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This collection of articles is based on a selection of papers presented at a panel en-
titled “Iranian minority languages”1 which was held at the 30th German Congress of
Orientalists at Freiburg i.Br. University in September 2007.2 For the present collec-
tion, the selected papers have been substantially enlarged and/or revised. Also in-
cluded is an article whose authors could not attend the 2007 panel. 

The title “Iranian minority languages” is here interpreted rather broadly to refer to
Iranian minority languages and dialects spoken in Iran today, and to Iranian varieties
which are, or were, spoken in other countries. (The term “Iranian varieties” will oc-
casionally be used in this collection to include the notions of “language” and “dia-
lect”.) In spite of the geographical distance between the languages encompassed by
this term – reaching from Iraqi Kurdistan, Eastern Anatolia and the Caucasus via
Iran and Afghanistan to the Pamir – most of them share a number of features. For in-
stance, the absence of a standard language and/or orthography has important conse-
quences for those who try to use the language for writing, teaching, etc. The investi-
gation of the history of Iranian languages has shown that the influence of inter-
regional or national languages is by no means limited to modern times. However,
the speed and pervasiveness of such influence has markedly increased by their pre-
dominant or even exclusive use in schools and the media, and has reached more or
less all speakers of Iranian languages today. Television is a crucial element in this
process, as it disseminates the knowledge of national languages in their standard,
rather than their local form, as e.g. in the case of Persian, where – by way of Iranian
TV broadcasts – Tehrani Farsi has replaced Dari as an influential language in Af-
ghanistan, and local varieties of Persian within Iran.

Some Iranian varieties (among them Pamir languages as well as as various minor-
ity languages and dialects in Iran) qualify for the category of endangered languages
in its narrow definition, as they are spoken by only a very small number of people
today. However, many other Iranian languages and dialects such as Mazenderani,
Balochi, or Sistani may be labelled “medium endangered”; while the number of
their speakers is not yet particularly low at present, it seems questionable whether
children will continue to use them – and if they do not, these languages could quite
well be lost in one or two generations.

1  See http://webdoc.urz.uni-halle.de/dot2007/programm.php?ID=118 
2  Some of the presentation manuscripts are published in the online proceedings volume (Rainer BRUNNER,
Jens Peter LAUT, Maurus REINKOWSKI (eds.): XXX. Deutscher Orientalistentag, Freiburg, 24.-28. Septem-
ber 2007. Ausgewählte Vorträge) at http://webdoc.urz.uni-halle.de/dot2007/publikation.php 

Introduction

Agnes Korn
Frankfurt a.M.
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This makes it specifically important to collect data from minority languages and
dialects, many of which are still imperfectly known, and to investigate them. The
description of their grammatical structures is also important for both typological
purposes, as Iranian varieties show many interesting features, and for the historical
perspective, as the data of today may shed light on those points in the history of
Iranian that are not reflected in the documents that have come down to us. Con-
versely, surviving texts from older stages and from extinct Iranian languages offer
precious material for comparison, often helping to explain parallel patterns of con-
temporary languages. 

For Iranologists the synchronic description of the languages and dialects is clearly
the first task. The article by Farideh Okati, Abbas Ali Ahangar, and Carina Jahani
about the variety of Sistani spoken in the Zabol region in Iran contributes to this: it
investigates the pronunciation of the vowel which has been described as back and
rounded (corresponding to classical New Persian /� /). The authors show that this
vowel is [� ] (with an allophone [� ] in certain environments) in Iranian Sistani. 

Saloumeh Gholami's article is a syntactic description: it studies case marking and
agreement associated with the past stem of the verb in the Middle Iranian language
Bactrian. The earlier texts show a case distinction of the nouns that is lost in the later
ones (while usually preserving verbal agreement with the object), which has impor-
tant consequences for the original ergative construction and the interpretation of the
resulting patterns. 

The same loss of case distinctions has also taken place in contemporary Sorani
Kurdish. As Thomas Jügel demonstrates, the use of pronominal clitics has changed
to regular marking of the agent in the past domain, independent of the presence of an
overt agent. In combination with changes in the functions of the personal endings,
this renders the pattern a nominative-accusative construction. 

