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There was an error in the phonetic transcription in the Burmese problem. Looking at the data, it
appears that the voiceless nasals, i.e. [m8, n8, ¯8, N8], are conditioned by the preceding [h]. Thus, it
appears that the following type of contrasts occur.

(1) [mwe^I] ‘to give birth’ [hm8we^I] ‘fragrant’
(2) [ne^] ‘small’ [hn8e^I] ‘slow’
(3) [Na^] ‘five’ [hN8a^] ‘to borrow’

From the data in (1)-(3), we notice that the voiceless nasals always follow a glottal fricative [h].
The transcription of [h] here was an error on the part of Language Files 9. In actuality, Burmese
makes a phonemic distinction between voiceless nasals and voiced nasals. In other words, these
two types of nasals are in contrastive distribution. Below is the correct transcription of the data:

(4) [mwe^I] ‘to give birth’ [m8we^I] ‘fragrant’
(5) [ne^] ‘small’ [n8e^I] ‘slow’
(6) [Na^] ‘five’ [N8a^] ‘to borrow’

We notice in (4)-(6) that the voiceless nasals occur in the same environment as the voiced nasals.
They are in contrastive distribution. The book made this transcriptional error because there are
two practices for transcribing Burmese1. The first practice was to transcribe the voiceless nasals
as a sequence of [hm], [hn], etc. This is not IPA, but a means for indicating that the nasals are
voiceless. It was used by Southeast Asian scholars and others before IPA was common practice.
For instance, Firth (1936) uses this transcription in his description of Burmese, Shorto (1962) and
Diffloth (1984) use it for Mon (spoken in Burma), and Blight and Pike (1976) even use it for
Otomí (an Oto-manguean language of Mexico). The second practice is to use IPA, which is the
current standard for phonetic transcription, and is found in more modern descriptions of Burmese
(Watkins, 2001).

Both of these transcription practices are used in Language Files 9, which is not only
redundant, but makes the distribution between the voiceless and voiced nasals look
complementary. This error came from the book and will not affect our evaluations of your
assignments in any way. We are pointing out this error out of respect for the linguistic data on
Burmese. We will contact the editors regarding this mistake.
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1 In Roman orthography and IPA at least; Burmese is written in a Monic script, which was
derived from a South-Indic script, much like Thai or Khmer.


