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Introduction to Forest Nenets
≫ Forest Nenets (FN; < Samoyedic < Uralic) is a minority language

spoken in Yamalo-Nenets autonomous region (YaNAO) of Russia
≫ Approximately 1000 speakers
≫ Data was collected in July–August 2025 in Kharampur &

Tarko-Sale, YaNAO (FN Audiodictionary 2025)
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Forest Nenets Phonology
Manner / Place Labial Alveolar Palatal Velar Glottal
Stop / Affricate p ṕ t č [dʹ] k kʹ ʔ
Fricative s š x x́ [ʰ]
Nasal m ḿ n ń ŋ ŋʹ
Lateral l lʹ
Lateral Fric. λ λʹ
Glide w ẃ j

Table 1: Forest Nenets Consonants (Burkova 2022; Salminen 2007)

Front Central Back
High ĭ i ŭ u
Mid [ĕ] e ° [ŏ] o
Low [æ̆] æ ă a

Table 2: Forest Nenets Vowels (Burkova 2022; Salminen 2007)

3 / 34



Introduction to Forest Nenets

≫ Odd and non-final syllables are stressed
≫ In stressed syllables, there is contrast in vowel length and

high–mid vowels
≫ Unstressed mid vowels become high: /o/ > [u], /e, æ/ > [i]

(1) ˈkata
ˈkăta

ˈdʹuńšiˌλʹe-ŋa
ˈdʹuńšiλ´i-ʔ

‘granny’
‘nail’

‘hear-GFS[3SG]’
‘hear-IMPˈ
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Introduction to Forest Nenets

≫ Schwa /°/ is a special short vowel that syncopates when
unstressed (written as ° in this context), normally pronounced
as [ă] when stressed, or [ĭ] when stressed and undergone a
process of vowel harmony near /x ʔ/ (Salminen 2007; Zubkova
2026a)

(2) ˈkamaˌta-j°-ta
ˈkămta-ˌd´ă-ta

ńedʹaŋk°
ˈńedʹaŋˌkĭ-xit°

‘understand-SFS-3SG>PL’
‘pour-SFS-3SG>PL’

‘mosquito’
‘mosquito-ABL’
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Introduction to Forest Nenets
≫ Schwa effects can resemble stress, as pre-schwa syllables

retain contrasts despite being unstressed
≫ Pre-schwa syllables retain high–mid and vowel length contrast
≫ Schwa before schwa surfaces as [ă], as if it is stressed
≫ Some morphemes can tell if there is a final schwa: DAT -n° for

V-final stems, -t° – for C-final

(3) ˈŋănu
ˈkiŋku

ˈdʹoti
ˈpăni
ˈniʔni

ˈmaλ°
ˈtăλ

ˈŋăno-n°
ˈkiŋku-n°

ˈdʹote-n°
ˈpănæ-n°
ˈniʔni-n°

ˈmaλă-n°
ˈtaλ-t°

‘boat’ – ‘id.-DAT’
‘trachea’ – ‘id.-DAT’

‘ancestral domains’ – ‘id.-DAT’
‘pants’ – ‘id.-DAT’
‘young.man’ – ‘id.-DAT’

‘edge’ – ‘id.-DAT’
‘hair’ – ‘id.-DAT’
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Debuccalization

≫ In FN, non-labial non-palatal obstruents /t, s, x/ and sonorants
/n, j/ debuccalize to [ʔ] and [ŋ] in coda (Salminen 2007;
Salminen 2023; Janhunen 1986)

≫ [dʹ] is an allophone of /j/ before phonetically surfaced vowels
(all vowels except for unstressed schwa)

(4) ḿăʔ
măn°ʔ
teʔ-ŋa
mŭŋ
pŏŋ

ḿatu
măn°su
tix-uλʹ-š°
munu
podʹu

‘chum’ – ‘chum.ACC.PL’
‘lump’ – ‘lump.ACC.PL’
‘collect.berries-GFS’ – ‘id.-MULT-CVB’
‘sound’ – ‘sound.ACC.PL’
‘gap’ – ‘gap.ACC.PL’
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Debuccalization

≫ However, there are cases when an obstruent appears in coda
without debuccalization, followed by a syncopating vowel
schwa /°/

≫ [x] is not possible before, as /x, ʔ/ trigger vowel harmony: /Vx°/
> [VxV] (Zubkova 2026b)

(5) ḿat-°
mănăs-°
mun-°
poj-°ŋ

[ḿat]
[mănːăs]
[mun]
[pojŋ]

‘chum-GEN’
‘lump-GEN’
‘sound-GEN’
‘gap-GEN’
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Strict CV and opaque debuccalization

≫ Strict CV (Lowenstamm 1996; Scheer 2004) is a lateral
autosegmental theory of phonology

