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Introduction

There are two major language communities in Sri Lanka, namely, the Sinha-
lese and the Tamils. Language has been a vexed problem in Sri Lanka for long.
Generally, Sinhalese don't seem to like learning Tamil and Tamils too don't seem

" to like learning Sinhala. Although Tamil had at one time influenced the Sinhala
language (both in its literary and grammatical works) to some notable extent, the
linguistic as well as social contacts between the Sinhalase and the Tamils have
today turned to be very narrow. Had to early Singhala- Tamil bilingualism spread
all over in its early form and prevailed todate in Sri Lanka, the language question
would have been a different one.

As a means of overcoming this apathy in second language learning, liberal
scholars and the government emphasised occasionally at different times, the need
and the importance for both the major communities in Sri lanka to learn each
other's language in order to foster communal understanding, harmony and good-
will. But never a serious attempt was made by either of the two groups, nor
proper facilities were provided by the Government to encourage teaching and
learning of Sinhala and Tamil as second languages.

In recent times a start was made by the former External Services Agency of
the University of Sri Lanka to organize courses in Sinhala and Tamil, and materials
were prepared by linguists. But unfortunately within a few years of starting these
courses, they were abruptly abandoned.

The author of this paper having participated in the above programmes gained
some experience in teaching Tamil to Sinhalese and also gained some profeciency
in Sinhala language. With this experience an attempt is made in

This paper to discuss the major phonological problems in learning Sinhala by
Tamil speakers and in learning Tamil by Sinhala Speakers. It is hoped that a study -
of this nature will help foster second language teaching and learning in Sri Lanka.

1. For a broad comparison of the phonological systems of Jaffna Tamil and Sinhala sce
Karunatillake, W.S., Suscendirarajah, S. 1973. Phonology of Sinhala and Sri Lanka Tamil - A
study in contrast and Interference, Indian Linguistics, Vol.34, No:3, Poona, India, and Mrs.
R. Kailainathan, Sept. 1979, A contrastive study of Jaffna Tamil Phonology and Sinhala Pho-
nology. Thesis submitted in partial fullfilment for thc Degree of Master of Arts in Linguistics.
University of Kelaniya, Sri Lanka.

22



The Phonemic inventory of Jaffna Tamil is as follows:

Vowels:
Shorts Long
Front Central Back Front Central Back
high i €3] u ii (€35 uu
mid e 9) o ee (09) 00
Consonants oz
5 [3)
] 3 S s | i
2 E = E 3§ 3
- (&) < (02 fam >
Stop b t T t c k
Nasal m n n
Lateral ] l
Trill r
Continuant v y



The phonemic inventory of sinhala is as follows.

Vowels
Short Long
Front General Back Front Central Back
high i u ii uu
mid e J o ee (99) 00
low ® 0 e® 20
Consonats: -
= ()
= = 3 = = N =
2 g 2 5 = 5 3
- o) < (o fa¥ > O
vl p t t k
Stop
vd b d d g
vl c
Affricates
vd d
Pre-nasalized .
vd stops b d d g
Nasals m n i
Fricative f S s' h
Semi-volwels v Y
lateals 1
THI r

Now let us discuss the problems from the point of the Sinhala speakers.

Yowles:
The front vowels /i/ /ii/and /e/ec/ of Tamil are centralized to (}) (H) and (a)

(aa) respectively under certain specifiable conditions. Sinhala does not have
the above allophonic assignments of /e// ee / and /i /ii/, and as a result the
Sinhala Speakers pronounce the vowels /e// ee/, /i/ /ii / as the same, that is.
without centralization in the above environments.
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In Tamil the vowels /u/ and /uu / frdvc the umounded allophones [1], [H]
respectively in the noR- ll‘lllld] posmon oflhe woxd This feature is lacking
in Sinhala, and asa lesull lhe Smha]a Speal\els tend to replace these by the
rounded d]lophones [u] {uu] respucllvely

The vowel /e / ofT'uml is shohl]y hloher lhdn thc Slnhala/ze/ As aresult

s the Smhala speakels 1eplacc lhe/e / prz}mH by thcu /ze/m thcu specch
i spca}\mg’l‘ﬂmll s -0 Sal Ui .t

