
T H E  P HO N O L O G Y  O F  J AVAN E S E  VOW EL S  

Col in Yal lop 

1 .  OUTL I N E  

There has been some disagreement about the description o f  standard Central 
Javanese vowel s .  This paper reviews the major complexities in the vowel system,  
namely 

the relationship between i and I and between u and U ( 2 . 1 . ) 
the relationship between e and e and between 6 and 0 ( 2 . 2 . )  
the lowering of  i and e ( to e) and of  u and 6 ( to 0)  in certain contexts ( 2 . 3 . )  
the relationship between unrounded a and rounded a ( 2 . 4 . )  

While it is  possible to generalise - for example , i ,  e ,  u ,  6 are restricted 
to open syllables - the detailed facts are such that general isations may be 
superficial and misleading . In fact observation of  regional or non-standard 
dialects , which often turn out to be simpli fications of the standard dialect , 
suggests that there is genuine tension or complexity in the vowel system of  the 
standard language . It is  therefore unwise to approach Javanese in a \>lay that 
seeks to simplify or generalise too readily (as some model s of phonology are 
incl ined to ) . Instead it seems necessary to distingui sh fairly clearly between 
phonological structure , morphological structure and the contrastive phonemic 
system . 

Any language must in a sense integrate these di fferent aspects (by , for 
example , allowing phonemes to be realised differently in different structural or 
morphological contexts ) .  It may be argued that Javanese is rather unusual in its 
path of integration , particularly in the extent to which morphological consider
ations are allowed to constrain phonological structure and the realisation of 
phonemic contrasts : but this  makes it all the more important tc do descriptive 
justice to the ingredients of the solution . 

( See Appendices 1 and 2 for sources and symbols . )  

2 .  D I STRI BUTI ON AND ALTERNAT IONS 

2 . 1 . The vowel s i ,  I ,  u a nd U 

2 . 1 . 1 . General di stri but i o n  

I t  i s  more o r  less true that i and u occur only i n  open syllables while I 
and U occur only in closed syllables , e . g .  
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p i  . p i  
p i . pIh 
t u . ku 
pU r .  na  

'cheek ' 
'rag ' 
'buy ' 
'restored� compl ete ' 

Where affixation alters syllabic structure , alternations occur , e . g .  

g a . rIng 
ka . sU r  

'd:r>y , 
'mattress ' 

2 . 1 . 2 .  Syl l ab i fi cati on  

, • A ga . r l . nga 
ka . s u . re 

, even if dry , 
'the mattress ' 

The definition of open and closed syl lables in Javanese is  not entirely 
straightforward , however . Only a few word-medial consonant clusters , notably r 
pl us consonant,  divide so as to close the preceding syl lable ,  e . g .  

s I  r .  na 
p rIk . sa 
pIr . sa 
gUs . t i  
kUr . s i  

'vanished ' 
'examine ' 
'see� perceive '  
'lord� master ' 
'chair ' 

Thus a cons iderable number of consonant sequences seem to count as syl lable 
initial , including not only homorganic stop plus nasal but also consonant plus 
r or 1 and even the cluster ngs , e . g .  

t i . mbU l  
dh i . ng k l Iq 
p i  . n t h  
l u . mrah 
pu . t ra 
mu . ngsUh 

'emerge ' 
'stool ' 
'clever ' 
'usual ' 
'chi ld ' 
'enemy ' 

Some authors ( e . g .  Robson 1976) agree with the syl lable divisions given here . 
But Uhl enbeck ( 194 9 : 38 )  rej ects the idea that vowel variants can be explained 
purely in terms of syl labi fication . He suggests , for instance , that the syllable 
boundary does fal l between a nasal and fol lowing stop , i . e .  that p i n ter  is 
p i n . te r . In this  case it is obviously necessary to state that the ' open-syllable ' 
variants i and u occur in open syllables and before certain consonant sequences . 
But in fact Uhlenbeck indicates that it is possible to descr ibe Javanese phonology 
without necessarily referring to syllables at all . 

A further compl ication is  that clusters of  consonant pl us y have an ambigu
ous status : compare wIrya 'brave ' and d i bya 'powerful� invulnerable ' .  I f  syllabic 
structure is  what conditions the distribution o f  i ,  I ,  u and U ,  then these two 
words must be wIr .ya  and d i  . bya . ( But Uhlenbeck , 1949 : 3 5 ,  comments that words 
containing consonant plus y are mostly archaic or l iterary . )  

2 . 1 . 3 .  Effects o f  - � ke 
The ' causative ' suffix -ake ( see Appendix 3 for suffixes)  does not affect 

preceding I or U ,  despite the fact that it would appear to create an open 
syllable . Compare forms in -ake with forms in -e , - i , -ana : 



Root 

sa l In 
cawIs 
ge t Un 
t u l Ung 

-ake 
sa l Inake 
cawIsake 
getUnake 
t u l Ungake 

, 
-e  

sa l i ne , . , caw I se 

get une  
t u l unge 
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- i  
sa  l i n  i , . . caw l s I 
getun i 
t u l ung i 

A A -ana 
s a l  i nana  , . " " caw l sana 
ge t unana 
t u l ungana 

Root meaning 

'change ' 
'prepare, provide ' 
'regret, sorrow ' 
'heZp ' 

This apparent anomaly may be due to paradigmatic uni formi ty .  The Javanese 
verbal system reveals three ' causative ' suffixes and three ' locative ' suffixes 
( Appendix 3 ) . In general the allomorphs of  these suffixes are such that a root
final closed syllable remains closed before a causative suffix but becomes open 
before a locative suffix . -ake ought to break this  pattern ( as a causative 
suffix creating an open syllable)  but it actually conforms to the causative 
paradigm : 

Root Causative Forms 

sa l In s a l lnake s a l Inna sa I In ne I throughout 
getUn  get Unake get Unna get Unne U throughout 

Locative Forms 

sa l In sa  l i n i sa l i n ana  sa l  i nane  I in locative 
get Un get un i getunana  get unane U u in locative 

Dudas ( 1976 : 1 7 5 )  adopts a similar ' paradigmatic ' explanation but it should be 
noted that this is expressed as a ' statement ' and not incorporated within the 
rule system itsel f .  

