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Phonological Opacity in Kermanshahi Persian:
An Account Based on Optimality
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Abstract

The aim of this study is to analyze the role of phonological opacity in the phonetic
representation of the prefix of progressive aspect in Kermanshahi Persian. In this dialect,
when the progressive prefix /mi-/ is added to the verb stem, it changes in form in certain
cases, depending on the nature of the first vowel of the verb. In Kermanshahi Persian, the
progressive prefix is added to the left side of verbal root - which is, in turn, followed by
verbal ending. This research is based on the Optimality Theory-Candidate Chains
(McCarthy, 2007) - a version of Serial Optimality Theory. The data of this research have
been collected through the conversations with the speakers of Kermanshahi Persian
dialect in two age groups of over fifty- and under twenty-year-olds, relying — as well - on
researchers' language intuition. The results of this study indicate that what causes the
opacity in the phonetic representation of the vowel of progressive prefix in Kermanshahi
Persian dialect is the occurrence of counter-bleeding interaction. The Serial Optimality
Theory, is more successful in explaining this phenomenon than Parallel Optimality
Theory.
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1. Introduction

Kermanshahi Persian is a dialect which is spoken in the city of Kermanshah
mainly in the west of Iran, and it presents certain linguistic differences with
Standard Persian. One of the morpho-phonological differences is in the phonetic
form of the progressive prefix /mi-/ when attached to certain verbal stems. Like
what occurs in Standard Persian with the subjunctive prefix /be-/, the vowel of
the prefix /mi/ undergoes vowel harmony if the following verbal stem contains a
round vowel, and just as in /be-ro/ ("Go!") which surfaces as [bo-ro] on the
phonetic level, /mi-/ in Kermanshahi Kurdish turns into [mo-] if there is a round
element in the verbal stem, making forms like [mo.-ko.n-am] (meaning 'T do')
out of /mi-kon-am/. The motivation of the such rule, however, is challenged by
the phonetic form [mo.-xam] (I want), in which the vowel of the prefix is
rounded, but there does not seem to be any round element as the motivation.
This opaque application of the phonological process is analyzed in this article
via the principles Optimality Theory. The main questions of the present study
are as follows: (1) to what extent is Optimality Theory successful in explaining
the opacity introduced by Kermanshahi Persian data? (2) What are the relevant
active constraints? (3) In what permutation must the constraints be organized?
(4) Which of the two versions of Optimality Theory, namely Parallel or Serial, is
more successful in the explanation of the data in this study?

2. Literature Review

In order to prepare the grounds and to have a better insight into the present
study, the review is based on the relevant works on phonological opacity and
Optimality Theory which have been done inside and outside Iran.

2.1. International Studies

Bermudez-Otero (1999, pp. 36-39) is among the first researchers who reported


http://dx.doi.org/https://doi.org/10.52547/LRR.13.2.2
https://dorl.net/dor/20.1001.1.23223081.1401.13.2.10.5
https://lrr.modares.ac.ir/article-14-48027-fa.html

[ Downloaded from Irr.modares.ac.ir on 2022-08-11 ]

[ DOR: 20.1001.1.23223081.1401.13.2.10.5]

[ DOI: https://doi.org/10.52547/LRR.13.2.2 ]

Phonological Opacity in ... Mehdi Fattahi & Ladan Javaheri

the challenge which the first versions of OT were faced with regarding the
opacity phenomenon, and he asserts that the difficulty lies in OT neglecting
the intermediate forms between the phonological and phonetic levels. This
claim is also supported by McCarthy (2007, p.99), who reports the necessity
of considering derivational path of the phonological processes. Urek (2013,
p-1), too, reasons that Parallel OT fails to explain opacity since the Generator
in this theory is designed to produce the candidates in one attempt. Anttila
(2006, p. 893-901) classifies the suggested solutions to the problem of opacity
in OT in three sets: "Input-Output Correspondence” theory which was first put
forth by Benua (1995, pp. 77-82); "Sympathy Theory" suggested by
MacCarthy (1999, 2000); and "Opacity Approach" put forward by Goldrick
(2000, p.16). Algahtani (2020, p. 22) is among the recent researchers who has
investigated opacity as the result of counter-bleeding by analyzing examples
from colloquial Persian. Also, Hauser and Hughto (2020, p. 29) claim that the
general solution to opacity in OT could be found in what they call "contextual
faithfulness constraints".

