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Vowel Harmony in Kashmiri: A Diachronic Approach

Sadaf Munshi
Sadaf Munshi is Professor and former Chair of the Department of Linguistics at the
University of North Texas, USA. She specializes on Indo-Iranian languages with a
solid background in Kashmiri, Burushaski, Mankiyali, Hindi/Urdu, Romani, Sanskrit
and Persian. Her research areas include language documentation, historical and
comparative linguistics, language contact, language and conflict, text and discourse
analysis, poetics and verbal arts, phonology, and grammatical analysis and theory.
She has done almost two decades of extensive fieldwork and conducted various
training workshops on several endangered and under-resourced languages in India
and Pakistan. Her research has been funded by several grants from the National
Science Foundation of the United States. The outcomes of her documentation work
on Burushaski and Mankiyali are available in the form of digital corpora housed at the
UNT Digital Library.

This study examines the historical development of the Kashmiri vocalic system –
a topic yet to be explored in the published literature. Owing to a number of
phonological changes resulting from vowel assimilation and final vowel deletion,
Kashmiri has developed three contrasts in height in central vowels as opposed to
a single central vowel in most Indo-Aryan languages. While prototypical cases of
harmony are phonological, Kashmiri exhibits a morphophonological operation of
assimilation whereby a high vowel of the suffix induces harmony on the vowel of
the immediately preceding syllable. The change, triggered by a specific
agreement suffix, plays an important role in the historical development of the
Kashmiri vowel system which shows four contrasts in height and three contrasts
in backness/frontness. The result of these and other historical changes is a larger
vowel inventory with as many as fifteen phonemic vowels as opposed to the
typical Indo-Aryan ten-vowel system. In contrast with some other languages
exhibiting vowel harmony which affect all the syllables, the domain of harmony in
Kashmiri is restricted to the stem-final syllable of the prosodic word showing a
high degree of harmony with respect to the features [+round] and [+high] of the
suffix. The requirements hold largely to both underived stems (i.e., words
consisting of single morphemes) and derived words (i.e., words consisting of a
stem and a derivational suffix). Thus, the vowel of an inflectional suffix
assimilates the final syllable of the stem. The change is strictly morphophonemic,
triggered by the agreement suffix containing a gender marker.
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