, as in hik-hiksa ‘to hiccough’, for which 
the pronunciation is [hIkhIksa] and emphatically not [hikÓIksa]. Hyphens are further 
used to separate the components of reduplicative, rhyming and onomatopoeic forms, 
as in †yaf-†yaf [ÊjaNÊjaN] ‘naked’ or pup-pap [puppap] ‘sweepings’.

When they form part of an example, loan words from Nepali are transcribed ac-
cording to the local pronunciation provided by the speaker. In such cases, I have opt-
ed to indicate a borrowed form by italicising the English gloss rather than by providing 
the standard transliteration from Devanâgarî orthography. For the sake of consistency 
I have italicised all loans, even when they are naturalised or indigenous forms, such as 
Thangmi guru ‘shaman’ (from Indo-Aryan guru ‘spiritual guide, mentor, teacher’) and 
Thangmi dese ‘village’ (from Indo-Aryan des^ ‘place, quarter, region, province, country, 
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nation’).8)
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