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1. Backround

This paper attempts to describe the aspirated consonants of
Maithili in the framework of generative phonology. The main ques-
tion that will be asked is: Are the Maithili aspirated consonants
to be treated as unitary phonemes or as clusters of two phonemes?
In an effort to resolve the situation, 'simplicity metric' criteria
will be used and their efficacy and value assessed. A modified
version of the distinctive feature system of Chomsky and Halle
(1968) will be used.

Maithili is the second major language of Nepal. It is spoken
by a total of about 21 million people in the Bihar state of North
India and the Tarai of Nepal. It is one of the modern Indo-Aryan
languages of South Asia and is more commonly referred to in lin-
guistic literature as one of the three dialects of 'Bihari', after
Grierson (1909). :

There are no synchronic studies on Maithili that I know of.
The only diachronic studies that deserve mention are: Mishra
(1947) and Jha (1958). Grierson (1903/1968) provides a classic
introduction and specimens of the various dialects of Maithili.
A paper by Jha (1939-44/1965) argues for fifty-six 'essential'
phonemes of Maithili; to him every grapheme is a phoneme. Two
recent papers by SIL linguists, Williams (1973) and Davis (1973)
deal with Maithili clause patterns and Maithili sentences respec-
tively, to date.

The author is a native speaker of Maithili. Like in any
diglossic situation his choice of dialects and registers depends
on various extralinguistic factors; in other words, constant code
switching is a routine for daily interaction. For the purpose of
the present study, however, examples are drawn from the Colloquial
Maithili (CM)—the so-called theth [ghegh] Maithili—as spoken in
the Tarai of Nepal.

2, Maithili Phonological Inventory

In traditional segmental notation, CM has the set of phono-
logical units presented in Table 1.






