Extended English Abstract
A Diachronic Analysis of Phonological Deletion Processes in the Linguistic Varieties of Kerman: A Generative Phonology Approach


1. Introduction
This study presents a diachronic analysis of phonological deletion processes across twelve linguistic varieties of Kerman Province, Iran—Bāft, Bardsīr, Bam, Rābor, Rafsanjān, Zarand, Sīrjān, Shahrebābak, Kerman, Golbāf, Gowghar, and Rūdbāb-e Jonūbī—within the framework of Generative Phonology. While prior research has predominantly focused on Standard Persian, systematic investigation into deletion phenomena in Kerman’s dialects remains absent. This gap limits understanding of historical sound changes and phonotactic constraints shaping these varieties. The study addresses two key questions: (1) Is phonological deletion in Kerman dialects a random phenomenon or governed by systematic rules? (2) Which deletion type (final consonant, vowel, or cluster) occurs most frequently? Hypotheses posit that deletions are non-random, context-dependent, and dominated by final consonant deletion.
Kerman’s linguistic diversity, rooted in its historical and geographical context, offers a unique lens for studying phonological evolution. The region’s dialects exhibit significant variation, with some (e.g., Rūdbār-e Jonūbī) being mutually unintelligible to speakers of other varieties. This diversity underscores the need to explore localized phonological processes, particularly deletion, which plays a pivotal role in shaping lexical and morphological structures. By tracing changes from Middle Persian (3rd–10th centuries CE) to Contemporary Persian, this study bridges historical gaps and highlights the interplay between universal phonological principles and dialect-specific innovations.
2. Materials & Methods
The research employs a descriptive-analytical and diachronic-comparative methodology. Data were collected from:
· Historical sources : Middle Persian texts (e.g., Dēnkard , Bundahishn ) and lexical records (Farhang-e Kuchak-e Zaban-e Pahlavi ; MacKenzie, 1990 [1390]). These sources provided insights into archaic phonological structures.
· Fieldwork : Audio recordings of 4 native speakers (25–65 years) per dialect, transcribed using IPA. Speakers were selected to represent diverse age groups and sociolinguistic backgrounds, ensuring a nuanced analysis of intra-dialectal variation.
Phonological rules (e.g., final consonant deletion, cluster simplification) were formalized within Generative Phonology, analyzing interactions with processes like vowel epenthesis. Diachronic comparisons tracked changes from Middle Persian (e.g., /āhūg/ → [ʔɑhu]) to Contemporary Persian, emphasizing phonotactic constraints. The study also utilized SPE-style rule formalism (Chomsky & Halle, 1968) to model deletion patterns, such as #Vɡ → V (final vowel + /ɡ/ deletion) and #Vh → V (final vowel + /h/ deletion).
3. Results & Discussion
Key findings confirm deletion in Kerman dialects is systematic and phonetically constrained:
a) Final Consonant Deletion :
· /ɡ/ and /h/ deletion in post-vocalic positions emerged as dominant (e.g., Middle Persian āhūg → Contemporary Persian [ʔɑhu]).
· Vowel epenthesis (e.g., /a/ → [e]) often follows deletion, reflecting rule interaction (e.g., ābilaɡ → [ʔɑble]).
· Final consonant clusters (e.g., /-ʃn/, /-st/, /-mb/) simplify predictably (e.g., almāst → [almɑs]).
b) Cluster Deletion :
· Initial clusters (e.g., /-χw/) show deletion of /w/ (e.g., χwarʃēd → [χorʃid]), though exceptions exist in Rūdbār-e Jonūbī, suggesting sociolinguistic or historical influences.
· Final clusters (e.g., /-mb/ → [m], /-ʃn/ → [ʃ]) exhibit regular simplification, aligning with syllable structure preferences (CVCC → CVC).
c) Phonotactic Constraints :
· Deletion aligns with syllable structure preferences, avoiding complex codas (e.g., CVCC → CVC).
· Generative rules (e.g., #Vɡ → V , #Vh → V ) effectively model these patterns, validating their explanatory power.
d) Interactions with Other Processes :
· Deletion interacts with vowel shifts (e.g., /a/ → [e] after /ɡ/ deletion) and epenthesis, illustrating the dynamic nature of phonological systems.
· Exceptions in Rūdbār-e Jonūbī (e.g., retention of /ɡ/ and /w/) highlight the role of geographic isolation or substrate influences, warranting further sociolinguistic analysis.
The study underscores phonotactic constraints as pivotal drivers of historical sound system evolution, contrasting with random variation. For instance, the systematic deletion of /ɡ/ and /h/ in post-vocalic contexts reflects universal tendencies toward syllabic simplicity, while cluster simplification adheres to cross-linguistic sonority sequencing principles.
4. Conclusion
This research establishes that phonological deletion in Kerman dialects is a non-random, rule-governed process, primarily affecting final consonants and clusters. Findings underscore the efficacy of Generative Phonology in modeling diachronic changes and reveal the interplay between deletion and other phonological processes (e.g., vowel shifts). By addressing a critical research gap, the study emphasizes the role of phonotactic constraints in shaping dialectal evolution.
Key contributions include:
· Formalizing deletion rules (e.g., #Vɡ → V ) that explain systematic patterns across dialects.
· Highlighting the historical continuity between Middle Persian and Contemporary Persian dialects.
· Identifying exceptions (e.g., Rūdbār-e Jonūbī) as markers of sociolinguistic or historical divergence.
Future work should explore sociolinguistic factors influencing exceptions and extend analyses to other processes like epenthesis or assimilation. Comparative studies with neighboring dialects (e.g., Balochi, Luri) could further illuminate regional phonological trends.
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