Bactrian and Sorani Kurdish thus illustrate the typologically remarkable variation
of the broad range of peri-, semi-, and ex-ergative constructions within Iranian.

The pronominal clitics indexing ergative agents, objects, etc. in many Iranian lan-
guages have also generally been used to divide Western Iranian languages into two
groups depending on whether their 3rd singular clitic goes back to *-hai or *-šai
(originally variants of the same clitic). Agnes Korn's article attempts to argue
against this isogloss, also challenging the uniform derivation from the Old Iranian
genitive/dative clitics. While some remarkable archaisms appear to be preserved in
the Western Iranian pronominals, it seems questionable how much the various forms
imply for a sub-grouping of Western Iranian.

The Pamir languages are another group of Iranian varieties which are more ade-
quately described in areal rather than in genetic terms. Antje Wendtland surveys the
isoglosses suggested for the subgrouping of these varieties, and those connecting
some or several of them with other Eastern Iranian languages, and concludes that no
isoglosses establish the Pamir languages as a genetic group, and that the division of
Eastern Iranian into a Northern and a Southern branch does not appear to be
well-founded either.

I am grateful to the Freiburg organizers of the 30th German Congress of Orien-
talists for their organizational assistance in convening this panel, to Prof. em.
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Gunilla Gren-Eklund for welcoming this collection to an issue of Orientalia
Suecana, and to Dr Christian Rammer for the Sistan maps. To the referees I am in-
debted for their critical reading of the papers and for offering valuable suggestions
in their anonymous reviews. The greatest share of thanks is of course due to the au-
thors for submitting their articles and for carefully working their way through many
editorial comments. It is my hope that the present collection will contribute to our
better knowledge of Iranian minority languages and stimulate further research in this
field.

May 2009
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Abstract

The subject of this study is fronting of the back rounded vowel /u/ in the Iranian Sistani dialect. A close
rounded vowel with central-to-front pronunciation is described by Grjunberg (1963) for the Sistani spoken
in Turkmenistan. Field studies show that there is also a central vowel [u] in the Iranian dialect of Sistani.
This article describes the pronunciation [u] as a general fronting of u > u, which is the main realization of
this phoneme in Iranian Sistani, and a further fronting of u to [Y] as an allophonic variant in contact with
coronal consonants. Among educated speakers living in urban areas however, there is occasionally a pro-
nunciation close to [u] under the influence of Persian. Vowel harmony is another phenomenon that can be
observed in the dialect under investigation. It will briefly be described insofar as it is relevant for the
vowels under discussion.1

1. Introduction
Sistani is spoken in the Sistan region of Afghanistan, in the south of Turkmenistan,
and in the southeast of the Islamic Republic of Iran. Nowadays there are also many
Sistani speakers living in the Golestan province of Iran. The Iranian Sistani dialect is
spoken by 90% of a total of about 350,000 inhabitants in the Sistan region of the
province of Sistan and Baluchestan.2

Although Iranian Sistani is spoken with very slight dialect variations in the differ-
ent parts of Iranian Sistan (so minor that they can be ignored in this study), the data
for this investigation were gathered from all five districts in order to obtain more
certain and accurate results. 

This paper is concerned with the analysis of fronting of u in Iranian Sistani. Field
studies suggest the absence of a back vowel [u] in the vowel series of this dialect,
and the presence of the central vowel [u] instead. Furthermore, it seems that u has
moved towards a front vowel [Y] in certain environments, namely in contact with
dental, alveolar, and post-alveolar consonants [+coronal]. The fronting in Iranian
Sistani thus involves both a general fronting of u to u, which is the main realization
of this phoneme, and also a further fronting to [Y] in certain environments (allo-
phonic variation). However, the argument in the article is on a phonetic rather than
on a phonological level, and there will be no attempt at describing the full vowel in-
ventory of Sistani in this article.