The only other suffixes which begin with a vowel but nevertheless do not 
trigger adj ustment of I and U are the Krama equivalent of -ake , namely -aken , 
and the Krama equivalent of -e ,  namely - i pUn ( c f .  Soepomo , 1969 : 168) . I f  
paradigmatic pressure is a t  work , it is  not surpris ing that -aken parall els  -ake;  
why - i pUn is  also irregular is  not clear , unless its Krama st?tus is a factor 
( Uhlenbeck 1949 : 209 , mentions that I and U may change before - i pUn but that the 
unchanged form is regarded as more elegant) . In any event , it does not seem 
possible to offer any explanation in terms of the phonological shape of the 
exceptional suffixes ; it seems mis leading , for example ,  to suggest that I and U 
become i and u only before monosyllabic suffixes , since they do change before 
-ana and -ane , as illustrated above . 

2 . 1 . 4 .  Other a pparent excepti ons 

There are some special instances in which i and u can appear in closed 
syllables , in particular in loan words ( e . g .  p i t  'bicycZe ' from Dutch f i e t s )  
and in certain stressed o r  intens i fied words ( e . g .  c i l i q  'tiny ', but c i l Iq 
'small ', cf . Uhlenbeck 1949 : 31 f f ,  66ff . ,  Horne 1 9 74 : xxvii ) . Such occurrences 

may be regarded as further evidence that the distribution of i ,  I ,  u and U is 
not determined solely by phonetic or phonological factors ( such as whether a 
syl lable is open or closed) ; rather , morphological and even lexical factors 
interact with what may seem at first sight to be a matter of simpl e phoneti cs . 
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2 . 2 .  The vowel s e ,  e ,  6 and 0 
2 . 2 . 1 . Genera l di stri bution  

Again , the distribution o f  these vowels  is partly but not entirely accounted 
for by distinguishing between open and closed syl labl es . To some extent e and 6 
occur in open syllables and e and 0 in closed syllables , e . g .  

ke . ne 
g6 . 1 eq 
1 6 .  r6 
we . doq , , sO . re 

'here ' 
'get ' 
'two ' 
'fema le ' 
'evening ' 

But e and 0 do occur in open syllabl es if  the vowel of  the following syllable 
is e or (word- final ) i or u ;  e also occurs before e ,  and 0 before O .  These 
conditions are not the same as for I and U ,  as exempli fied by the followi ng , 
where incorrect pronunci ations are as terisked : 

mesem mbot�n '�plrt'!ng "'s Uk�t 
before 

v 'smile ' 'not ' 'hear ' 'grass ' e 
"'mesem "'mb(5t en y p i reng s uket 

dew i ko r i '�s Ij i ," bUmi  
before i 'goddess ' 'door ' 'one ' 'earth ' 

"'dew i  '�kor i s i j i b um i  
, '�wo l u '�plt u  ,'' 1 Ucu sewu 

before u 'thousand ' 'eight ' 'seven ' 'funny ' 
"' sewu "'wo l u p i t u  l ucu  

de reng , , ," pltlq ,', j UpUq 
i dentical 

so rot  
vowels  

'not yet ' 'beam� ray , 'chicken ' 'pick up ' 
"'dereng '�so ro t p i  t Iq j upUq 

2 . 2 . 2 .  Effects of affi xa t ion  

The complementarity of e and e and of 6 and 0 holds only wi thin a morpheme . 
Alternations do not arise even where affixation seems to invite them , e . g .  

sate-nen 
s6t6-nen , , wong-e 
l emeq -e 
so rot-e  

satenen 
s6t6nen , , wonge 
1 emeqe , , , sorote  

'make sate� l e t  sate b e  made ' ( c f .  mesem above ) 
'make soto� let soto be made ' ( c f . mboten above)  
'the m:zn ' ( c f . s6re above) 
'the lining ' 
'the beam ' 

(But note also 2 . 3 . 3 .  below . )  

2 . 2 . 3 .  Overl a p  wi th  I and  U 

Since e and 6 are confined to open syl lables , and I and U to closed 
syllables ( sub j ect to exceptions mentioned in 2 . 1 . 3 . ) , it is  possibl e to 
identify I and U as allophones of  e and 6 .  Thi s  is in ef fect the analysis 
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followed by Horne ( 1963 ) , Soepomo ( 1969)  and Sumukti ( 19 71 ) , and represented by 
Column 0 in Appendix 2 .  The phonetic j ustification is clear enough , s ince I and 
U are often closer in auditory qual ity to e and 0 than to i and u .  In an analy
sis  which claims to be psychologically realistic , the question is how far native 
speakers ' sensi tivity to this  auditory similarity is outweighed by their aware
nes s of alternations ( e . g .  I can become i but not e ;  i . e .  sa l ln- i is pronounced 
sa l i n i not "' sa I en i or "'5 a I en i ) . Authors who adopt what is here called Analysis 
o ( Appendix 2 )  are o f  course obliged to introduce a process of  raising , whereby , 
for example , sa l en + i + sa l i n i . 

2 . 2 . 4 .  Contrast  between � and e ,  and b etween 6 and  0 
Even i f  we do not take I and U to be allophones o f  e and 0 ,  there is still 

a difficulty in grouping e and e together . We may in fact consider e and e as 
contrasting vowels  - provided that we ignore morphological structure . Because 
of the facts mentioned in 2 . 2 . 2 . ,  it  is possible to find both . .  ceCe and . .  CeCe 
in Javanese . But the second of these can occur only where the final e is the 
definite suffix ( as in l emeqe 'the lining ' ) . 

A similar point can be made about 0 and 0 ,  where , for instance , . .  CoCe 
occurs where there is no morpheme boundary before the e ( e . g .  sore 'evening ' )  
but . .  CoCe where -e is  a suffix ( e . g .  sorote  'the beam ' ) . 