2.1. Iranian Studies

Many optimality-theoretic studies have been conducted in Iran on Persian and
Kurdish data, among which one can mention those of Bijankhan (2006),
Modarresi Ghavami (2011), Heidarpor Bidgoli (2012) in Persian; and
Nagshbandi (2011), Fattahi (2012), Zahedi (2014), and Mohammadi (2014) in
different dialects of Kurdish. As valuable as these studies are, none deals with
the problem of opacity in Optimality Theory.

3. Methodology

The data in the present study have been collected in two ways: (1) through
interviews with Kermanshahi Persian speakers of two age groups of above
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fifty and below twenty. The first group was chosen for their tendency towards
using this dialect in their daily conversations, and the younger group was
chosen as speakers who lean towards Standard Persian for its social prestige.
This study, though, does not aim to investigate linguistic variations of these
two age groups, but rather tries to identify the alternating forms in the verbal
forms with progressive aspect. (2) through linguistic intuition of the
researchers of the study, who are themselves, native speakers of Kermanshahi
Persian. The collected data were then transcribed and the relevant alternating
forms were identified. The last step was to identify the underlying
phonological forms in order to decide on the nature and direction of the
changes.

4. Discussion and Results

The following table illustrates the alternating forms of the progressive prefix
in Kermanshahi Persian.

Table 1
The Alternative Forms in Progressive Prefix of Kermanshahi Persian Dialog

(1) mi.-bi.n-am 2 mi.-xd.n-am
prog. — see — 1S prog. — read — 1S
"I see." "I read.”

A3) mi.-bu.s-am (@3 mi.-ka.n.-am
prog. — kiss — 1S prog. —dig — 1S
"I kiss." "T dig."

() mi.-fu.r-am (6) mi.-ke.[-am
prog.- wash — 1S prog.-pull-1S
"I wash." "T pull."

@) mo.- XOr.-am ®) mi.- sa.z —am
prog.-eat-1S prog.-make-1S
"l eat." "T make."
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) mo.- ko.[- i 10) mo.- ko.n- am
prog.-kill-2S prog.-do-1S
"You kill." "I do."
(11 mo.- Xa- m (12) mo.- WO.r -am
prog.-want-18 prog.-cut-1S
"l want." "I cut."

* prog.: progressive — 1S: first person singular — 2S: second person singular

As can be seen from the data above, the alternating forms of the
progressive prefix are [mi] and [mo], with the latter appearing where there is a
round element in the verbal stem. The exception, though, is (11), in which the
vowel of the prefix has been rounded without any apparent incentive. To have
a better picture of what is going on in this form, we can compare the root with
its likely historical form by synchronically comparing it with other Iranian
languages and the forms in the history of Persian language. As evident even in
the Persian orthography, there used to be the glide /w/ after /x/ sound in the
verbal root of "to eat". If we take the /xw/ cluster as the onset of the root, then
we can assume the line of the change as below (the verbal ending is removed
for simplification):

/mi-xwa/ --(vowel rounding)> moxwa --(the omission of glide
w)—~>[moxa]

If the glide omission, which is motivated by cluster simplification, was
applied earlier than vowel rounding, the process of vowel rounding would be
bled by it, leading to the incorrect phonetic form of *[mi-xa]; but since the
actual order is in the opposite direction, the order of vowel rounding and glide
omission is that of counter-bleeding, which causes opacity.