≫ In Strict CV representations, there are two tiers: syllabic, where
strictly alternating C (onset) and V (vowel) slots are present,
and melodic, where features are placed

≫ There are three possible types of representations in Strict CV:
empty, floating and filled

(6) a. Empty

C V

b. Floating

C V

t a

c. Associated

C V

t a
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Long vowel licensing

≫ Long vowels often need licensing by the following nucleus
(Scheer 2004; Ulfsbjorninn 2025)

≫ However, in FN, long vowels do not need to be licensed, as the
onset preceding the nucleus must always be licensed if possible

≫ That is, long vowels can occur elsewhere in FN
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Strict CV and opaque debuccalization

≫ Whether a V-slot is associated to melody or not defines its
Licensing or Government potential

≫ It is predicted that full nuclei are able to license and empty
nuclei are not

(7) ḿaʔ-λʹi ‘chum-LIM’

C V C V C V C V C V

ḿ a ʔ λʹ i

*L
||

(8) ḿatu ‘chum.ACC.PL’

C V C V C V C V

ḿ a t u

L
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Strict CV and opaque debuccalization

≫ However, a problem arises with modeling opaque FN
debuccalization in Strict CV: schwa /°/ can license despite it is
syncopated and not spelled out

≫ As Strict CV does not allow rule ordering, it is wrongly predicted
that syncopated schwa cannot license and does not block
debuccalization

(9) katæs-° [katæs], *[katæʔ]
‘resin-GEN’

C V C V C V C V C V

k a t æ s i
×

*L
||

12 / 34



Turbidity Theory

≫ I propose to adopt Turbidity Theory (Goldrick 2001; Cavirani,
Oostendorp, and Samuels 2017; Cavirani 2022), which was first
proposed within Optimality Theory (Prince and Smolensky 1993)

≫ This theory proposes ‘splitting the symmetric autosegmental
relation in two components’ (Cavirani 2022)
⋆ Projection – lexical affiliation of a melodic prime to a given

prosodic node
⋆ Pronunciation – phonetic interpretation of a melodic prime in a

specific node
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Turbidity Theory

≫ That is, line of association is broken in two, leading to five
configurations:
⋆ Empty nucleus (EN) – no relations
⋆ Silent nucleus (eN) – only projection
⋆ Epenthetic – only pronunciation
⋆ Full nucleus – both projection and pronunciation

(10) a. EN
V

b. eN
V

|A|

c. Epenth.
V

|A|

d. Full N
V

|A|
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Turbidity Theory

≫ Turbidity Theory is mainly used to show that different nuclei
might have different potential to govern

≫ I present an analysis of FN opaque debuccalization to show that
nuclei can also have different licensing potential
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Turbidity Theory

≫ Turbidity Theory predicts the different properties of schwa
correctly

≫ Schwa is not just de-associate and leaves an empty nucleus:
when schwa is unstressed, it cannot be pronounced, but it still
projects

≫ Projection relation makes it possible to license the preceding
C-slot

≫ Empty slots cannot license as they do not project

(11) a. EN
V

b. Schwa
V

i

c. Full N
V

a

16 / 34



Melodic properties of schwa

≫ Schwa surfaces as [ĭ] when it is the trigger of vowel harmony
(Zubkova 2026b), and for some speakers such a realization can
palatalize velars

≫ Schwa assimilates as the result of vowels harmony, so [ĭ] is only
possible in the trigger and then is copied to the result
⋆ ńedʹaŋk° ‘mosquito’
⋆ /nejaŋk°-x°t°/ ńedʹaŋkĭ-xĭt° ~ ńedʹaŋkʹĭ-x́ĭt° ‘mosquito-ABL’
⋆ /kaλʹa-x°t°/ kaλʹaxăt° ‘fish-ABL’
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Melodic properties of schwa

≫ Schwa surfaces as [ĭ] elsewhere in Forest Nenets songs or
sporadically word-finally (Zaytsev 2024)
⋆ tæmk° pat°λʹeʔj° [tæmkĭ patĭλʹeʔdʹĭ] ‘motley deer’
⋆ măń° [măńĭ] ‘1SG’

≫ Schwa surfaces as [ĭ] in songs, sporadically and as the trigger of
vowel harmony, and surfaces as [ă] only in stressed positions

≫ I propose that underlyingly schwa is /ĭ/ with projection
relation, and [ă] spell-out is licensed only when schwa is
stressed and not in the trigger of vowel harmony
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Debuccalization

≫ Empty Nuclei (EN) cannot license, while silent Nuclei (eN),
which is schwa in Forest Nenets, can

(12) katiʔ [katiʔ] ‘resin’

C V C V C V C V C V

k a t i ʔ

*L
||

(13) katæs-° [katæs] ‘resin-GEN’