Minimal pairs are not very common . Potential ly at leas t ,  there is a con
trast between such pairs as bagene ( bage-ne)  and bagene ( bagen-e) , both based on 
bage 'share, distribute ' .  A minimal pair for 0 and 0 i s  kebo-ne 'the buffalo ' 
and kebon-e ' the garden ' .  ( But since a co incides with 0 i n  the standard lan
guage , there are further examples of contrast ,  as in 2 . 4 . 2 .  below . )  

2 . 3 . Vowel l oweri ng 

2 . 3 . 1 . Genera l statement 

Before the suffix -n and causative and locative suffixes ( see Appendix 3 ) , 
root- final vowels  are lowered as follows 

and e become e 
u and 0 become 0 

Examples : 

Root 

i s  i 
bage 
temu , , pa rD 

- n  
. , I sen 
bagen 
temon , , pa ron 

Causative -qake 
i seqake 
bageqake 
temoqake 
pa roqake 

Locative -n i 
. , . I s en l 
bagen i 
t emon i , , . pa ron l 

Root Meaning 

'contain ' 
'distribute ' 
'find, meet ' 
'half ' 

The other causative and locative suffixes cause identical lowering , e . g .  

i s en i , i senana , i senane , etc . 
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2 . 3 . 2 .  Morphol og i cal  condi ti on i ng 

Although partly constrained by pronounceabi lity , lowering is not j ust  a 
response to phonetic requirements . For example ,  the root- final vowel of i s i -n 
must undergo some modification , since i ought not to appear in a closed syllable;  
but i sIn  is as readily pronounceable as i s en ( and i s In does in fact exist as the 
word 'shy� embarrassed ' ) . Moreover , there are suffixes of comparable shape , such 
as - nen , -ne and -mu , which do not trigger lowering , e . g .  

Root 

i s  i 
b�g� 

-n  
With Lowering 

-n i , , -nane 
. , , , I senane 
bagenane 

Wi thout I.owering v , -nen - ne 

i s i nen 
bagenen 

. . , I S l ne 
bagene 

-mu 
i s i mu 
bag emu 

Note in particular that some of the suffixes that do not requi re lowering actually 
create sequences that ought in a sense to be unpronounceable ,  such as e before e ,  
o r  e before final u ( cf .  2 . 2 .  above) . Thus 

( i )  lowering applies before a set o f  suffixes which cannot b e  defined in 
purely phonetic or phonological terms ; 

( ii )  lowering does more than make the minimal phonetic adj ustment necessary 
to achieve an acceptable Javanese pronunciation ; 

( ii i )  lowering does not apply i n  some contexts , where the resulting form 
appears to violate normal rules of pronunciation . 

2 . 3 . 3 . I nteraction  wi th constra i nts on  e ,  e ,  6 and  0 
Where a root- final e or 0 is preceded by itsel f ,  both vowels must be lowered 

before the relevant suffixes , e . g .  

l endhe-n i 
ngene-qake 
bodho-n 
ngono-qake 

l endhen i 
ngeneqake 
bodhon 
ngonoqake 

'lean on ' 
'do/make in this way ' 
'ignorant ly ' 
, do/make in that way , 

This is obviously a straightforward consequence of  the constraint against having 
e-e or 0-0 within a morpheme ( 2 . 2 . 1 . ) . I f  lowering applies to the second of 
two e ' s or o ' s  then the preceding vowe l (which is within the same morpheme ) must 
also be lowered . 

2 . 4 .  The vowel s � ,  a and � 
2 . 4 . 1 . Genera l d i s tri bution  

a and a are complementary , in open and closed syl lables , e . g .  

ga . rIng 
o . mah , , ma . ngan , e '  , 
me . J  a .  ne 

'dry ' 
'house ' 
'eat ' 
'the table ' 

As wi th e ,  e ,  0 and 0 ( 2 . 2 . 2 . ) , the distribution of a and a is immune to 
affixation , e . g .  
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But , in the standard language , a has undergone backing and rounding to a i f  it is 
word final or if it stands in an open syllable preceding a ,  creating alternations 
such as 

me . j a ' tab l e ' 
wa . ca 'read ' 

, • I , me . J a  . ne , , v wa . ca . nen 
'the table ' 

n e . ga . ra 'country ' ne . ga . ra . ku 
'read it, let it be read ' 
'my country ' 

2 . 4 . 2 .  Contrasti ve status of a 
Since the vowel a ( in open syllables ) coincides in quality with the 0 vowel 

(mainly in closed syl lables , 2 . 2 . ) , a strictly phonemic analysis must take the 
historically enlarged phoneme 0 to be in contrast with 6 ,  e . g .  

l a ra 'two ' l a ra (= l o ro )  'sick ' 
p u l a  'is land ' ku l a ( =  ku l a) 'I ' 
ngono 'thus ' n gana (=  ngana) 'thus ' 

( these two forms di ffer deictically)  

p6 l 6  'head, brain ' 
p6 l a  (= po l o ) 'pattern ' 
pa l a  (= po l o )  'nutmeg ' 

2 . 4 . 3 .  Syl l ab i fi cat ion  

I f  one ins ists that non-final a occurs only i n  a n  open syllable , any rule 
or predictive statement must take account of the way in which consonant clusters 
are allocated to syl lables ( as wi th i ,  I , u and U, 2 . 1 . 2 . ) , e . g .  

t.3 . mpa 
ka . nca 
s a .  s ra 
ba . ngsa  

BUT t im . pa 
, A wa r . na 
, A sas . t ra 

j a l . ma 

'receive '  
'friend ' 
'thousand ' 
'nation ' 

'without ' 
'co lour ' 
'literature ' 
'human being ' 

Uhlenbeck ' s  remarks apropos i and u are relevant , however ( 2 . 1 . 2 . ) . Soepomo 
( 1 969 : 16 7 )  also does not explain penultimate a entirely in ter�s of open syl
lables : he says that penultimate a occurs in an open syllable or in a syl lable 
ending in a nasal . On his  interpretation 'friend ' i s  therefore kan . ca, 'nation ' 
is bang . sa .  On the other hand , Sumukti ( 1971 )  has syl lable divi s i ons such as 
tam . pa but ta . mba . 

2 . 4 . 4 .  Words of  more than two syl l ab l es 

Viewed as a rul e ,  rounding o f  the vowel a is not iterative , i . e .  it does not 
proceed indefinitely l eftwards . Hence ca . ra . ka 'messenger ', not '·'ca . ra . ka ; 
ta . r i . ma 'accept ', not '·' ta . r i . ma ,  etc . ;  al though Uhl enbeck ( 1949 : 39 )  does give 
n ayaka as an al ternative to the more usual nayaka 'council lor, State official ' .  



