
ICPhS XVII Regular Session Hong Kong, 17-21 August 2011 
 

1386 

 

A HOLISTIC TREATMENT OF /ān/ TO [un] IN PERSIAN 

Corey Miller 

University of Maryland, USA 
cmiller6@umd.edu 

ABSTRACT 

One of the most commonly mentioned features of 

informal spoken Iranian Persian in contrast to its 

formal or written form is the pronunciation of /ān/ 

as [un], as in [tehrun] ‘Tehran’, and [iruni] 

‘Iranian’. While several aspects of this 

phenomenon have been reported, a comprehensive 

treatment of the dialectal, sociolinguistic, 

phonological and phonetic aspects has not 

appeared.  This paper attempts to pose the most 

relevant questions, providing answers where 

possible, and highlighting areas where more 

investigation is required. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Persian orthography represents /ā/, long /a/, with 

the letters آ alef madd (usually word-initially) and ا 
alef (non word-initially). In formal speech, in 

Iranian Persian, it is realized as a back rounded 

vowel, [ɒ], in contrast to the short /a/, which is 

realized as [æ] [20]. In informal speech, in many 

parts of Iran, /ā/ is pronounced [u] before /m/ or 

/n/, as in /xāndan/ [xundæn] خاندن ‘to read’, or 

/āmad/ [umæd] آمد ‘he/she/it came’. However, even 

in informal styles, certain words do not undergo 

this change, such as /ɢorān/ *[ɢorun] نقرآ  ‘Koran’. 

After discussing whether Persian is a diglossic 

or homoglossic language, this paper will first 

attempt to ascertain the phonetic motivation for the 

change.  It will then explore the broader linguistic 

context, covering both sociolinguistic and 

geographical aspects.  Finally, we will examine the 

historical context, and the conclusion will strive to 

offer an explanation of the phenomena observed: 

namely that /ān/ to [un] was a phonetically 

motivated “change from below” that began long 

ago and has never reached completion, while the 

current tendency to change [un] back to /ān/ in 

formal styles represents a “change from above” 

[17]. 

2. HOMOGLOSSIA OR DIGLOSSIA? 

Persian exhibits systematic divergence between its 

written/formal and spoken/informal forms in 

pronunciation, morphology and grammar. While 

these differences seem much greater than those 

found in English, it is not clear whether they 

approach the canonical examples of diglossia, such 

as has been observed in Arabic-speaking countries 

or among German speakers in Switzerland [6]. 

[23] attempted to quantify diglossia and compare 

Persian to Arabic. His conclusion, based both on a 

quantitative examination and the historical 

sociolinguistic situation, is that Persian is 

homoglossic. 

[7] discusses a developing writing style using 

the letter vāv و to represent raising. Indeed the use 

of such a style, reflecting the way the language is 

spoken, rather than the way it has traditionally 

been written, has ignited a “vulgarity debate” on 

the Persian blogosphere [4]. 

3. PHONETIC CONTEXT  

3.1. Nasalization effects 

According to [1], in the context of nasals, “vowel 

height becomes centralized—that is, nasalization 

lowers high vowels and raises low vowels”. [12] 

notes that a nasalized [a] can have a much lower F1 

than normal. In the Persian case, a low vowel is 

indeed raised, but why should it be raised several 

steps to [u]? [12] describes the closely spaced 

formants of a nasalized [ɑ] as resembling those of 

[u].  

The raising discussed here does not occur when 

the nasal precedes /ā/, so /māh/ *[muh] ماه ‘moon’, 

/nār/ *[nur] نار ‘pomegranate’. According to [14], 

syllable-final nasals nasalize vowels more than 

syllable-initial nasals; however, she provides a 

catalogue of languages whose vowels undergo 

either anticipatory or perseverative nasalization. 
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3.2. Rounding effects 

The fact that /ā/ is starting in a rounded position, 

[ɒ], may also explain its propensity to shift to /u/, 

since rounding of low vowels also has the effect of 

lowering F1 [28].  

Note that the /ā/ formerly used in Indian 

varieties of Persian, and perhaps in Afghanistan, 

whose dialect shares many similarities with that 

used in India, is not rounded to the same degree as 

in Iran. According to [24], writing in 1894: 

In the last generation, ā was generally sounded like 

our a in ball; but though still so sounded in parts of 

Persia (and especially in the Kāshān dialect), it is now 

becoming very common to give it the sound of our a 

in bar, as it had in Persia in olden times, and has, even 

now, in the Persian of India. 

The current Iranian tendency to continue using 

a rounded vowel, [ɒ], indicates that the above-

mentioned trend did not catch on. However, it is 

important to note that Indian and Afghan varieties, 

which lacked rounding, crucially lack the raising 

of /ā/ to [u] [5]. However, [25] points out that the 

single highly frequent word /ān/ آن ‘that’ can be 

pronounced with [u] in both Afghan and Tajik 

dialects. 