As was cited by many studies in the review section, parallel OT seems
unable to choose correct opaque forms, the same is proved about Kermanshahi
Persian data.
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Tableau 1
Inability of Parallel Optimality Theory to explain Opacity Phenomenon
mi-xwa-m ALIGH-LEFT(R) IDENT (R)
a. mixwam *
b. moxwam *
<°c. mixam
d. moxam *

Notes: symbol < shows an incorrect winning candidate. - ALIGH-LEFT(R) constraint penalizes
any candidate with no agreement in rounding - IDENT (R) penalizes any candidate with a changed
value in the feature [round]

Optimality Theory-Candidate Chains, in addition to valuing the
intermediate steps and derivational paths, enjoys a new form constraint that
guarantees a fixed order of the application of the processes, namely
PREC(A,B), in which constraint B is only violated if constraint A has been
violated earlier. We can consider PREC(IDENT(R),MAX(R)) to penalize any
candidate in which: (a) the round element is deleted without the process of
vowel rounding having occurred earlier; (b) the round element is deleted and
the vowel rounding occurs following that. With this constraint at play, we can
consider the steps of derivation as depicted by the following tableaux.

Tableau 2
The First Step of Derivation

COMPLEX-
SYLL

mi-Xxwa- ALIGN-
m L(R)

PREC(ID,MAX) | NO- MAX IDENT
CODA g (R) (R)
*

“a.
mox.wam

[ *|
mix.wam

d.
mox.wam .

T
b. mi.xam :
]
Ed

Notes: COMPLEX-SYLL penalizes any candidate in which there is consonant cluster in a syllable -
NO-CODAprqg penalizes any form with a coda in the same syllable as the progressive prefix- MAX
(R) penalizes any candidate in which a round segment has been deleted (compared with the input)
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Tableau 3
The Second Step of Derivation

COMPLEX-
SYLL

mox.wam | ALIGN-
L(R)

PREC(ID,MAX) | NO- MAX IDENT

CODAPROG | (R) (R)
Fa. &

mo.xam

b.
mo.xwam

|

[ *|

mox.wam

d. *)
mix.wam

Tableau 4
The Third Step of Derivation and the End of Cycle (Convergence)

mo.xam | ALIGN- | COMPLEX- | PREC(ID,MAX) | NO- MaAX | IDENT
L(R) | SYLL CODAPROG | (R) R)

Ta. 3 3

mo.xam

b. Y
mo.Xxwam ,

[ *|

mox.wam

d. mi.xam *|

In Serial Optimality Theory, which OT-CC is a version of, the Generator is
only allowed to produce candidates with one difference from the input. The
winner chosen by the Evaluator will then be given to the same tableau, and
there again, the Generator produces candidates with only one difference from
the new input. This cycle will continue until the winner is the same form as the
input — a step which is also called as convergence. This success in choosing
the right form as the final winner is all thanks to the gradualness of Serial OT
and the PREC constraint, which disqualifies the threatening competing forms
Parallel OT was not able to shed out of the competition.
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6. Conclusion

Optimality Theory-Candidate Chains proves to be more successful in the case
of opacity observed in Kermanshahi Persian progressive prefix than the
Parallel version of OT, where the process of choosing the final winner is not
gradual and the intermediate forms are not taken into account due to the
Generator's permission to produce candidates with any number of differences
compared to the input. The gradual nature of OT-CC along with the PREC
constraint leads to the choice of the right candidate as the winner. The
following tableau, also known as Harmonic Improvement tableau, shows how
the winners of the later rounds incur less threatening violations.

Tableau 5

The Harmonic Improvement in [mo.xam]
ALIGN- | COMPLEX- ;PREC(ID,MAX) No- MAX | IDENT
L(R) ' SYLL : CODAPROG | (R) (R)

a. * : :

mix.wam : :

b. : : * *

mox.wam | :

c. mo.xam *

In the tableau above, the candidates are the winners of each step of
derivation, with each being more harmonic — incurring fewer violations to the
higher-ranking constraints — than the previous candidate.
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Tableau 1: Prefix vowel rounding

mi-xor-am ALIGH-LEFT(R) | IDENT (R)
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Tableau 2: No vowel rounding and no presence of a round segment

mi-saz-am ALIGH-LEFT(R) | IDENT (R)
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Tableau 3: Inability of parallel optimality theory to explain opacity

