Vowel Harmony in the Ghayeni Dialect

Abstract
The present study investigates the phenomenon of vowel harmony in the Ghayeni dialect, one of the Southern Khorasani dialects. The data for this research were collected from written sources related to the Ghayeni dialect, the author's linguistic intuition, and interviews with middle-aged native speakers. The primary aim of this study is to analyze the types of vowel harmony in this dialect, with a particular focus on regressive harmony, and to examine vowel changes in various words in terms of features such as backness, height, and rounding. The findings reveal that in the Ghayeni dialect, regressive harmony occurs prominently in verbal prefixes such as me- and be-, resulting in changes like me- becoming mi- or mo-. Moreover, in some words, vowels undergo changes in their phonetic features due to the influence of adjacent vowels, indicating the active and systematic presence of this process in the lexical and syntactic structure of the Ghayeni dialect. These findings may contribute to the phonological classification of this dialect and offer a deeper understanding of the linguistic structures in eastern regions of Iran.
Keywords: Ghayeni dialect, vowel harmony, regressive harmony, progressive harmony.

1. Introduction
The Ghayeni dialect, spoken in Ghayen—the second most populous city in South Khorasan Province—is a prominent regional variety within the linguistic landscape of Iran. According to Ivanov’s classification, Khorasani dialects are divided into northern, central, and southern groups, with Ghayeni placed in the southern category. The present study focuses on the phenomenon of vowel harmony in this dialect, a phonological process that contributes significantly to the simplification and consistency of sound patterns in many languages.
2. Theoretical Background and Literature Review
Vowel harmony refers to a phonological process whereby vowels within a word or morpheme harmonize in terms of specific features such as frontness/backness, rounding, and height. This phenomenon is common in languages like Turkish, Uralic, and some African languages and plays an important role in maintaining phonological coherence.
Numerous studies have addressed this process in Iranian languages and dialects. For instance, Hosseini and Kord Zafaranlou (2021) examined vowel harmony in the Mashhadi dialect and highlighted the roles of features like backness and vowel height. Ahmadhkhani and Vasegh (2020), using Optimality Theory, demonstrated the influence of features like rounding and palatalization on vowel harmony. Ghasemi et al. (2023) showed that variables such as speech style, word frequency, speaker age, and education may inhibit the harmony process. Additionally, Alaei (2013), in his study of the Azerbaijani dialect of Moghan, underscored the impact of syllable structure and consonant placement on harmony.
3. Conceptual Framework: Types of Vowel Harmony
Vowel harmony in the Ghayeni dialect manifests in two primary types:
· Regressive harmony: A later vowel affects an earlier vowel, aligning its features. This is evident in verbal prefixes such as me- and be-, which undergo changes to mo-, mi-, bo-, or bi- based on the following stem vowel.
· Progressive harmony: An earlier vowel influences the vowel that follows. This type of harmony is less frequent in Ghayeni but occurs in examples like došnām → došnom (“insult”) and dahān → dahan (“mouth”).
4. Methodology
Data were collected from three sources:
1. Written texts and linguistic materials on the Ghayeni dialect,
2. The native speaker intuition of the author,
3. Recorded speech from three middle-aged native speakers of Ghayen.
The data were transcribed and analyzed according to phonetic criteria and categorized into regressive and progressive harmony types.
5. Findings and Analysis
5.1. Regressive Vowel Harmony
This form of harmony is most salient in verbal morphology. The prefixes me- (progressive aspect) and be- (subjunctive or perfective aspect) harmonize with the vowel of the verb stem or, in some cases, with the personal suffix when the stem vowel is elided.
Examples include:
· var me-gu-om → var mo-g-om (“I say”)
· be-y-ā → bi-y-ā (“come”)
· me-a-y-om → mi-y-a-y-om (“I am coming”)
Harmony occurs to avoid vowel hiatus and improve articulatory ease. However, some verbs resist this harmony despite the presence of compatible vowels in the stem. For instance:
· me-busid-om (“I was kissing”)
· me-mir-om (“I die”)
These instances reveal a degree of resistance to harmony, possibly due to historical or phonological constraints.
5.2. Progressive Vowel Harmony
Although less common, progressive harmony is evident in specific lexical items:
· došnām → došnom (“insult”)
· be-rafta bodom → be-refta bodom (“I had gone”)
These examples illustrate forward spreading of vowel features, likely due to ease of articulation and internalization of certain sound patterns in the dialect.
6. Morphological Interactions
Vowel harmony in Ghayeni also interacts with verbal inflection. For example, in the verb goftan (“to say”), harmony between prefixes and suffixes occurs when the stem vowel is dropped:
· var me-gu-om → var mo-g-om (“I say”)
However, harmony is limited to certain persons or tenses, and in some cases, such as verbs with /x/ or /h/ in the stem (xastan, xāstan “to want”), consonant weakening and vowel deletion lead to complex morphophonemic alternations:
· me-xast-om → m-ast-om (“I wanted”)
· me-xah-om → m-a-y-om (“I want”)
These cases reveal dynamic interactions between phonology and morphology in the dialect.
7. Resistance to Harmony
A significant finding is that some verbs resist vowel harmony despite structural compatibility. This resistance may stem from phonological factors, word frequency, or analogical leveling. Examples include:
· me-riz-om (“I pour”)
· me-xisun-om (“I soak”)
In addition, in verbs where the initial stem vowel is /e/, vowel deletion occurs to avoid hiatus:
· me-ešnāxt-om → me-šnāxt-om (“I recognized”)
This further demonstrates the complex interplay between vowel harmony and hiatus resolution in the Ghayeni dialect.
8. Conclusion
The study confirms that vowel harmony is an active and systematic process in the Ghayeni dialect. Regressive harmony is more prevalent, particularly in verbal prefixes that adjust to stem vowels, showcasing a strong phonological alignment. Progressive harmony, while less frequent, is still present and indicative of broader articulatory patterns.
The presence of both harmony and resistance—depending on vowel quality, morphological environment, and structural constraints—illustrates the dialect’s rich phonological system. This analysis not only enhances understanding of Ghayeni’s sound patterns but also contributes to broader typological and comparative studies of Iranian dialects.
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