306 COLIN YALLOP 

But rounding does apply to both elements of a compound , e . g .  

ka . l a . ma . ngga ( i . e .  ka l a #mangga)  
k u . l a . wa r . ga ( i . e .  ku l a#wa rga)  

'spider (variety of) , 
'family ' 

It is doubtful whether all words of  thi s type are felt to be compounds by 
native speakers ;  but root morphemes of three or more syl lables are in any case 
rather rare in Javanese . There would be no principial obj ection , for ex��ple , 
to saying that any Javanese root of four syl lables is treated as two bisyl labic 
consti tuents , whether or not native speakers are aware of  its compound origin 
(c f .  Ki liaan , 1919 : 41 , Uhlenbeck , 1949 : 20 3 ) . It is s ignificant that i f  a root 
is reduplicated and carries a suffix , there is variation in pronunciation , as 
ill ustrated by Soepomo ( 1969 : 167 )  with the two possibi lities b u . ta . b u . t a . ne and 
bu . ta . b u . ta . ne . The first alternative may be said to reflect the tendency to 
treat each hal f o f  the word independently , whi le the second overrides this 
tendency in recogni tion of the reduplicated character of the word . 

2 . 4 . 5 . Suffi xes 

Suffixes of appropriate form may contain a ,  i . e .  -a is - a , -ana is - ana . 
But -a , which can follow a root-final vowel , does not block rounding of  preceding 
a ' s ,  e . g .  

b i sa 
p i ra 
1 a ra 

'oan, be able ' 
'how many ' 
'siok ' 

b i saa  
p i raa 
l a raa  

'even i f  possible ' 
'however many ' 
'even if siok ' 

( Compare 2 . 4 . 1 .  for the blocking effect of other suffixes such as -ne , - nen , 
etc . ) 

-a  is the only Javanese suffix which allows a vowel to follow a root-final 
vowel ; other affixes have allomorphs with an intervening consonant ( Appendix 3 ) . 
Berg ( 19 3 7 : 11 1 )  notes a further oddity , namely that a is raised to 6 before the 
suffix -a , i . e .  l a raa is pronounced 1 6 r6a ; Uhlenbeck ( 1949 : 208)  mentions the 
same phenomenon with the example p i r6wa for p i raa . Subsequent descriptions of  
Javanese do not take this up , and the present generation seem to regard the 
pronunciation with 6 as archaic . 

2 . 4 . 6 .  Summary 

The occurrence of a is the resul t of a historical change whose phonetic 
motivation is , to say the leas t ,  obscure in the modern l anguage . Note that 
where penul timate a precedes a ,  the rounding agreement is not a simple matter of  
phonetic vowel harmony , for there are actually two conditions under which an 
unrounded a can precede a low back rounded vowel : 

( i )  where the second vowel is  a rather than final a ,  e . g .  ta .won 'bee ', 
pa . ron 'half and half ' and 

( i i )  where a i s  suffixed to a root ending i n  . . aC ( in which case - a  
apparently fails to create an open syl lable) e . g .  

'when ' 
'naughty ' 

kapana 
nak;:l1 a 

'no matter when ' 
'even if naughty ' 

Moreover , i f  one pursues the idea of expressing rounding as a rule , the 
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structural condi tions are qui te difficul t to state : within a single morpheme a 
sequence 0 f three a ' s  is not possible ( note ," ca r aka in 2 . 4 . 4 . )  but both 
' compounds ' and affixation of -a do allow such a sequence ( ka l ama ngga , l a raa ) . 
Thus rounding might be expressed as a process which appl ies only to a sequence 
. . .  ( a . C) a# within a morpheme , sub j ect to the condi tions that ' compounds ' may 
contain two such sequences , both el igible to undergo the rul e ,  and that the suf
fix -a , which i tsel f undergoes the rul e ,  does not prevent a preceding sequence 
from undergoing the rule . In fact Dudas resorts to two rules , one to account 
for rounding of final - a , the other to ' harmonise ' a preceding a .  Nei ther rule 
really deals with rounding before the suffix - a . 

In this connection , i t  should be noted that there i s  no obvious formal 
device for marking the pecul iarity of the suffix - a . It  i s  no t plausible , for 
instance , to sugges t  that -a is necessarily preceded by a # boundary ( i . e .  that 
-a is by nature less closely bound to a root than other suffixes ) . Whi le this 
ploy might ' explain ' why the suffix does not b lock rounding of  preceding a ' s ,  
it  overlooks the fact that -a i s  like other suffixes in creating open syllables 
in respect of allophones of i and u, e . g .  ga rIng , g a r i nga ( 2 . 1 . 1 . ) . 

3 .  REGIONAL AND NON-STANDARD VAR IAT I O N  

There are versions o f  Javanese pronunciation , some already touched o n  above , 
which eliminate various compl exities . These pronunciations can in  general b e  
characterised either a s  regional o r  as non-standard . 

In  East Java there are speakers who use I and U in  all word-medial pos itions 
and restrict i and u to word- final position ,  e . g .  

tImbU l  'emerge ' 
pIndo 'twice ' 
kUpIng 'ear ' 
( c f .  2 . 1 . 1 . ,  2 . 1 . 2 . ) 

This pronunciation represents a s impli fi cation in a number of  respects : 

the ambival ent s tatus of I and U is resolved , for in this dialec t  they are 
clearly in contrast with e and 6 and must therefore be variants of i and u ;  
secondly , the dis tribution of  I and U is no longer constrained by syl labic 
organi sation or internal word s tructure ( c f . 2 . 1 . 2 . ) ; and forms in -ake such as 
sa l Inake are no longer exceptional ( c f .  2 . 1 . 3 . ) . 

Even speakers who do not follow this East Javanese pronunciation show some 
inclination to simpl i fy the rules of syll abi fication . The cluster ngs , for 
example , whi ch seems an unl ikely sequence to begin a syl lable ( 2 . 1 . 2 . ,  2 . 4 . 3 . ) , 
is in fact often el iminated : for the words mu . ngsUh , ma . ngsa , ma . n u . ngsa  and 
so . ngsong , for instance , there are variants mu . s Uh ,  ma . s a , ma . n u . sa ,  and so . song . 

A second important area of  variation concerns a .  In some wes tern areas the 
historical change of a to a has not appl ied,  whi l e  in eas tern areas it has 
gene rally been carried through even where a suffix fol lows , e . g .  