1 We would like to thank the phoneticians Dr. Pétur Helgason, Uppsala University, and Gunilla Anders-
son, SIL International, for their cooperation during and after the Phonetic Workshop in Uppsala, 13-16
August 2007, and to them, as well as to Dr. Anja Geumann, Frankfurt a.M. University, for their comments
on drafts of this article. We are also very grateful to our Sistani informants.
2 http://www.sci.org.ir

Fronting of /u/ in Iranian Sistani

Farideh Okati, Abbas Ali Ahangar
Zahedan
Carina Jahani
Uppsala
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One might ask if there is a fronting process involved or if this vowel was a central
/u/ originally. However, since Sistani is regarded as a dialect of Persian (WINDFUHR

1989: 248, BEARMAN et al. 2003: 427), which (synchronically as well as historically)
has /u/, but no */u/ in its vowel system, it is reasonable to assume that /u/ cannot be
original to Sistani. Furthermore, a vowel /u/ has been claimed for Sistani itself (thus
GRJUNBERG 1963 on the vowel system of the Sistani dialect spoken in Sarakhs of
Turkmenistan, see Section 2). Another argument for u-fronting is that this phenome-
non is also encountered in some other Iranian languages and dialects (see Section 3).

The data corpus for this investigation was gathered during the summer of 2007 by
elicitation and by interviewing 16 speakers (10 males and 6 females) aged between
40 and 102, from the five districts Markazi (in the centre; data from Zabol), Posht-e
Ab (in the northwest; data from Adimi and Posht-e Adimi), Shib-e Ab (in the south-
west; Karbalaei Hosein, Tutti, Doulat-Abad), Miyankangi (in the northeast; villages
of Sadaki, Ghorghori, Takht-e Edalat, Deh Khammar), and Shahraki-Narui (in the
southeast; Vaselo, Jazinak) (see Map 1). 

During the interview, the informants were asked in guided conversation to pro-
duce the relevant sounds. Free conversation and telling life stories were other ways
of assembling data. The data were recorded on an MP3 player or directly into the
computer. 
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2. Previous Studies
Several studies of Sistani have been made in different areas of Sistan, e.g. by
LAZARD (1974) and WERYHO (1962). AHANGAR (2003) describes the Sakva dialect
of Shib-e Ab, DUSTI (2001) the dialect of Posht-e Ab, BARJASTEH DELFOROOZ (1996)
the one of the Markazi region, OMRANI  (1996, 1999) the variety of the town of
Zabol. In none of these works is the fronting of /u/ to a central u mentioned. Glossa-
ries are another kind of works that indicate pronunciation, but the matter of fronting
of /u/ is not evident in the transliteration of the Sistani words in the available glossa-
ries (e.g. PARVAZ 1980, MOHAMMADI  KHOMAK  2000, and BAHARI 2004).

In his description of the Sistani spoken in Sarakhs of Turkmenistan, GRJUNBERG

(1963) recognizes three u-vowels, which he notes as /u/, /� / and /ü/; i.e. he believes
that there is also a high rounded vowel that is not articulated at the back of the oral
cavity. He describes /u/ as a close back slightly rounded vowel, historically corre-
sponding to both /� / and /� /, e.g. /suz/ “burning”; /� / as a close-mid back slightly
rounded vowel, which corresponds to the historical /� / (i.e. to the literary modern
Persian o), e.g. (examples in Grjunberg’s notation) /b� z/ “goat” and /g� l/ “flower”;
and /ü/ as a close rounded vowel which has a range of pronunciation between the
central and front rows, where the central variant is found after labial plosives and in
unstressed positions, e.g. /pül/ “money”, /büd/ “was”, /kü'� a/ “lane”, and a more
open variant [Y] realized in other positions, e.g. /tüt/ [tYt] “berry” (GRJUNBERG 1963:
77–78).3

3. Theoretical Aspects of Fronting
Fronting is one of the natural phonological processes that take place in many lan-
guages. It can be either a general process, or it can be conditioned both by other
vowels and by consonants. One common conditioning factor is the occurrence of
front vowels in neighbouring syllables (BURQUEST 2001: 122–124), a kind of vowel
harmony. Such vowel assimilation may be either regressive or progressive. “The
regressive form can be illustrated by the Germanic i-umlaut, which shows a process
of fronting. In this process back vowels in general become fronted before a follow-
ing /i/ or /j/, normally with one or more consonants intervening” (LASS 1988: 171).

