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CHAPTER ONE 
Loanword Phonology  

 

 

1.1 Introduction 

The study of loanword phonology has gathered increasing momentum in recent 

years with the conceptual shift from rules to a constraints and repair model of 

sound change (Kenstowicz & Suchato 2006: 921). Three factors have motivated 

this field of study (Kenstowicz 2003a: 95): firstly, loanwords can be used to test 

the productivity of existing phonological rules and constraints; secondly, the 

notion of a single grammar is challenged when a loan system forms a distinct 

component in a native system (Weinreich 1953, Itô & Mester 1995); and thirdly, 

adaptation patterns which pose learnability puzzles similar to those that Stampean 

(1972) natural processes raise for primary language acquisition coincide with 

cross-linguistically natural and well attested processes and constraints, which can 

be attributed to Universal Grammar(UG), implying that speakers can call on 

aspects of UG in adulthood (Shinohara 2004).  

Extensive research on loanword phonology have been undertaken on a multitude 

of languages ranging from Cantonese (Silverman 1992, Yip 1993), Fijian 

(Kenstowicz 2003b), Fon (Gbéto 2000), Fula (Paradis & LaCharité 1997), Hausa 

(Leben 1996), Huave (Davidson & Noyer 1997), Japanese (Itô & Mester 1995, 

Shinohara 2000), Kirgiz (Gouskova 2001), Korean (Kang 2003, Kenstowicz 
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Aryan loanwords in Old Tamil, and Zvelebil and Vacek (1970) provides detailed 

data on some loanwords even though their main goal was to describe the grammar 

of Old Tamil and early Modern Tamil. 

Though there is a dearth of theoretical research in Tamil loanwords, there is 

plenty of research on the native system. Most of them are studies on traditional 

grammar such as morphophonemics (Arden 1976), and syntax and morphology 

(Lehmann 1989). More recent studies employ theoretical approaches such as the 

one taken by Christdas (1988) which examines the Kanniyakumari dialect from 

the perspective of lexical phonology and underspecification theory.  

Given that there are not existing phonological analyses of loanword adaptation in 

Tamil, this paper aims to fill this gap in knowledge so that we can gain further 

insight into Tamil phonology and also to enrich the current field. In the next 

section, we discuss contemporary ideas on loanword adaptation.  

1.4 Current Views in Loanword Adaptation 

As mentioned previously in the chapter, loanword adaptation has gathered huge 

attention in linguistics, especially in the area of phonology, with extensive 

research conducted in this topic, and there is a degree of consensus that it is not 

random but systematic, with differences existing in their theoretical assumptions 

and frameworks used. In this section, we briefly introduce the main views taken 

with regard to loanword adaptation. The three main positions taken can be 

grouped as under the perceptual, the production, and the perception and 

production viewpoints.  
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For instance, Itô & Mester (1995) which we will see later proposes an optimal-

theoretic approach whereby reranking of a set of Faithfulness constraints will 

result in the core (native) versus periphery (foreign) strata of Japanese lexicon.  

Again, this position falls short as it cannot account for all the loan adaptation 

situations or phenomenon. For instance we shall see later that positing strata 

phonology for Tamil can only account for parts of the loan data observed.  

1.4.3 The Perception and Production Viewpoint  

The perception and production viewpoint utilizes both perception and production 

to explicate loanword adaptations and different versions exist whereby some of 

them utilize separate levels for perception and production controlled by different 

grammars (Silverman 1992, Yip 1993, Kenstowicz 2003a), while some combine 

them in one level (Steriade 2002, Kang 2003, Kenstowicz 2003b). 

This viewpoint combines the strengths of the two previous approaches, allowing 

the speaker to be able to perceive phonetic differences while at the same time 

having access to their innate language capabilities.  