Western 

mej a 
mej ane v , , neg a r a 

nega raku 

Central 
, • A meJ a , . ,  I 

meJ an e 

neg a ra 
nega raku  

Eastern 
, • A meJ a , • A , meJ ane 

nega ra 
nega raku 

Meaning 

'table ' 
'the table '  
'country ' 
'my country ' 
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Even Central Javanese speakers tolerate increas ing exceptions to the dis tribution 
of a and a .  A long-standing exception is o ra 'not ',  which is listed as an 
irregularity in most  grammars and dictionaries . Uhlenbeck also mentions boya 
(noting that negatives are often irregular) and some other exceptions , albeit 
archaic words ( 1949 : 31 ff . ) . Furthermore , words in -a  taken over into modern 
Javanese do not undergo rounding . Words with an Indonesian ( i . e .  national or 
o fficial)  flavour , such as the name of the country itsel f or the word sepedha 
'bicyc le ' ( versus colloquial p i t ) are pronounced with - a .  The evident willing-

ness of Javanese speakers to write a as 0 rather than a also suggests that the 
historical connection with a is receding and that the a/o alternation is felt to 
be a more or less arbitrary morphological feature rather than as an automatic  or 
productive phonological process . 

There is a real sense in which the standard dialect is intermediate between 
two simpler dialects - and it seems fair to say that this provi des a motive for 
maintaining the alternation as a signal of the distinctivenes s of Central 
Javanese . Javanese speakers who move to Central Java from elsewhere seem to feel 
some social pressure to acquire the alternation . Distinctive compromises of 
this  sort seem to occur elsewhere , sometimes as a virtual ly arti ficial standard , 
as in the case of the German suffix - i g ,  where the standard pronunciation (with 
e . g .  Kon i g  pronounced as Kon i ch ,  but Kon i g re i ch and kon i g l  i ch as Kon i k re i ch and 
kon i k l i ch )  presupposes the existence of some dialects with consistent - i ch and 
others with consistent - i k .  But a similar phenomenon seems to be possible even 
when there is no pedagogical interference .  I n  a group o f  Australian Aboriginal 
dialects known as Pitjantj atj ara or Western Desert , there is a dialect in which 
dental sounds such as 1 and palatal sounds such as t Y  are in a rather complicated 
complementary distribution : roughly , the dental stands before a and u unless 
prec eded by a non-dental consonant , while the palatal stands before i ,  and also 
before a or u i f  preceded by a non-dental consonant ( Glass and Hackett 1 9 70 : 
109 f . ) . This  somewhat puzzling distribution of  al lophones becomes less mysterious 
when one realises , firstly , that there is some evidence that dental and palatal 
consonants in Australian languages may have deve loped out of a s ingle laminally 
articulated series , with lamino-palatal allophones appearing before i and lamino
dental allophones before other vowels ( Dixon 1970) , and , secondly , that in the 
parti cular case of Western Desert there are other dialects in which all laminals 
have become dentals and yet others in which all laminals have become palatal s .  
Thus the dialect in which a dental and a palatal consonant are al lophones of 
one phoneme is  actual ly intermediate between two simpler or ' levelled ' versions 
of the language . 

I t  is  of  course proper that l ingui sts should seek to explain linguistic 
phenomena and to look for regularity behind apparent complexity . Often a lan
guage does prove to have an underlying symmetry or regularity that is not 
apparent on a cursory examination . But the evidence of variation in Javanese is 
signi ficant , since it suggests that native speakers themselves find the standard 
dialect complex , both in the sense that regional and non-standard dialects 
represent simplifications and in the sense that speakers of  a dis tinctive or 
prestige dialect have reason to resist simpl ification . 
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I am not of course cl aiming that s tandard or prestige dialects are necess
arily compl ex , and non-standard dialects necessarily simple . In fact it  seems 
more realistic to suppose that all phonological systems are in a state of  tension 
or represent a particular resol ution of a state of tens ion ( c f . recent attempts 
by natural phonologists to explain phonologi cal systems as the resul t  of compe
tition between di stinctiveness and ease of arti culation , e . g .  S tampe 1 9 79 : 69f )  

This makes it important to  do j us tice to the ingredients of such tension . 

Pos sibly all that can be said about pres tige dialects , especially those that 
are taught formally , is that they are more prone to delicate or even awkward 
compromises . 

Even apart from this ,  the details reviewed in section 2 above should make us 
cautious about offering too simple a picture of Javanese . There is , for example , 
li ttle descriptive or pedagogical advantage in pairing off as many vowel s as 
pos sibl e as tense and lax counterparts ( say as i ,  I ;  u ,  U ;  e ,  e ;  etc . ) . The terms 
' tense ' and ' lax ' are phonetically vague to begin with , but the rel ationship of  
these pairs is  in  any case not uni form . To say that tense vowels occur only in 
open syllab les and lax only in closed syl labl es , for exampl e ,  is an oversimpli fied 
generalisation , a rough approximation which sweeps considerable detai l under the 
carpet ( especially the detai ls mentioned in 2 . 1 . 3 . ,  2 . 1 . 4 . ,  2 . 2 . 1 .  and 2 . 2 . 2 .  
above) . Of course , oversimpli fications have their place , for example in an 
elementary language course , but they do not qualify as descriptive truth . 

Rather than engaging in a reductionist exercise , let us distinguish in Javanese 
among ( 1 )  phonologi cal structure ( i ncluding word patterns and syllabification) , 
( i i )  morphological structure ( i . e .  morphemic composition) and ( i i i )  the contrastive 
or phonemic system ( i . e .  the ' auditory network ' as recognised and maintained by 
native speakers ) .  Javanese reveals various resolutions of potential conflict 
among these aspects . For example , the normal pattern of word and syllable 
structure requires that CVCV and CVCVCV words such as  kene 'here ' and kepa l a  
'head ' be understood as sequences of CV syl lables . Morphological structure 

sometimes accommodates to this phonological structure , so that e . g .  sa l I n plus 
the suffix - i  is analysed as s a . l i  . n i , with a consequent adj ustment of  I to i .  
But in other ins tances morphological structure resists ' normal ' phonological 
patterning , as with e . g .  s a l I n a ke ( 2 . 1 . 3 . )  or na ka l a  ( 2 . 4 . 6 . ) . It  seems 
legitimate to say that morphological s tructure triumphs over phonological 
structure to quite a degree in Javanese . Native speakers seem , for instance , 
to regard wonge  ' the man ' as wong . e ,  despite the fact that a CVCV word consisting 
of one morpheme would be felt as CV . CV .  Thus the morpheme boundary i n  won g - e  
demands a syllable boundary a t  the same point ( cf .  Uhlenbeck , 1949 : 225ff . ) . In 
the standard dialect the tendency is for morphological structure to yield only 
where I and U alternate with i and u (with some exceptions such as s a l I n a ke ) ; 
regional and non- standard dialects tend to make the morphological structure even 
more dominant (wi th e . g .  pronunciations such as p i tIq , p i tIqe ' ( the) chicken ' 
instead of standard p i t Iq , p i t i q e) . 

