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Doing a Phonological Analysis

Steps:
▶ examine the distribution of sounds within the given data (for

each sound in question, determine the set of phonetic
environments in which it can occur).

▶ to begin a phonemic analysis, first look for minimal pairs.
▶ if there are no minimal pairs and the environments do not

overlap, then the two sounds can be in complementary
distribution.

▶ then, determine an underlying phoneme and come up with a
generalizable rule that explains under which conditions one
segment becomes another.

▶ to come up with a rule, try to find natural classes.



Brief Exercise

▶ What are minimal pairs? Give examples.
▶ Do all languages have the same phonemic inventory?
▶ What is the difference between complementary distribution

and contrastive distribution?
▶ Which one is more abstract? Phonetic realization sounds or

phonemes? Why?



Korean

Korean is a “language isolate,”
meaning that it is not linguistically
related to other languages. It is
spoken in Korea. In the following
Korean words, you will find the
sounds [s] and [S]. Determine
whether the sounds [s] and [S] are
allophones of the same phoneme or
separate phonemes. If the sounds
are allophones of the same
phoneme, give the basic and
derived allophones and the
environment in which the derived
allophone occurs.



Sindhi

The following data are from Sindhi,
an Indo-European language of the
Indo-Aryan family, spoken in
Pakistan and India. Examine the
distribution of the phones [p], [ph],
and [b]. Determine if the three are
allophones of separate phonemes or
allophones of the same phoneme.
What is your evidence? Is the
relationship among the sounds the
same as in English? Why or why
not? [ï] and [ã] are the voiced
retroflex nasal and oral stop.



Mokilese

Mokilese is an Austronesian
language, spoken in Micronesia.
Examine the distribution of the
voiced and voiceless vowel pairs:[i,i

˚
]

and [u, u
˚
] (voiceless vowels have a

circle under the phonetic vowel
symbol). For each pair, determine
whether they are allophones of
different phonemes or allophones of
the same phoneme. Provide
evidence for your answer. If they
are allophones of one phoneme,
state the contexts in which each
sound occurs and decide which
sound is the basic sound.