1.4.4 Summary  

We have discussed the three main positions taken with regard to loanword 

adaptation and the assumptions which they make, and their short comings. Given 

that loanword adaptation is complex and highly variable, it is only natural that 

there is no sole solution for it. In this paper, we will attempt to formulate an 

explanation for the facts encountered keeping in mind the existing viewpoints. In 

the next section, we discuss the research goals of this paper and the structure 

which we will follow for the rest of the paper.  
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1.5 Goals and Structure of this Paper 

The goal of this dissertation is twofold: firstly, to identify the adaptation patterns 

in Tamil loanwords on the various levels of the phonology; secondly, in light of 

the current views in loan adaptation, this dissertation aims to test whether one of 

the viewpoints can best deal with the data in Tamil.  

The structure of the dissertation is as follows: Chapter 2 introduces the 

orthographic and phonological system of Tamil comparing it with English 

phonology; Chapter 3 will deal with the adaptation of English segments into 

Tamil and we propose an analysis for the adaptation; Chapter 4 will analyze the 

repairs required on the phonotactic level in Tamil and we try to account for the 

patterns observed; and lastly, we conclude our paper in Chapter 5 summarising 

our findings and the consequences our study has for the field.  
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a) CV V 

b) CVC VC 

c) CVCC VCC 

The vowel that occurs in the syllable can either be long (VV) or short (V). We can 

thus represent the long vowels which occur as a geminate, and the short vowel as 

a single V. The status of the diphthong in Tamil is contentious. In the 

Kanniyakumari dialect, there are no diphthongs and Zvelebil & Vacek (1970: 121) 

argues that they are in fact vowel plus glide combinations represented 

orthographically as diphthongs; Annamalai and Steever however claim that they 

have the duration of a short vowel and it is represented by two vowel qualities 

dominated by one V slot: 

a) Short V  b) Long V  c) diphthongs   

V   V  V   V  

a      a            a    i 

For consonant clusters, the geminates and homorganic nasal stop sequences are all 

doubly linked like a long vowel but with some differences; geminates are linked 

at the root node sharing all features, while homorganic nasal stop sequences are 

linked at the place node (Christdas 1988: 217):  
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2.7 Summary  

To summarize, we have examined and compared in detail the phonological 

systems of the two languages. Given the dissimilarity, we have proposed some 

interesting interactions which may emerge. Also we have elaborated on the data 

used in this paper. In the next chapter, we shall examine in detail the phoneme 

mapping patterns between the two languages. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
Phoneme Mapping 

 

 

3.1 Introduction 
As shown previously in Chapter One using data from Japanese (Kato 2006), 

phonological adaptation of foreign loanwords involves the mapping of phonemes 

on the segmental level, the repair of phonotactic structures which are illicit in the 

native language, and the resolution of prosodic differences between the two 

languages, consequently producing an adapted form as similar as possible to the 

source language and native language at the same time. In this chapter, we begin 

our investigation of Tamil loan phonology by probing into the phoneme 

substitution patterns reserving discussion of phonotactic and prosodic repair to the 

later chapters.  

Three possible consequences exist in the process of mapping segments between 

loan and native language:  

1) Phoneme from the loan language is matched with an exact 

phoneme which also exists in the native language 

2) Phoneme is matched to a similar phoneme when an exact match 

is missing 

3) Phoneme from the loan language is deleted. 
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second, even though Tamil does not have voicing distinction, its plosives have 

more place distinctions compared to English. 

Firstly, in terms of voicing, English productively utilizes the feature of voicing to 

multiply the number of possible contrasts for its plosives by two thereby 

supplementing its place contrasts. Tamil however does not possess voicing 

distinction and its plosives are solely differentiated from each other through its 

five places of articulation. Voiced plosives are still present in Tamil in the surface 

inventory, arising in intervocalic and post-nasal contexts as part of its allophonic 

processes which is usually accompanied with lenition of place contrasts (Christdas 

1998).  

In terms of place distinctions, we find that English plosives contrast for three 

articulatory places, namely, velar, alveolar and labial, whereas Tamil plosives 

contrast for five articulatory places, namely, velar, palatal, palatal-alveolar, dental 

and labial. There is therefore a certain degree of overlap in terms of the places of 

articulation for the plosive inventory of the two languages with the velar and 

labial features being utilized by both languages. Based on the above we find that 

there is a mismatch in the plosive inventories of the two languages in the number 

of segments, and the kind of features they utilize for their distinctions, hence some 

adjustments will have to take place when English plosives are adapted into Tamil. 