Tension between phonological structure and the contrastive system arises 
where phonemes are realised in different ways (or even neutral ised) in different 
structural posi tions . Indecision about whether to write a as a or a may be 
taken to refl ect a conflict between a native speaker ' s  awareness of structural 
patterns (words can end in i ,  e ,  u ,  6 or a ,  but not in a) and his auditory 
perception ( a  sounds the same as 0) . As the structural pattern is broken,  by 
more and more exceptions ending in - a , so the auditory system is likely to 
determine the spel ling . 
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There are dangers here in promoting too singl emindedly some of  the 
recognised models of phonological description . I f ,  for instance , one insists 
that a structural ist description of phonemes and allophones provi des the key 
to understanding the phonological sys tem , then one runs the risk that phono
logi cal and morphological structure become secondary . The fact that not all 
types of morpheme or morphological structure show the same distribution of allo
phones ( 2 . 1 . 4 . ,  2 . 2 . 2 . ) may too eas i ly be seen as an odd intrusion upon the 
bas ic system . On the other hand , to insist upon a set of rules as the proper 
descriptive method is open to others dangers .  It is of course possible to 
rewrite a statement of phonemes and allophones as a set of rul es real i sing 
phonemes as allophones , and equally poss ible to include in the set rules that 
cater for morphophonemic adj ustments . Indeed , wherever there is a resolution 
of conflict between two aspects of the language - say where morphemes have 
di fferent allomorphs to accommodate to a regular phonological structure - it 
must i n  principle be possible to state this in terms of  rules . ( Uhlenbeck , 
writing well before generative phonology , does not obj ect  to the use o f  the 
term ' rule ' ,  even though his approach is very much one of  presenting structural 
patterns , 1949 : 31 . ) The obj ection is not to the notion of rul es but to the 
fashion of  talking of ' a  set of  rules ' in a way that obscures the di fferent 
purposes which these rules serve . But since even generative phonologists seem 
increasingly will ing to distinguish among ' phonetic rules ' ,  ' syllabification 
rul es ' ,  ' morphophonemic rules ' ,  etc . , the point perhaps needs no further 
elaboration ( c f . Sowmers tein 19 77 : 205 ff . ) . 

This  is not to say that one needs no model of description at all , nor that 
one should adopt a vague amalgam of models in the name of eclecticism . Ra�ler 
it is important to rej ect the reductionist impli fications of some models and �o 
base one ' s  description on a clear recognition of the different aspects or 
dimensions of an integrated system . One may then allow for the fact that 
integration may proceed differently in di fferent languages . In some languages , 
for example , each phoneme may be pronounced in much the same way in every 
structural environment , i . e .  the auditory contras t system is relatively uniform 
with respect to phonological structure . In a language that has complex strings 
of mo rphemes which are modified to accord with a regular phonological structure , 
one may speak of  a relatively h igh number of  allomorphs or a relatively rich 
morphophonemics . In Javanese , on the other hand , with as Uhlenbeck puts i t ,  
rather few voegverschijnsel en , morphological patterns te�d to res ist both 
phonological structuring and the uniformity of the contrast system . The Javanese 
solution is perhaps unusual : one can point to contrasts which are contrasts only 
if morphology is ignored ( e  versus e ,  2 . 2 . 4 . ) ; to rules which are blocked by 
the presence of a morpheme boundary ( 2 . 2 . 2 . , c f .  Sommerstein ' s  remarks ( 1 9 7 7 : 14 5 )  
o n  the rarity of  thi s  and on the di fficulty of  coping with it in a formal gen
erative des cription) ; and to syllable patterns which deny the common tendency 
( e . g .  wonge , structured as CVC . V  rather than CV . CV ,  cf . Bell and Hooper 1978 , 
especially p . 9  apropos the favourite status of the CV syl labl e )  . 

This makes it all the more regrettable that the sort of description and 
pedagogy of Javanese outlined by Uhlenbeck ( 1949 : 1 3 ff . , 2 2 5 ff . )  and to some 
extent taken up by Sumukti ( 19 71 )  has not been more honoured . Appendix 4 
illustrates the type of tables or charts that were foreshadowed by Uhlenbeck and 
that might profi tably be used to shed light on the Javanese phonological system . 

For pedagogical purposes , one might have reservations about the use o f  such 
charts , on the grounds that they are too complicated . Nevertheless , one possi
bility is to choose one ' s  initial examples of vowel contrasts fairly carefully 
and to ensure that new vocabulary is always introduced in sets of  structurally 
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paral lel items . Even i f  this were impracticable it might be worth devoting some 
time during a language course to a systemati c  survey o f  the phonology ; this at 
least  would be preferable to al lowing students to stumble on in ignorance of  
structures and patterns which , though complex,  can be revealed to  them . 
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APPEN D I X  1 :  USE OF  JAVANESE MAT ERIAL AND AC KNOWL EDGEMENTS 

In addition to the wri tten sources listed among the references , the follow
ing individuals have been of great personal assistance in preparing this  paper : 
Bintoro ( Universitas Kristen Satya Wacana ) , Soekemi ( IKIP Surabaya) , Sumaryono 
( University of Sydney) and Urip Sutiyono ( Universitas Kristen Satya Wacana) . I 
have tried to ensure that words and features of Javanese which I mention are 
substantiated by written sources and acceptable to native speakers , but I must 
make it clear that the four Javanese-speaking linguists named above are not to 
be blamed for any inaccuracies on my part . 

Except at one or two points where there are cl ear morphological differences , 
I have ignored the sociolingui stic distinction between Ngoko and Krama ( etc . )  
and have used words of any type for illustration . In general the vowel phonology 
( as opposed to , say , speech tempo or the lexical system) is identical for all 
speech levels . 