Q8 1 ge - st stnuiGinon s s a

Consonants:
SO0G 3002000 baf "l ov iod 1ot anicne
Smgle océurrences Jger
The consonant system of Tamil shows certain important contrasts thal are
not obtamed in Sinhala. As to the stops what is structurally qunlc signifi-
can(’i$ lhe six way contrast in Tamll with the alveolar/ T /as(the mar ked
feature, Wthh is absent in Smhdla even allophonically. Thelefone the Sinhala
’spcakel s usually 1ep]ace the word initial /T/ of Tamil by their rétroflex sound
/t/, in the'intervocal posmon the single /T/ of Tamil is plonounced as an
alveolar ﬂap / 1/ by the Smhala spcakexs

' ' 1.1.
} SR Yk
[ 10 15t 181"
TTL

The fe"lune of retroflexion w1th lefcxence to the nasals and laterals is pho-
nemic in Tamll whereas it is only dllophomc and not.well markcd in Sinhalg.
As aresult; ‘the Sinhala speakels leplace the Tamil / n/ by lhe alveolar/, n/

, and the Tamll // by alveolar /I /oFSmhah “ Qo

; 1
i :);x, RO

In Tan’ul /p/ and /t/are phonctlmlly realized as [ 3] and [d] 1e§pecuvdy m
the inter vocal position. Mostly Sinhala speakers replace Lhese by the cor te-
spondmo voiced stops /b/ dl'ld Id/ when they speak Tamil. "The Tamil velar.
consondnt /Kt is phonencqlly rcalucd as [x] intervocally. Usually the Smhala
spcakers le]dCC the velar consondnl /I\/ by théir glottal fncauve /h/or vo;ued
velar [c] in thls position. )

1

Consonant sequ‘ences -
Asto consonant Sequences there are two problematic areas: ‘

) Gemmatcs specxﬁcally ulveolax /TT/ trill/ rr/ 1cuoﬂcx /l]l]/,“'ll{(l

l /ll/ The Sinhala spcakers replace the alveolar /T'I‘/ by retroflcx /u/

alVLO]dl trill /rr/by slnolcll/ retroflex /nn /and/] /by alveolar /nn/

and /11/ respectively.
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(2) Dissimilar clusters involving the structures
(a) dissimilar stops
(b) non - homorganic nasal + stop

Tamil shows a wider range for dissimilar stop clusters than Sinhala. Gener-
ally the Sinhala speackers assimilate the two stops regressively in their speech.
Sinhala does not have the non-homorganic nasal + stop. As a result they
replace the non-homorganic nasal + stop by the homorganic nasal + stop in

their Tamil specch.

Examples for both vowel and consonant pronunciations are given

below:-
Tamil words Sinhalese Expected
phonemic speakers' Tamil
transcription pronunciation pronunciation
i o lay" lidu 2] [1dH]
vii 'let off [vidu?] [vidH
vHit ‘house’ [viidu?] [vHdH)
uppu ‘salt’ [uppu? ] [uppt]
ot 'to take ' [edu ?] [ad]
gott ‘manuscript’ [eedu?] [aadt]
katl "o spoil ' [ k'edu?] [kadt)
koot ‘evil’ [k'eedu ?] [kaadt]
voli ‘craker’ [vedi?] [vadi]
Tonit ‘two’ [r éndu? ] [Tandt]
TaattiTi ‘night’ [raattiri?] [TaatiTi]
neeTTI ‘ 'Y'day (yesterday)  [néétwu?] [neeTT1]
me Tam ‘tree’ [mairan] [m € Tam ]
eTe ' ‘half"’ [arae?] [eTe]
€ Tici rice’ [aerisi ] [ € Tisi]
or
palam 'fruit’ [p'alan] [palam]
p €lam 'strength’ [P'aldn] - [pelam]
pu!i 'tamarind' [P'uli?] [Puli]
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puli
Kinart
panam
paakam

makan
makal

capam
pakel

ulakam

veTTi
poorraan
kallt

- anne

k e Tpene
enbt

'tiger’
‘well'
'wealth'
‘'share’

son

‘daughter’

‘course’
'day’ [time]

‘world'

‘victory'
‘(he) drops'
‘toddy’
‘elder’
brother

'imagination’

'love’

[p'uli?]
[k'indru?]
[P'dnan]
[P'aagan]
or
[paahan]
[magan]
or
[mahan]
[magal]
or
[mahal]
[caaban]
[p'ahal]
or
[p'agal]
[ulahan]
or
[ulagan]
[velti?]
[p'oor,aan]
[k'allu]
[anna?]

