The Diphthongs

Objectives: This lesson tends to help learners distinguish between vowels (fixed reference points), and
gliding vowels which involve a movement from one position to another in the mouth.

14.1. Definition:

When we talk about pure vowels, we usually define them with reference to the part of the tongue involved in
the production of vowels, the distance between the part of the tongue and the roof of the mouth, and the
duration of vowel production (whether short or long). At the same time, these are always referred to as fixed
points of articulation. For example, we can describe them as close/mid/open/, or as front/center/back vowels.
Another point that should be raised concerning the vowel production, which is the detectable ‘quality’. If
there is some detectable change in quality, we call them gliding vowels. Crystal (2008) notes that "if two
auditory elements are involved, the vowel glide is referred to as a diphthong" (p. 517). If three elements are
involved, we call the sound as triphthong. However, if no perceivable quality is detected, that is, the quality
remains unchanged, the sound is referred to as pure vowel. However, when we talk about diphthongs, we
usually mention the beginning and the ends of the glide. In other words, we mention the starting point from
which of the tongue moves, and the point to which it has reached. For example, the production of the
diphthong / ar / involves a glide from back open position to a front close position.

14.2. English Diphthongs

As far as the Received Pronunciation is concerned, we can identify eight diphthongs (Jones, 1956). These
include: er a1 o1 av 29U 10 €3 VD

Diphthongs can be classified into two groups: closing, and centering diphthongs. The first group (er ar or av
ou) involves a glide to the front/back close position (see fig 12). However, the second group (10 €a v9)

involves a glide to the center position (see fig 13).
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The Closing Diphthongs, Gimson, 1980, p. 310

3. Closing Diphthongs
As it is included in table (15), we can organize the closing diphthongs into two groups:

one group includes the diphthongs whose glides moves towards the front close position, and theones, which
glides towards the back close position. Let us start with the diphthongs whose glides end in the front close
position. These diphthongs include /e1/, which involves a glide from front mid to close position; /ai/, which
involves a glide from the front open to the front close point; and /o1/ which glide slides mid back to front

close position.
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Front Closing Diphthongs

We can also speak of two diphthongs whose glides move towards the back close position.
We have /au/, which glide moves from open back to close back point; and /aw/, which glide

moves from the mid center to the back close position.
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Practice: Examples of Closing Diphthongs

Table 5: Closing Diphthongs

[ar/ et/ ot/ fau/ javu/
warit wert noIZi farl nav
rait reit 2'no1 dav a'lav
fart fert boiz 102U hav
mart mert sau | br'lau | 2 baut
lart lett 2'gav a1l kav

4. Centering Diphthongs

As fig () suggests, centering diphthongs include /es/ /1a/ [val. The first involves a glide

from front mid position to the centre; the second moves from the front close to the centre; and
the third slides from back close to the centre.
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4.1. Examples of Centering Diphthongs

Centering Diphthongs

Centering Diphthongs

feal 19/ [va/
bea sfia | 1m'pjoarrti
mea dia tua
hea klia pjuar
0ea hra Joa
wea 112 po2
SWea fia SpU2




