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ABSTRACT

This paper focuses on the substitution of the vowel /u:/ for /a:/ and examines the
phonetic changes in the Kurdish dialect spoken by the migrant community of
native speakers of the Lailakhi dialect residing in Sanandaj. The main objective
is to investigate the extent to which social factors influence language change in a
context aimed at improving social status through changes known as
“phonological strategies for status elevation.” Therefore, the authors aim to gain
a deeper understanding of the mechanisms of language change and their impact
on social identity by examining variables such as age, gender, and socio-
economic status. The research data consists of 20 Kurdish words in which the
vowel under investigation appears in the coda of syllable clusters. The distinctive
feature between the Lailakhi and Ardalani dialects lies solely in the phonetic
manifestation of this vowel. The study’s sample group consists of 30
respondents, selected using a systematic sampling method that considers a
balanced distribution of gender, age, and social class factors. Each participant
was asked to use the provided words in a sentence or expression. The results
show a negative correlation between age and the use of the vowel /u:/, indicating
a significant relationship between the two variables, where younger speakers
tend to favor the Ardalani variant, which is perceived as more prestigious.
Additionally, this tendency was found to be more pronounced among women
compared to men and among higher socio-economic classes compared to lower
socio-economic groups. These findings demonstrate the significant impact of
social factors on language change. By introducing the concept of “phonological
strategies for status elevation,” the study provides a theoretical framework that
enhances the understanding of social dynamics in language change.
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Introduction

"Social prestige" is considered one of the key concepts in sociolinguistics, meaning that
speakers make deliberate changes to their language to achieve a higher social status or conform
to a specific language group. Among the most notable of these changes is the Great VVowel Shift
in English (between 1350 and 1700), which reflects the influence of social factors on the
phonetic system of the language and can be studied in the context of sociophonetics (Stockwell
and Minkova, 2002: 2-3). In the Kurdish language, one notable vowel change involves native
speakers of the Lailakhi dialect who have settled in the city of Sanandaj through immigration.
These speakers are driven to use the Ardalani Kurdish dialect in an attempt to assimilate with
the host society and conceal the phonetic characteristics of their own dialect. Inspired by this
research approach, the following article examines the effect of social factors on phonetic
changes among the speakers of the target community (Lailakhi immigrants living in Sanandaj).
The aim is to achieve a deeper understanding of the mechanisms and types of linguistic changes
involved in constructing the new social identity of Lailakhi speakers in Sanandaj by analyzing
the impact of demographic variables such as age, gender, and socioeconomic status.

Research questions

Since the Lailakhi immigrant community, upon entering the host society or even beforehand,

recognizes its linguistic differences from the Ardalani dialect in the production of certain

vowels, they make changes in the phonetic aspects of their dialect in an effort to achieve

possible homogeneity and adaptation. One of the most noticeable differences is the removal of

the raised and rounded mid vowel [w:] and its replacement with the closed, rounded back vowel

[u:], which is a phonetic characteristic of the Ardalani dialect. This article aims to determine the

extent to which social factors such as age, gender, and social class influence the effort and

desire to adapt to the host society, which falls under the category of sociolinguistic studies. The

following questions guide this inquiry:

1. Is there a correlation between age and the use of /u:/ in final position?

2. Are those who live in higher-class residences in Sanandaj more conscious of their
pronunciation in the Ardalani dialect?

3. Is gender a determining factor for dialect sensitivity among Lailakhi migrants to Sanandaj,
particularly regarding the use of /u:/ in final position?

Literature review

No serious work has been done to investigate the role of social factors in phonetic changes in
the Kurdish language, despite the increasing interest in research within the fields of
sociolinguistics and sociophonetics. Among these works is Marion Schulte's (2023) study
entitled "Sociophonetics in Dublin Area English." Gafter (2019) examined the social phonetics
of modern Hebrew and considered the phonetic diversity in everyday Hebrew speech to be
socially meaningful and interpretable. Hallett (2016), in a work titled “A Sociological Analysis
of Vowel Phonetic Variation in Southern Black American English,” analyzes the acoustic
characteristics of this spoken variety through a sociophonetic lens, employing quantitative
analysis.

Research methodology
The present study is classified as qualitative-quantitative research due to the nature of the data
and the method of analysis. The statistical population of respondents was selected through
systematic sampling, taking into account the characteristics of age, gender, and social class,
ensuring an equal distribution across each of these indicators. The gender distribution of
respondents included 15 men and 15 women, all within the age range of 18 to 55 years.

Due to the challenges of accurately identifying the social class of the respondents, residents
of the central and affluent areas of Sanandaj were used as representatives of the affluent social
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class. In contrast, residents of the separate urban area of Naysar, considered a marginal area of
the city and primarily composed of seasonal workers and low-income groups, were also
included. A common denominator among all respondents was that they were native speakers of
Lailakhi who had migrated between 10 and 20 years ago.

Another important consideration in relation to the nature of ethnographic research and
related fields is the need to provide a more natural environment and greater opportunities for
interviewing these individuals, which requires significant time and effort. During the research
implementation phase, a set of 20 words common to both the Ardalani and Lailakhi dialects,
featuring dialectal variation in the pronunciation of [u:] at the syllable apex of consonant
clusters, was prepared and presented to the respondents. In the subsequent phase, they were
asked to use each of these words in a sentence or idiom as it naturally occurs in their speech,
and each response was recorded separately in a file.

Research finding

The findings of the study indicate that a range of Lailakhi speakers living in Sanandaj city,
influenced by factors such as age, gender, and social class, exhibit a wide variety of phonetic
changes to the mid-rounded vowel [u:] in the syllable peak position of the words in question.
When a change occurs, they replace it with the back-rounded closed vowel [u:]. In contrast,
another group pronounces the desired vowel as they do in their native dialect, without any effort
to alter it. Younger speakers (those lower in age) demonstrate a greater willingness (higher
tendency) to shift toward the Ardalani dialect. Additionally, the percentage of females using [u:]
in their daily speech is higher compared to males. Furthermore, residents from more affluent
areas tend to use the Ardalani variety, the vowel [u:], and more authoritative linguistic forms, in
contrast to those from less affluent areas.
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Conclusion

There is a strong negative correlation between age and the use of /u:/ in final position, with most
speakers from the younger generation demonstrating very high percentages of final [u:] usage in
relevant words. Those who reside in higher-class neighborhoods are more careful about their
dialect and pay close attention to the aforementioned adaptation. Additionally, gender is a
determining factor for dialect sensitivity among Lailakhi migrants in Sanandaj, particularly
concerning the use of /u:/ in final position. Ultimately, all these observations can be classified
under the newly coined expression "PSA" or "Prestige Saving Act" in the Kurdish language.
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