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This poster presents the results of the first acoustic investigation of the vowel
system in Komo [xom], an endangered and understudied language spoken by fewer
than 3,000 speakers in Ethiopia. We focus on the correlates of the Advanced Tongue
Root [ATR] feature, which underlies a typologically unique harmony system.

Komo has a seven vowel /i, 1, €, a, 9, U, u/ inventory with [ATR] contrast in the
high vowels. African languages with these properties overwhelmingly exhibit [ + ATR]
dominant harmony where [-ATR] ‘recessive’ vowels assimilate to [ + ATR] ‘dominant’
vowels (Casali 2003, 2008). By contrast, Komo exhibits bidirectional harmony made up
of two distinct processes, both triggered by the high vowels (Otero 2015). In one
process (expected for a language with this inventory), [ + ATR] spreads leftward to non-
high vowels which surface as allophonic variants (e.g. /d5t’ - tk/ — [dot’dk], ‘squat-
AD2’). In the other process, [-ATR] spreads rightward, targeting high vowels (e.g. /mst’
- tk/ — [mot’dk], ‘dig-AD2’). The consequence of this system is that [ +high, + ATR]
vowels serve as triggers of one process and targets of the other. This challenges the
notion that only one value can be dominant in an [ATR] harmony system (Bakovié
2001, Casali 2015).

In order to determine the correlates of the Komo [ATR] feature, we analyze field
recordings of ~2,400 vowel tokens taken from 28 different verb paradigms produced by
12 native Komo speakers. Measurements include F1, F2, duration, spectral tilt and
center of gravity. In addition to capturing the vowel distributions, we investigate the
magnitude of both assimilatory processes by quantifying the degree of V-to-V
coarticulation in harmonic and neutral contexts. We discuss the results in the context of
the Komo vowel system and relate them to acoustic studies of the [ATR] feature in Nilo-
Sahran, Niger-Congo and Altaic languages (Guion et al. 2004; Kang & Ko 2012; Starwalt
2008).
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