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About Tamil

Tamil is part of the Dravidian language family, spoken mainly in southern India with
60 million speakers, and 68 million speakers worldwide. The Dravidian languages
with the most speakers are Tamil, Telugu, Kannada, and Malayalam, its closest
neighbour. Tamil has official status in the Indian stages of Tamil Nadu, Puducherry
and Andaman & Nicobar Islands. Tamil ,

is also an official language of Sri Lanka
and of Singapore. Tamil is also spoken
by significant minorities in Canada,
England, Fiji, France, Germany,
Indonesia, Malaysia, Mauritius,
Netherlands, Philippines, Réunion,
South Africa, and the United States, as
well as in emigrant communities around
the world. Tamil is a classical language,
and it is said that there are early Tamil
inscriptions dating back 3,200 years.
Tamil is diglossic, with a formal, literary
form of the language, and a colloquial
spoken language. The standard
grammar of written Tamil is based upon Figure 1 Distribution of Tamil Speakers

a 13th century text, Nannul. The

language’s script was originally designed to be written on palm leaves; its curly
shapes were used so that the leaves wouldn’t tear.
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Oral Posture

The characteristic pattern of holding within the oral tract that creates the typical
overall “sound” of the accent. It is related to the “placement” of the accent, which
relates to where the speaker feels vibration or “resonance” around the oral tract,



and generalizations about the articulation of vowels and consonants in the accent.
Due to the use of retroflex, back-bending, consonants in Tamil, there is a
generalized shortening of the top surface of the tongue’s longitudinal muscles,
causing the tongue to curl back slightly. There’s also a feeling of slight tongue root
retraction which causes a quality of the placement being further back in the mouth.
Add to this the alternate dental articulation of /t, d, n/, which is in front of the
mainstream’s tendency to articulate on the alveolar ridge, there can be a feeling in
the mouth of the tongue alternating between a curled/retracted, and an
advanced/dentalized articulation. The jaw tends to be held still while the tongue
does the bulk of the work. With the lack of /w/, and the use of unrounded [w] at the
ends of words, there is generally very little lip rounding action (except perhaps on
GOAT words, which are [0].)

Prosodic Elements

Tamil lacks “lexically distinctive stress,” so stressing words in English is challenging
to non-native speakers of Tamil English. An impressionistic sense of the language is
that there is an attempt to correlate vowel length with syllable stress, but often, this
is done fairly randomly, or an arbitrary choice is made (“Nouns are stressed on the
first syllable,” an EOL teacher says in one YouTube video). There is a strong
tendency to lengthen the final syllables in phrases or sentences.

Sound Changes

Consonants
/r/ Like many languages historically associated with the British Empire
and Commonwealth, Tamil is generally non-rhotic, meaning that /r/
is not spoken after a vowel, except when it is intervocalic (between
two vowels), or there is linking-r between a word that ends in a
vowel, and a word that begins with one.

Furthermore, the dominant /r/ used in Tamil is the tapped [r], which
is especially prominent in consonant clusters /pr-, br-, tr-, dr-, kr-,
gr-/, etc. When an approximant [1] is attempted, it is frequently
retroflex [4].

/p, t k/ In Tamil, initial stop consonants are generally unaspirated and
voiceless, whereas intervocalic stops are generally voiced. However,
there are aspirated stops used in Tamil in other places, and loan
words from other languages have voiced stops in initial settings, so
the Tamil English speaker is capable of voicing or aspirating in all
settings, though often they default to unaspirated voiceless stops.
Some speakers aspirate /p, t, k/ after /s/, which stands out to native
English speakers.



/b,d, g/ These voiced stops are voiced before they are released [b, d, g]
(negative VOT), e.g. not tenuis, with simultaneous release & voicing,
as in English.

/o/ Tamil has a voiced dental fricative, but it is often preceded by an
epenthetic dental stop. The combination sounds somewhat like a soft
/d/.

/6/ Voiceless th is dentalized, [t].

/m, n,n/ Though Tamil has a wealth of nasal consonants, they are all needed

for English! It is possible that Tamils might insert [n] before /d3/ as
in enjoy, or use the retroflex [n] on occasion.

However, final nasals in Tamil are typically dropped and the vowel
preceding it is nasalized. Tamil English is quite inconsistent with

regard to dropping the final nasal consonant, it frequently has a lot of
nasality before a nasal e.g. singing [sini], dance [das], one [wg].

/w,v/ Like many South Asian languages, Tamil lacks both /w/ and /v/.In
their place, the voiced labiovelar approximant, [v], is used in their
place. Interestingly enough, [f] appears to cause them no problems,
though it is not part of the language.

/f, 3/ These sounds are not part of Tamil, and so a more laminal
articulation is substituted, halfway between the alveolar and palatal
region, the so-called alveolo-palatal fricatives [¢, z]. On occasion, the
affricates [te, dz] are substituted.

Vowels & Diphthongs

Tamil has, essentially, 5 primarly .
vowel qualities, each with a long .. 1 eu:
version and a short version. The i u
long version is almost always twice
as long as the short version (and
some people therefore transcribe
them with doubled lettters, as in . Oo0:
vaangha, “welcome.” The vowel ’
chart at right shows the

long (:) and short vowels—you can
see how most of the short vowels O
have a somewhat reduced vowel e
quality, often achieved by being

slightly more open. The biggest Figure 2: Tamil Vowel Qualities
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vowel quality with a different [IPA symbol, with short /a/ as [e] and long /a/ in the
range of [q:].

One particularly interesting and unique to Tamil feature is the insertion of
epenthetic [j] before word-initial vowels /i, e, aj/, and [w] before /o/. For example,
each, every, eye, only: ['i:te, ’e:vri, ’ai, Vonli].

There are two diphthongs in Tamil, PRICE /a1/ and MOUTH /au/, realized phonetically
as [ei], and [qu] or [qu] respectively.

English Vowels & Diphthongs in Tamil English

As English has far more vowels and diphthongs than Tamil, there is a tendency for
Tamil speakers to merge lexical sets into large mega-sets.

In the chart at right, the colour dots P—

represent the Tamil vowel qualities, @« FOOT@ ‘SSR%SE
and the English lexical set names are NEAR
grouped around the Tamil vowels

that they are most frequently NURSE
associated with. Only a few lexical @GOA
sets fall in the spaces between the OO ©
Tamil vowels, most notably THOUGHT
FORCE
* NURSE and lettER, [9] o
* FACE, [e] O
* THOUGHT, NORTH/FORCE, [2:]
* TRAP [%] Figure 3: Tamil-English Vowel Qualities

FLEECE, GOOSE, PALM and GOAT are typically lengthened in Tamil English, while KIT,
DRESS, TRAP, STRUT, LOT, BATH and FOOT are likely to be shortened. Sophisticated
speakers may differentiate vowel length between vowels followed by voiced
consonants, by lengthening the vowel, and those followed by voiceless consonants,
where the vowel would be shortened, creating a significant contrast between bad
[bee:d] and bat [beet].

The only Diphthong lexical set, apart from native Tamil PRICE [ai] and MOUTH [av],
and monophthongal FACE [e] and GOAT [o], is choice [oi], which tends to feel like
combined monophthongs.

Being a non-rhotic accent, R-coloured diphthongs are typically vowel + [r], where
the articulation of [] is often slightly more open and fricative.

* NEAR [ic]

* SQUARE [er]
* CURE [ur]
* START [az]



* NORTH/FORCE [o:]
Further Reading

For more detail on every lexical set in English, please refer to the Tamil Features
handout.
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