A further simpl ification , which l ikewise ought not to affect discus sion o f  
the vowels ,  is  that I have quoted verb forms without prefixes . Thus where the 
root t emu takes the ' locative ' suffix - ( n ) i I have listed the resul ting form as 
t emOn i rather than as one of the forms more l ikely to occur , such as n emon i or 
d i t emon i . This is merely to avoid the additional , and for pres ent purposes 
irrelevant , complexity of deal ing with prefixes and ' nasalisation ' of root
initial consonants . I t  should also be noted that not all members of verb para
digms quoted in the paper are equally common . The reader is asked to accept 
that some forms are quoted to show how they would be pronounced in comparison 
with other forms , not necessarily because they are in common use . 
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APPEN D I X  2 :  SYMBOLS  

In this  paper I write the Javanese consonants as  in modern orthography , i . e .  
as p b t d t h  d h  c j k 9 5 h m n ny ng 1 r w y ,  where t h  and d h  are postalveolar 
or retroflex plosives , c and j palatal plosives , ny a palatal nasal and n g  a 
velar nasal ; but I write k as q wherever it represents a glottal stop ( i n  
morpheme- final position) . Where it is necessary to clarify structure , I use a 
ful l stop to indicate a syllable boundary , a hyphen for a morpheme boundary and 
# for a word boundary . 

For the vowels I use twelve symbols to represent eleven phonetically dis
tinct vowel qualities . The eleven vowels  are usual ly grouped as six to eight 
contrasting or underlying phonemes : 

A B C D Phonetic Description and I . P . A .  Symbol 

i i close front unrounded vowel [ i J 
- i i 

I lowered i i [ L J approaching [ e  J , 
e , , 

half-close front unrounded vowel [ e J e e 
- e , , , 

(hal f- ) open front unrounded vowel ; [ E:] approaching [ CIl J  e e e 

U U close back rounded vowel [ u J  
- u u 

U lowered U ;  [ o J  approaching [ o J  , 0 , , 
half-close back rounded vowel [ o J  0 0 

- 0 , 
(half-) open back rounded vowel ;  [ ::> J  approaching [D J 0 , , 0 0 

a used for the same vowel as (, where conservative spelling has 
t--- a , 

central unrounded vowel [ a J  a open 

t--- a a , 
half-open central unrounded vowel [ -e  J or [ 1\  J a 

v v v v 
half-close central unrounded vowel [ a J  or [ + J  e e e e 

a 
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Column A gives the symbols used in this paper . Col umn B represents a six
vowel analys i s , more or less as put forward by Uhlenbeck ( 1949 ) and Rob son ( 1 9 76 
especially p . 4 ) . Dudas ( 1976 ) is a generative treatment in which the six vowels 
of column B are regarded as the underlying vowels . An eight-vowel analysis is 
rather more common , either in the manner of column C ( as suggested by the tran
scription used in Uhlenbeck 19 75 )  or in the manner of column D ( as in Horne 
1963 : xvi -xviii or Soepomo 1969 : 167-168 or Sumukti 1971 ) . Other analyses are 
pos sible , for example a seven-vowel analysis with e distinct from e ,  but 6 and 0 
treated as allophones of  0 and a treated as an allophone of  a ( impl ied by Horne 
1 9 74 : xi-xii ) . Of the works mentioned here , however , only Uhler.beck ( 1949 )  is  
at  al l comprehensive : the others concentrate on matters other than phonology . 



Al lomorphs 

after C after V 

, -an  

-na  
, - ne  

- i 
" " -ana  
, , -ane 

v 
-en 

, -e 

Notes 

-ku  

-mu 

-a 

-n  

-qna 
, -qne  

-n i 
" " - nana  
, , -nan e 

v -nen 
, - ne  
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APPEND I X  3 :  PR I N C I PAL SUFF IXES 

see note 1 see note 2 see note 3 meanings ( see note 4 )  

yes yes yes various 

no yes yes causative 

( no )  yes yes causative sub j unctive , 

( no) yes yes causative optative 

yes yes yes locative 

yes yes yes locative sub j unctive 

yes yes yes locative optative 

yes no yes passive imperative 

see note 5 yes no yes defini te 

( no )  no yes 'my , 

( no )  no yes 'your ' 

yes no no sub j unctive 

1 .  00 root- final -I C and - UC become - i C  and - uC before the suffix? 

2 .  Are root-final i and e lowered to e ( and u and 6 to 0) before the suffix? 

3 .  Ooes the suffix b lock rounding of  root-final a to a ? 

4 .  The labels given to meanings are , with slight simpli fication , taken from Horne 
1974 . Many of the labels are scarcely informative on their own and should be  
interpreted in the light of  a ful ler description of  the suffixes ( e . g .  Berg 
19 3 7 ;  Uhlenbeck 1956 ; Horne 1974 ) . 

5 .  In Krama usage , - (q ) ake i s  replaced by - (q ) ake n ,  and - ( n ) e  by - ( n ) i pUn . 
Other suf fixes either follow the substitution of - i pU n  for - e  ( e . g .  locative 
optative Ngoko -ane , Krama -an i pUn )  or , in principle , are availabl e in both 
Ngoko and Krama . ( In practice some suffixes , such as - nen and - m u , would be 
avoided in Krama usage . )  
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APPEND I X  4 :  SAMPL E TABL ES AND CHARTS FOR T EACH ING JAVANESE  

A .  Word patterns 

A . l . C V . CV words 

First vowel : i ,  e/e , u ,  6/0 , a/a , e ( 6 )  
Second vowel : i ,  e ,  u ,  b ,  a ( 5 ) 
e and e in  complementary distribution 
b and ° in complementary distribution 
a and a in complementary distribution 

Combi nations : 

i i i , i i , i -- - e - u - 0 
, , , , , e - e e - 0 e -

, - i , -e e u 

- i - , - - , -u u e u u u 0 u 
, , , , , 0 - e 0 - 0 0 -

, - i , -0 0 u , a -
, - i , - , , - , - , a a e a u a 0 
v - i e - , v - v - , v -e e e u e 0 e 

Examples : 

5 i j i 'one ' , p i re 'avoid ' p i t u 'seven ' 
kene 'here ' 

dew i  'goddess ' , 'thousand ' sewu 
bum i  'earth ' , 'forget '  'milk ' s upe susu  

kbwe 'you ' 
ko r i 'door ' wo l u  'eight ' 

ma t i 'die ' , , 'sleep ' ra t u  'king ' s a re 
wed i 'afraid ' gedhe 'big ' l ebu  'enter ' 