C V C V C V C V C V

k a t æ s i

L
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Domains of incorporation

≫ I suggest modeling schwa syncope in terms of Strict CV Metrics
(Scheer and Szigetvári 2005; Ulfsbjorninn 2014; Faust and
Ulfsbjorninn 2025)

≫ Strict CV Metrics allows to parametrize the possibilities of
nuclei to have weight

≫ I propose an analysis in terms of incorporation – a grid-based
mechanism that can handle the ‘projection of a V-slot to a
higher line if it precedes an empty or ‘recessive’ V-slot’
(Ulfsbjorninn 2014)
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Domains of incorporation

≫ Shikunova (2024) shows that there are three degrees of length:
long stressed > long unstressed > short stressed

≫ I propose that unstressed vowels are long underlyingly as
length contrast is restored in stressed and pre-schwa syllables

≫ That is, long vowels are possible elsewhere, while schwa and
other short vowels /ĭ ŭ ĕ ŏ ă/ are in complementary
distribution: schwa can occur in unstressed syllables, while
short vowels are possible only under stress
▶ ẃepa [ˈẃeːpa] ‘leaf’
▶ păni [ˈpănːi] ‘woman clothes’
▶ ŋan° [ˈŋanː] ‘louse’

Odd non-final Even non-final Final
VV + + +
V + - -

Schwa - + +
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Domains of incorporation

≫ A domain cannot be made of only one v-slot: the minimal size
is at least two slots

≫ Recall the length distibution: long stressed > long unstressed >
short stressed (Shikunova 2024)

≫ There are no extra-short unstressed vowels, as schwa, the only
short vowel possible in unstressed syllables, is incorporated
and de-associated
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Domains of incorporation

≫ Main stress is assigned on non-final odd syllables

(14) kata ‘grandmother’

*
*α *)β
* *α * *)β

C V C V C V C V

k a t a
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Domains of incorporation
≫ Schwa and short vowels takes one V-slot
≫ Long vowels take 2 V-slots
≫ Only slots with projection relation can have weight
≫ Unstressed schwa is incorporated in the preceding syllable
≫ Clash is resolved in favor of the leftmost syllable

(15) ŋipu ‘cradle’

*
*α *β
* *)α * *)β

C V C V C V C V

ŋ i p u

(16) ŋipo-n° ‘cradle-DAT’

* *γ
*α *β
* *)α * *)β *)γ

C V C V C V C V C V

ŋ i p o n i
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High–mid contrast

≫ High-mid contrast is in fact licensed by L3
≫ Mid vowels can occur in both stressed and pre-schwa syllables

(17) ŋipu ‘cradle’

*
*α *β
* *)α * *)β

C V C V C V C V

ŋ i p u

(18) ŋipo-n° ‘cradle-DAT’

* *γ
*α *β
* *)α * *)β *)γ

C V C V C V C V C V

ŋ i p o n i
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Schwa surfacing

≫ Main stress is not assigned if L3 is already filled
≫ Schwa is pronounced when its slot reaches L2, as schwa is

made from one V-slot and one extra projection from the
following schwa is enough

(19) maλ° [maλ] ‘end’

*β
*α
* *)α *)β

C V C V C V

m a λ i

(20) maλă-n° [maλăn] ‘end-DAT’

*
*α *β
* *)α * *)β

C V C V C V C V

m a λ ă n i
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Conclusion

≫ Schwa is a vowel that can license even if not pronounced, as it
has the projection relation to the V-slot

≫ Empty nuclei cannot license
≫ Main stress falls on odd and non-final syllables
≫ Unstressed schwa is incorporated in the preceding V-slot,

making pre-schwa vowels more prominent
≫ Schwa needs incorporation because a domain cannot be made

of one V-slot
≫ Pre-schwa syllables retain vowel length and high–mid contrasts
≫ Pre-schwa schwa is surfaced as it is stressed
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Future research

≫ Glottal stop in FN has two allophones: [ʔ] elsewhere (lateral
fricatives /λ λ /́ are also sonorants), and [ʰ] before obstruents

(21) a. tĭ-ʔ ‘deer-PL’
niʔni ‘young man’
saʔlaʰku ‘stupid’
ḿaʔ-λʹi ‘chum-LIM’

b. laʰta ‘wide’
weʰk° ‘neck’
čuʰṕej° ‘all’

28 / 34



Future research

≫ Final TR°# clusters are banned and resolved by epenthesis
≫ Final TT°# clusters are not resolved
≫ TT°# clusters are said to be pseudogeminates that can ban

epenthesis (Bendjaballah and Ségéral 2014;
Brandão de Carvalho, Faust, and Lampitelli 2025)

≫ More research on final clusters is needed

(22) a. waʔaw° ‘bed’
waʔwă-j° ‘bed-1SG’

b. ẃeʰk° ‘neck’
ẃeʰkă-j° ‘neck-1SG’
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