We predict that plosives which are very similar are directly mapped in the course 

of loan adaptation, hence, the velar, and labial plosives of English, /k/ and /p/ are 

mapped to their counterparts in Tamil. Alveolar plosives however do not have 
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the restriction of complex vowels in Tamil. The reduced vowel schwa in English 

in most instances and other vowels in English are mostly mapped to [a] which 

may point to its status as unmarked in relation to other vowels or it is the default 

vowel in Tamil. Diphthongs and triphthongs are borrowed using similar strategies 

of adapting two vowel qualities as a single long monophthong and reinterpreting 

/i/ and /u/ as glides. The manner vowels are adapted point to the fact that 

adaptation is sensitive to the prosodic patterns of the source. We will postpone 

further discussions on this in the next chapter.  In the next section, we attempt to 

account for the mapping patterns attested in the data.  

3.4 Explanation for Mapping 

In this section we attempt to account for the observed mapping patterns starting 

with consonants followed by vowels. The framework used is Optimality Theory 

and we will also incorporate discussions about perception and production 

approaches to loan phonology.  

3.4.1 An Account of Consonant Mapping 

As mentioned in prior chapters, three accounts of loan adaptation exist, namely 

the perceptual, the production, and the perception and production approaches. 

Here we will examine the mapping patterns based on these approaches. 

Recall that in the mapping of consonantal phonemes, there is a mismatch between 

English and Tamil in terms of the number of place, voicing, and manner 

distinctions. English has lesser number of place distinctions as compared to Tamil, 

but it utilizes voicing contrasts and more fricatives as compared to Tamil. Under 











http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Voiceless_postalveolar_affricate
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But in loanwords and other lexically peripheral items: 

 paatii *paatSii 'party' 

diNgo *dZiNgo (name of car model) 

 

 

 At the same time: 

 *tiimu  tSiimu  'team'  

*diremma  dZiremma  'dilemma  

 

Instead of co-phonologies where faithfulness is ranked differently, they propose a 

single phonology with specific (stratal) faithfulness:  

 

15)  Phonology-Native  Phonology-Foreign 

 PAL>>IDENT  IDENT>>PAL 

          Versus 

16)  Stratal faithfulness theory 

 IDENT-Foreign>>PAL>>IDENT 

 

The data and patterns found in this study can also be explained under such an 

approach where we have FAITH-EL for words borrowed from English. Of 

interest here is the phenomenon of voicing in plosives and adaptation of laterals 

and rhotics. We will postpone discussion of laterals and rhotics in terms of 
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patterns of adaptation of foreign words are due to specific faithfulness constraint 

Faith-EL. In the next chapter, we examine the phonotactics and prosodic repair. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
Phonotactic and Prosodic Repairs 

 

 

4.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, we look at phonotactic repairs in detail. As noted previously, the 

syllable structure of English is more complex as compared to Tamil. We begin our 

discussion with the consonant clusters of English and the different strategies in 

their adaptation, followed by complex vowels and their adaptation patterns.  

The structure of the chapter is as follows: in section 4.2 we examine the patterns 

of adaptation for the consonantal clusters of English where they can be adapted 

through three ways: a) epenthesis of a vowel, b) coalescence with another vowel, 

c) without modifications; in section 4.3 we move on and examine adaptation of 

diphthongs and triphthongs where they can be adapted through three strategies: a) 

epenthesis of glides, b) becoming a glide, c) through simplification; and lastly we 

summarize our findings in 4.4.  