A . 2 .  CV . CVC words 

First vowel : i ,  e/e , u ,  b/O , a ,  e ( 6 )  
Second vowel : I , e ,  U ,  0 ,  a ,  e ( 6 )  
e and e in complementary dis tribution 
b and ° in complementary distribution 

, a 
, a 

, a 
A a 

a 

, a 

b i rb 'bureau ' g i  l a  , , 'untidy ' seda rewo 

PU l b  'is land ' ku l a  
l b rb 'two ' tbya 

l a ra 
karb 'wi th ' . v  , 'deep ' teka J e ro 

'loathe ' 
'dead ' 

'I ' 
'water ' 

'sick ' 

'come ' 



Combinations : 

i - I 
, I e -

u - I 
, - I 0 

, - I a 

v - I e 

Examples : 

p i  rIng 'p late ' 
denlng 'by ' 

kuplng 'ear ' 
etc . 

i 

, 
e 

u 
, 0 

, 
a 

v 
e 

, i U - e -
, U e -

, - e 

- , - U e u 
, , U - e 0 -

, , U - e a -

, v U - e e -

k i 1 en 'wes t ' 

i 
, 
e 

u 

, 0 
, 
a 

v 
e 

, - 0 
, - 0 

, - 0 

, - 0 
, - 0 
, - 0 
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i , i v - a - e 

, , 
e - a 

, v 
e - e 

, - e u - a u 
, , 0 - a 

, v 0 - e 

, , , v 
a - a a - e 

v , v v e - a e - e 

p i  reng 'hear ' p i  rang 'how much ' . .  etc . 

B .  Morphol ogica l l y  compl ex words ( see also Appendix 3)  

B . l . CV . CV ( c f . A . I . )  

i - i 
. , 
I -e 
i - u  

· , 
I -en 
· , 
I - en 
· , 
I -on 

i -eqake 
i - eqake 
i -oqake 

B . 2 .  CV . CVC ( c f .  A . 2 . )  

i -IC i - i C�1n 

C .  Contrast system 

C . l . F i rst vowel i n  CVCV 

ki r i 

etc . 

u 0/0 
ke r i  
ken� 

i - eqna  
i -eqna 
i -oqna 

ko r i  
kb re 

, , 
s o re 

v 
e 

. , , . , . 
I - eqne I - en I . , , 
I -eq n e  . , , 
I -oq n e  etc . 

i -I C na etc . 

ka r i  
ka re  , , 
s a re 

ke r i  
kere v , 
s e re 

• , 1\ A 
I -e nana 
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C . 2 .  Second vowel i n  CVCV 
, , A 
e u 0 a 

p u l  i p u l �  p u l u pu 1 6  
g i l i g i  1 6  g i l  a 
etc . 

C . 3 .  Root- fi na l vowel before s uffi x -n  ( CVC�n ) 
, , 
e o 

l egen 
l aken 
etc . 

, a 

l a kon 

B I BL IOGRAPHY 

BELL , A. and J .B .  HOOPER, eds 

1978 SyJlabl es and segments . Amsterdam : North-Holl and . 

BERG , C . C .  

1 9 3 7  Bijdrage tot de kennis der Javaansche werkwoordsvoormen . 

Bijdragen tot de Taal - ,  Land- en Volkenkunde 9 5 .  

DI XON , R . M. W .  

1970 

DUDAS , K . M .  

19 76 

Proto-Australian laminals . Oceanic Linguistics 9/2 : 79-10 3 . 

The phonology and morphology of modern Javanese . Ph . D .  dissertation , 
University of Illinois . 

GLASS , Amee and D .  HACKETT 

1970 Pi tjantjatjara grammar : a tagmemic view of the Ngaanyatjara 
(Warburton Ranges) dialec t .  Canberra : Australian Insti tu·te o f  
Aboriginal Studies . 

HORNE , El inor C .  

196 3 

19 74 

Intermedia te Javanese . New Haven : Yale university Press . 

Javanese-Engl ish dictionary . New Haven : Yale University Pr€ss .  

KILIAAN , H . N .  

1919 Javaansche Spraakkuns t .  The Hague : Martinus Ni jhoff . 



THE PHONOLOGY OF JA VANESE VOWELS 319 

POE DJOSOEDARMO , Soepomo 

1969 Wordl ist of Javanese non-Ngoko vocabularies . Indonesia 7 : 165-190 . 

ROBSON , S . 0 .  

1 9 76 A simple Javanese grammar . Mimeo . University of Auckland . 

SOMMERSTEIN , Alan H .  

1 9 7 7  

STAMPE , D .  

1979 

Modern phonology . London : Edward Arnold . 

A dissertation on natural phonology . Mimeo . Indiana Universi ty 
Linguistics Club . Revi sed edn . 

SUMUKTI , R . H . 

1971 Javanese morphology and morphophonemics . Ph . D .  dissertation , 
Cornell University . 

UHLENBECK , E . M .  

1949 

1956 

19 75  

D e  structuur van h e t  Javaanse morpheem . 

Koninklijk Ba taviaasch Genootschap 78 . 
verhandelingen van het 

Bandung : Nix . 

Verb structure in Javanese . In : M .  Hal l e  et al . ,  comps For Roman 
Jakobson , 56 7- 5 7 3 . The Hague : Mouton . 

Sentence segment and word group : basic concepts of  Javanese syntax . 
In : J . W . M .  Verhaar , ed . Linguis tic s t udies in Indonesian and 
languages in Indonesia 1 : 6-10 . Jakarta : NUSA . 



Yallop, C. "The phonology of Javanese vowels". In Halim, A., Carrington, L. and Wurm, S.A. editors, Papers from the Third International Conference on Austronesian Linguistics, Vol. 2: Tracking the travellers. 
C-75:299-319. Pacific Linguistics, The Australian National University, 1982.   DOI:10.15144/PL-C75.299 
©1982 Pacific Linguistics and/or the author(s).  Online edition licensed 2015 CC BY-SA 4.0, with permission of PL.  A sealang.net/CRCL initiative.


	Colin YALLOP�299
	The phonology of Javanese vowels.

