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ABSTRACT

Sinhalese is one of the Indic
languages and is spoken in Sri Lanka. The
present study is intended to explore the
phonetic' characteristics of half nasals
in Sinhalese. From the examinations of
the acoustic analysis making use of -a
minicomputer and a linear prediction
algorithm, some phonetic properties can
be clarified as follows. It appears that
a half nasal consists of a nasal murmur
portion, a voiced oral murmur portion, a
burst and a transition portion to the

" following vowel. From the spectrum

analysis, it can be examined that
frequencies of the first formant (Fl) of
the nasal murmur portion are slightly
higher than those.of the oral murmur
portion. It has been able to distinguish
places of articulation by making use of
spectrum features of the nasal murmur
portion. .

INTRODUCTION

Sinhalese is a national language of Sri

Lanka, and is spoken by about 11 million.

people, or 75 percent of the population,
living mainly in the southern and western
two-thirds of the Island of Ceylon [1].
It . is said that Sinhalese is an
Indo-European language descended from
Sanskrit, and this language was brought
to the island by settlers from northern
India in the 5th century B.C.(1]. There
have been pointed out several problems
connected with Sinhalese which arouse the
interest of the linguists, e.g. Sinhalese
is notable among the major Indo-Aryan
languages of the past and present in
having no aspirate stop phonemes nor
clusters [2], literary Sinhalese is very
different from spoken Sinhalese [3], etc.
One of them is the phenomenon of "half
nasals”. In the intervocalic positions,
there occur medial clusters composed of
nasal plus voiced stop. There are two
types of the first nasal element. One is
often referred to as the single nasal and
the other is referred to as the doubled
nasal. The two types present a contrast,
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e.g., /kande / ’trunk’ - : /kanndad /
’mountain’. In regard to voiceless
stops, there are no such oppositions in
the same position, only the normal type
of cluster with doubled nasal occurs. In
such cases, however, the doubled nasal is
written with a single letter according to
the convention. The length of the nasal
in a cluster of single nasal plus voiced
stop varies from normal to very short
[2]. 1t has been customary in Sinhalese
studies to treat the single nasal in

‘these clusters as a special class of

sounds to which was given the name "half
nasal” " and this is in accord with the
traditional Sinhalese orthography, which
uses special signs for the "half nasals"
and the regular nasal letters for the

"full (doubled) nasals" in the same
position. From a synchronic point of
view, there can be two different
phonological interpretations. . Some

linguists regard them as independent’
phonemes. For example, Jones [4] treats
them as separate independent phonemes. On
the other hand, others regard them as
consonant clusters. For example, Coates
and De Silva [2] criticize Jones’ view as
it is an unnecessary complication of the
phonemic system, increasing the number of
consonant phoneme by nearly 20 percent,
and treat them as consonant clusters with
a single nasal, contrasting with a
doubled nasal in similar clusters.
However, the literature on the phonetic
detail of half nasals is quite limited in
quantity and quality. The present study
is intended to explore the phonetic -
characteristics of half nasals through
acoustic investigation. One of our main
concerns is to confirm if the articulator
is already ready for the place of
articulation during the first nasal
element.

ACOUSTIC ANALYSIS
Material
Lists of words were prepared, which

contained four types of half nasals { mb,
ﬂﬂt nd, g ] in the intervocalic
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Table 3. Classification matrix
(Variables: F1,F2,F3,B1)

[mb] (pd]  [pg]

(mb] 19 0 1 g5 %
[ng] 0 19 1 g5 %
[pg] 1 1 18 90 %
TOTAL 20 20 20 93 %

group of the place of articulation is
effectively discriminated. These results
indicate that the nasal murmur portion of

the half nasal includes necessary
information to distinguish place of
articulation. This confirms the view

that the articulator is already ready for
the place of articulation during the

murmur portion of the first nasal
element.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

So far as our informant is concerned, the

properties of half nasals in Sinhalese”

have been clarified as follows. A hdlf
nasal is sub-segmented into a _-nasal
murmur portion, a voiced oral” murmur
portion, a burst and a transition portion
to the next vowel. The plosive element
keeps voicing before _release of the
consonantal constriction. These results
indicate that a half nasal is a kind of
prenasalized voiced plosives. Bilabial
half nasals, denfal nasals and velar half
nasals could/bé distinguished by means of
a step-wise discriminant analysis
utilizing the value of F1, F2, F3 and Bl
of Epe/ nasal murmur portion, and this
confirms +the view that articulator is
ready for the place of articulation
during the first nasal element.
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