4.2 Differing patterns of adaptation of consonant clusters 

In Chapter Two, we compared the consonantal phonotactics of English and Tamil 

with the former permitting a larger set of possible clusters, while the latter a 

smaller set. Given the difference between the two languages, it is predicted that 

unpermitted clusters will either be broken up by epenthesis or deletion, strategies 

commonly used in loan adaptation. However, conflicting strategies are used to 
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2002, Kang 2003, Kenstowicz 2003) using output-output faithfulness constraints 

defining a correspondence relation which may include orthographic, auditory 

perception and borrowing language information. Here in the case of direct 

adaptation, maximal faithfulness is enforced and it is very likely that the process 

of borrowings for such words is purely orthographic without any influence from 

phonology. The coalescence patterns analysed above can also be explained under 

such a perspective, however, the degree of faithfulness is lower as compared to 

direct adaptation patterns. We posit that such borrowings are done through 

perception, as it is likely that the offending consonant is perceived as a vowel.  

Lastly, under such a viewpoint, epenthesis forms are in fact the least similar.  

Thus, from the perspective of the degree of similarity between the source and the 

borrowed form, a scale where adaptation based on phonological grammar is 

furthest away as compared to those based on output-output faithfulness constraints 

that involves orthographic and perception: 

(10) Scale of Similarity 

More Similar>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>Less Similar 

Direct Adaptation > Coalescence > Epenthesis 

Orthographic   > Perception  > Phonological 

As mentioned, Smith (2005) provides interesting evidence from Japanese loan 

doublets that contradicts the perception-only perspective of loan adaptation which 

coincides with our findings. In the absence of more conclusive evidence, we can 

only believe for the time being that the production and perceptual similarity 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
Conclusion 

 

 

5.1 Main Findings 

In the preceding chapters, we attempted to account for the adaptation patterns 

using a combination of the dominant approaches in loanword adaptation. Our 

findings indicate that it is difficult to subscribe to solely one point of view to 

account for the data obtained. One possible reason is that the data obtained from 

Tucker(1986) comprises of adaptations from different contexts.  

The main findings for phoneme mapping accounted for are as follows:  

a) Consistent with Paradis (1995), deletion of information is seldom 
encountered in our adaptation cases. 

b) Appeal has to be made to phonetics, bilingualism, and universal typological 
evidence to account for voicing contrast in loans. 

c) The P-Map hypothesis approach accounts for most patterns with exception 
of interdental fricatives and voicing. 

d) A production grammar approach which assumes bilingualism accounts for 
the surfacing voiced obstruents, gemination of voiceless stops in 
intervocalic positions and deactivating of postnasal through stratal- 
faithfulness theory. 

e) Vowel mapping for long or short monophthongs are in general constant and 
the unstressed vowel schwa is usually adopted as [a] into Tamil which may 
point to its status as a default vowel.  

f)  Vowel height differences may play a part in adaptation with high vowels 
perceived as longer. 
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The main findings for phonotactic repairs are as follows: 

a) A multitude of strategies are used for adaptation and they can be explained 
from the production viewpoint appealing to phonological grammar, or strata-
faithfulness theory if we assume existence of two distinct grammars, or 
perception factors with the possibility of interaction with either phonology or 
orthography. 

b) Deletion repairs are dispreferred, with epenthesis, coalescence, glide 
formation and direct adaptation as preferred strategies. 

c) Epenthetic vowels [u] and [i] are context dependent with [u] surfacing with 
+labial segments and at the end of the word to bar final obstruents, while [i] 
elsewhere. 

d) Direct adaptations could be explained either using strata-faithfulness theory 
from a production grammar viewpoint or Output-Output correspondence 
approaches by taking account for orthographic influences. 

e) Coalescence, adaptations of vowels as non-complex, and conversion of 
vowels as glides are best explained using perception.  

f) Epenthesis repairs are mostly due to phonological grammar of Tamil.  

g) Finally, deletion repairs can be attributed to perception or orthographic 
factors. 

 

Based on the above findings we are able to propose a model of adaptation for 

English-Tamil loans.  

5.2 Model of Adaptation 

Based on our data, a possible model of loan adaptation which uses the tools from 

the different approaches is as below: 
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c) Studies on perception of vowel length and stress can also be conducted to 

see whether speakers are able to perceive differences. 

d) The phonological variation in mapping has not been discussed in detail 

here. Future studies may pursue this direction.  
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