mi-xwa-m ALIGH-LEFT(R) IDENT (R)
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b. moxwam *
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d. moxam *
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Tableau 4 : MAX(R)>> IDENT (R)

mi-xwa-m MAX (R) IDENT (R)
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Tableau 5: The first step of the derivation of [moxam]

mi-Xxwa-m ALIGN-L(R) MaAX (R) IDENT (R)
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Tableau 6: The second steps of the derivation of [mo.xam]
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Tableau 7: COMPLEX-SYLL, NO-CODA>>MAX(R)
moxwam COMPLEX-SYLL. | No-CopA MAX(R)
& 3. moxam *
b. moxwam *| :
C. moxwam *|
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Tableau 8: The review of the first step’s derivation with the dominance relations in

Tableau 7
mi-xwa-m ALIGN-L(R) ! COMPLEX- ! NO-CODA | MAX (R) IDENT
: SYLL : (R)

a. moxwam *| *
& 'b. mixam *
c. mixwam *|

d. : *| ] *
moxwam | |



http://dx.doi.org/https://doi.org/10.52547/LRR.13.2.2
https://dorl.net/dor/20.1001.1.23223081.1401.13.2.10.5
https://lrr.modares.ac.ir/article-14-48027-fa.html

[ Downloaded from Irr.modares.ac.ir on 2022-08-11 ]

[ DOR: 20.1001.1.23223081.1401.13.2.10.5]

[ DOI: https://doi.org/10.52547/LRR.13.2.2 ]

IR

AL s o iy (S ASes 5 ol kg

1 osllae 8338 3l a g0 a8 5o Talls aa 81V 3lad (55 Lo suslomusds Ly,
J‘ (5.\..\3{53‘) C)&‘L:i.\).&.a:l‘;n EXEET ‘J JJ‘ ‘;K B JJAJ.\.A L&; s_:LL-u‘ LA‘ ‘J‘)Su.n u‘.;‘u‘
eJJeggJSJ@a‘ﬁ&iﬁ%lA:u‘&m‘d3|el§6‘y%uﬁQJ}@LL&‘uqJJm
S skl @ oS cwl gl Lo a8l ol Ll s lasS o [moxam] olaml
J:AUJJ n_\l.ni‘.:i 4.1;‘).0Si‘).\643)@)@‘&@%%})4&&#%@6&&345@
oulaal Jsie S Gald lacus gaae 4 5l 4S8 cualail w100 ¢ gou 31 Ko gldda 5e
Bl €ty e ol sl laul s Jlael AT 5 aums B € lacas jass sl g
Al Vb ke cus gane 5 (A Gl 485

611G 0l g 0 ale g o @al&s o PREC(IDENT(R), MAX(R)) =1 & jlads cus gass
b polaial daad (Lin S ) ajlse 51K 5o

00 omaad O 51 Qi Lol s B3a (508 Laditie (sl)lo yeaie (SN Jalye Ho (S
b sal 75 gu S

O 3 aas (g0 K Lo LS 5w s Bia (g0 8 Ladidie gl Hlo uaie (GELE Jal e Lo (o
It TR | JEE-REN

‘J}igo ulA:u‘ b..\:i_):i Sy U‘J.\.C‘L} VRS BXERSE] «< U;‘-)J"é A.J.IL» _)‘_)3 ;\
S (ol i€ NO-CODA cosgane s 15 1 5 lad cosgane wb il [mox.wam]

B3 518 (o 305 50 dda Sl gaae

sl sl a8 5o PREC(IDENT, MAX) s gans cullad 19 (5 gbals
Tableau 9: The Activity of PREC (IDENT, MAX) constraint in the first step of

derivation
mi-xwa-m ALIGN- | COMPLEX- : PREC(ID,MAX) | No- MAX | IDENT
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@ 2. moxwam 3 3
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Tableau 10: The activity of PREC (IDENT, MAX) constraint in the second step of

derivation
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Tableau 11: The third steps of derivation and the end of cycle
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Figure 1: OT soft labeled diagram from the constraints’ ranking
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Tableau 12: The harmonic improvement in [moxam]
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