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1. Introduction

Waffa has heretofore received very little mention in discussions about

New Guinea languages. 1 Preliminary lexicostatistical comparison indicates

that Waffa is a member of the Eastern Family as defined by S. A. Wurm
(1964; see also Chap. XXXV). It is more closely related to Tairora than

to any other language in the family and no doubt is a member of the

Tairora subfamily.

The unique feature of a contrast between sonorant and obstruent nasal

phonemes distinguishes the Waffa system from the phonemic systems of

the other languages in the Eastern Family and perhaps from all other High-

land languages.2 In other features the Waffa phoneme system could be re-

garded as a typical Eastern Highland system. The following description is

presented as a basis for detailed comparison with other Highland systems

and as a basis for establishing a practical orthography for Waffa.

1 This paper, in slightly different format, also appears in Papers on Seven
Languages of Papua—New Guinea (in press), a publication of the Linguistic

Society ofNew Zealand, and is published here by permission.

The materials upon which this analysis is based were collected under the

auspices of the Summer Institute of Linguistics while the authors were re-

siding at the village of Kusing for a total of two years during 1962-66. The
authors gratefully acknowledge the help of Eunice Pike and Dorothy James in

the analysis of the Waffa phonemic system, and that of Darlene Bee in prepar-

ing this paper for publication.
2 The contrast between an alveolar nasal sonorant and flap is also found in one

dialect of the neighboring Tairora language.
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524 Part Four: Tairora-Binumarien-Waffa

2. Phonemic Inventory

Eighteen consonants, five vowels, and contrastive stress define the Waffa

phonemic system. Table 65 shows the intersecting contrastive features which

<iefine the segmental phonemes.
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needed in this description of Waffa.3 For example: Ipwara] /puara/ 'pig',

[ndwa'itaino:] /duaatainoo/ 'rotting flesh', [pye:no:] /pieenoo/ 'She is weav-

ing', [ndyauno:] /diaunoo/ 'I am standing'.

3.2. Prenasalization of Stops

The prenasalized voiced stops |mb], |nd]. and |ng] function in singleconso-

nantal positions and have been interpreted as single unit phonemes /b/, Idl,

and /g/, respectively, since there are no other consonantal clusters. For

example: [simbau] / [simpau] /sibau/ 'fly', [nda':to:] /daatoo/ 'grandmother',

[baindi] / [bainti] /vaidi/ 'man', [ngf:rjg3] / [rjgiirjka] /gfiga/ 'worm'.

3.3. Vowel Length

Phonetic vowel length has been interpreted as instances of geminate vowel

sequences. For example: /tiinoo/ 'He is coming down', /tinoo/ 'He is saying',

/kuaannii/ 'wild cane flowers', /kuaanuu/ 'spit', /nninnuuna/ 'vein', /niminna/

'my sister', /yoopee/ bamboo pipe' /yopee/ 'able'. The distribution of stress

justifies the interpretation of geminate sequences as two units rather than

one in that either vowel may be stressed, both vowels may be stressed, or

both may be unstressed, that is VV, VV, VV, or VV. For example:

/mmaata/ 'bed\ /mmaapu/ 'son', /mmaara/ 'revenge', /mmaimaura/ tree

type.

3.4. Consonant- Vowel Status of High Vocoids

Syllabic high vocoids are interpreted as I'll and /u/. Nonsyllabic high front

vocoids are interpreted as /y/. Nonsyllabic high back vocoids do not occur

apart from labialization. For example: [mtmi] /mmimmi/ type of worm,

|san€':tu] /saneetu/ 'lightning', IkDrxyeys] /kopeya/ type of fly, |bu€:ba:be:]

/vueevaavee/ 'quickly'.
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