[kappan&
[ambu?]
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{ puli]

{ dnarf]
{ »anam]
| }aéxam]

[ maxan]
[magal)

{<aaPam)]
{ »axel]

[ 'wlaxam]

[»TTil
Cpoorraan]
Ctall]
Canne

€ene]

(ke Tp
Cenbi)



Problem from the point of the Tamil speakers
Vowels:-

In Tamil/ i/, /ii/ do not occur before retroflex consonants and /rv/./e/./ce
do not occur before retroflex consonants and before/p/./k/,/m/,/v/ and /rv/. /a/ doe:
not occur before /T/, /n/,/l/and /y/. The long vowel /aa/ does not occur before /T
,-/rc/and final /1/. In the non-initial positions the rounded allophone [u] of /u/ neve!

occurs.

As aresult of these restrictions the Tamil speakers replace the Sinhala /i/, ii
by their A4, A¥/, Sinhala /e/ee/by/ 3/,99/, Sinhala /a/, /aa/ by /€ /€ € /,*Sinhala /d/by/ d,
in the said environments. In Tamil the central vowel /o/ and the back vowel /a/ ar
free variants in word final position unlike in Sinhala where they contrast. As :
result the Tamil speakers when speaking Sinhala, pronounce these contrasting sound:
as free variants in the final position, thus disturbing the phonemic code of Sinhala

Consonants:

The major areas of difficulties for the Tamil speakers are as follows:

Stops:

The voiced stops occur in the initial and intervocal positions. Generally the
Tamil speakefs are not used to pronounce the voiced stops in these positions.
Therefore they replace the voiced stops by the corresponding voiceless stops. Al-
though the voiceless stops occur initially in both languages they are marked by a
slight aspiration in Sinhala. The absence of the said feature in Tamil makes the
Tamil speakers to pronounce the said sound as fully un-aspirated. This does not
disturb the phonemics of Sinhala, but functions as a mark of identity.

The pronunciation of the word-final voiceless stops in Sinhala is yet an-
other problematic area for the Tamil speakers. Usually the Tamil speakers are use¢
to pronounce the borrowed words as say for instance, from English, with a vocalic
- release / ¥ after the final voiceless stops. This habit is to be observed wher
Sinhala words with word -final voiceless stops are pronounced.

) The contrast of pre-nasalized stops vs nasals plus voiced stops (¢.g.b# mb
d#nd,d# nd,d#nd, g% ng) is not a fact of Tamil phonological structure. A
a result, the Tamil speakers never differentiate the full nasal and the pre-nasal.
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ized stops in Sinhala. They usually pronounce the pre-nasalized stops as full
nasals

Unlike is Sinhala, in Tamil (except a couple of borrowings from English)
there are no word - initial consonant sequences. The general tendency among
Tamil speakers is to simplify word-initial clusters (of borrowings) either by the
insertion of the anapthxis vowel /i/ or the epenthetic vowel /u/.Ephenthesis is found
where the clusters begin with a continuant.

Examples for both vowel and consonant pronunciations are given below:

Sinhala words Tamil speakers' expected
Phonemic Transcription pronunciation pronunciation
miti 'short' [midi] [miti?]

iti 'wax' [di] [iti?]
idoma 'land' [¥dama] [idama?]
keti ‘short' [kadi] [k'eti?]
karano ‘doing' [karana] [k'orona}
sekku ‘oil-mill' [cokki] [sekku?]
kana ‘ear’ [ke na] [k'ana?]
vald "pit' [vela] [vala?]
pirimi ‘male’ [pirimi] [p'irimi]
api ‘we' [appi] [api?]

ato 'hand' [atta] [ata?]

attd ‘branch’ [atta] [atta?]
ketd ‘ugly' [k etta] [k' ®19]
keettd 'a knife' [k & tta] [k"eta7)
ado ‘cry’ [anda] . [ada?]
kanda ‘eat’ [kanda] [k' anda?]
kaedo 'gruel’ [k € nda] [k' &nda?]
kanda ‘hill' [konda] [k'andd?]
honda '‘good’ [konda] [honda?]
deeii 'new’ [ten] [daen]
kalu '‘black’ [kalt] k'alu]

kab 'them’ [kapa] [k'9na?]
kaha ‘yelow' - [kaxa] [k'aha?]
sneehe 'love' [sineehe] [snééhe?]
prasdid 'famous’ [pirasidda] p'rosidda?]
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