Fronting of back vowels has been observed in many languages. For instance,
“coronals can condition fronting of vowels. Cantonese, as an example, has a maxi-
mal system of vowels contrasting front and back rounded vowels, but back rounded
vowels cannot appear between coronal consonants: /tyt/ ‘to take off’ */tut/, /tøn/ ‘a
shield’ */ton/. This distributional restriction can be understood as resulting from
fronting of vowels between coronals” (FLEMMING  2003: 335). In Slavic languages,
fronting of back vowels in contact with palatal consonants has been observed (RU-
BACH 2005).

In other languages, fronting of a certain vowel occurs as a general process which
affects a sound in all its environments without any obvious conditioning factors.

3 Sincere thanks to Dr. Serge Axenov for translating Grjunberg’s description of these vowels into English
for us. 
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Language contact can, of course, contribute to explaining such a general fronting
process. 

HARRINGTON et al. (2007) investigate /u/-fronting in Southern British English Re-
ceived Pronunciation (RP). Their studies showed that /u/ has become fronted in the
last 50 years in Southern British English RP.

Fronting has been observed for various other Iranian languages as well, such as
Mazandarani, Semnani and Sorkhei (LECOQ 1989: 250). For instance, in the Delvari
dialect spoken in Delvar, in the Bushehr province of the southwest of Iran, there is
evidence of fronting of /u/ to /i/. In KORD ZAFARANLU  KAMBUZIA  / MAMASANI ’s
opinion (2006: 88), the change of /u/ to /i/ happens because of the common features
which these two vowels share, e.g., [+high], [+tense]. Some examples of this al-
ternation are /puk/� /pik/ “hollow”, /su'zan/� /si'zan/ “needle”, /du/ � /di/
“far”, /pah'lu/ � /pah'li/ “beside”.

This kind of change also exists in other languages and dialects spoken in the south
and east of Iran, e.g. in Dashtestani and Liravi, which are neighbouring dialects of
Delvari and are very similar to it (AKBARZADE 2002: 27 cited by KORD ZAFARANLU

KAMBUZIA  / MAMASANI  2006: 88), in Lari,4 and in Southern Balochi (ELFENBEIN

1990: X).
ABBASI (2007: 65, 68, 85) investigated vowel change in the dialects spoken in the

regions of Birjand, such as Nehbandani, which is located in southern Khorasan, to
the north of Sistan. He showed that in Nehbandani /u/ has moved forward towards
/i/ and in some places to /e/, e.g. /'nabud/� /'nabid/ “was not”, /'budam/�
/'bidam, 'bedam/ “I was”, /pul/� /pil/ “money”, /ga'lu/� /ga'li/ “throat”. He also
points out that the V+C combination /ow/ has moved forward and changed to /ej/,
e.g. /dow'lat/� /dej'lat/ “government”. 

4. Data analysis
4.1 Spectrograms and formants
Spectrograms are “a way of making visible the patterns of energy in the acoustic
signal” (Handbook 1999: 5). In the spectrum of the sound waves, some parts of the
columns are darker than others. The darker areas or bands occur at the frequencies
of high energy and are called formants (LAVER 1994: 103, ESTAJI 2006: 151). The
shape or colour of a sound is determined by the placement of its formants. 

The spectrograms in Fig. 1 show the formants of cardinal vowels (male speaker),
indicated by arrows for [i] and [u]. For a male speaker, the lowest possible position
for the first formant, F1, is about 150–200 Hz and the highest is about 900–1000 Hz.
The lowest possible F2 is about 550–600 Hz and the highest possible F2 is about
2300–2500 Hz. For instance, in a front high vowel such as [i], F1 is low (below 500
Hz) and F2 is high (2500 Hz). In the back high vowel [u], F1 is low and F2 is also
low so that F1 and F2 tend to merge into one “fat” formant around 500 Hz. In back
rounded vowels, any formants above 1000 Hz (below 5000 Hz) tend to be very
weak. 

4 Field observations by Carina Jahani, March 2009. See also KAMIOKA  / YAMADA  (1979: xii).








































































































