3.3. Vowel reduction 

Another way of looking at the fact that [u] appears 

in informal situations as a reflex of [ɒ] is in the 

context of vowel reduction. [u] has been found to 

be a reduction target for /ɔ/ in both Catalan and 

Brazilian Portuguese [3]. In a report on vowel 

reduction in conversational Persian [27], [u] has 

also been found to be a reduction target for short 

[o]. 

3.4. Effect of velars 

Finally, the change does not occur before the velar 

nasal /ŋ/. So /bāŋ/ *[buŋ] بانگ ‘shout’, /dāŋ/ *[duŋ] 

 sixth of a property’. This exclusion of the‘ دانگ

velar nasal from the raising environments is similar 

to the behavior of /æ/ in the English of New York 

City and Philadelphia. According to [16], 

following /m,n/ lead to tensing and raising of /æ/ in 

both cities, while following /ŋ/ does not. However, 

[29] describes the dialect of Milwaukee, where 

following /ŋ/ is very much at the forefront of 

raising environments for /æ/. 

4. LINGUISTIC CONTEXT 

[22] provides one of the most detailed analyses of 

the classes of words that are either subject or not to 

the sound change under discussion in two Iranian 

cities: Tehran and Ghazvin, a smaller city about 

165 km northwest. As will be discussed below, 

there is more raising in Tehran than Ghazvin, but 

the pattern is generally similar, with an important 

exception to be discussed below.  

In both cities, while some words tend to 

undergo raising in informal speech, other words do 

not change regardless of style; examples include 

/dāneʃgāh/ *[duneʃgɒh] دانشگاه ‘university’ and 

/pejkān/ *[pejkun] پیکون ‘a type of car’. 

As a result of an investigation with four 

speakers, [13] note that, apart from verbs, it is rare 

to find a word where /ān/ becomes [un] in 

antepenultimate position; e.g. /hāmele/ *[humele] 

 pregnant’. However, they note that when a‘ حامله

verb stem contains /ān/, it will change to [un], 

whether or not it appears in antepenultimate 

position, due to suffixation of personal endings: 

e.g. /āmadam/ [umædæm] آمدم ‘I came (came.I)’ 

In general, [22] claims that words appearing 

with greater frequency are more likely to undergo 

raising. Among words that do not reliably exhibit 

raising, he identifies a class of words that, while 

undergoing raising much less frequently, are “in 

the process of being accepted as members of the 

group which favor the rule application once they 

achieve higher frequency.”  

[22] identifies words where raising does not 

occur at all, among which we will examine a 

subclass of native Persian words, and foreign (non-

Arabic) borrowings. 

4.1. Persian words 

[22] identifies linguistic constraints that may 

disfavor raising in a subclass of Persian words. For 

example, a morpheme boundary in between /ā/ and 

the nasal inhibits raising: /ʤā#namāz/ 

*[ʤunæmɒz] جانماز ‘prayer rug (place.prayer)’. 

Another inhibiting factor may be dissimilation. 

For example, when two raising environments occur 

in a word, usually only the final one, which is 

stressed, undergoes raising: /sāmān/ [sɒmun] 

سامان  ‘order’, /āmijāne/ [ɒmijune] عامیانه 

‘colloquial’. 

4.2. Foreign borrowings 

Persian has borrowed extensively from Arabic 

since the Islamic conquest. [19] reviews several 
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investigations over a span of over 600 years until 

the 1950s, indicating that the number of Arabic 

types in sample texts has hovered around 40%, 

while the number of Arabic tokens has hovered 

around 20%. 

While [22] finds that Arabic words, with some 

exceptions, undergo raising, he identifies a class of 

words borrowed from other languages which do 

not, including /lāmp/ *[lump] المپ ‘light bulb’ and 

/mānto/ *[munto] تو  loose outer garment for‘ مان

women’. 

5. SOCIOLINGUISTIC CONTEXT 

[22] examines the correlation of raising with the 

following factors: style, education, age and gender. 

He identified four levels of style, on a continuum 

from casual speaking to reading minimal pair lists. 

He found that levels of raising decreased as the 

style became more formal. The most salient drop 

was between speaking and reading styles. 

Averaging across age and educational groups, in 

the most informal speaking styles, approximately 

70% of phonologically applicable contexts were 

realized with [u], in contrast to reading styles, in 

which raising never occurred more than 6% of the 

time, even among those with fewer than six years 

of education.  

With respect to age, it was found that younger 

speakers tended to raise more than older. While 

with respect to gender, it was found that women 

raised more than men. 

[22] considered four levels of education. In 

Tehran, within a given age group, the more 

educated tended to raise less. However, Ghazvin 

shows the opposite pattern, with the most educated 

exhibiting the most raising. This suggests that the 

educated in Ghazvin may derive some prestige by 

approximating the pattern found in the capital. 

6. GEOGRAPHICAL EXTENT 

While raising is often associated with the dialect of 

Tehran [18], it is in fact common in many parts of 

Iran. As already mentioned, [22] described raising 

in Ghazvin. Since its overall rate of raising is less, 

Tehranis consider the Ghazvin dialect “rural or 

bookish”. [11] describes raising of /ā/ before /m, 

n/, but not /ŋ/ in Khorasan, a province in the 

northeast of Iran, bordering Afghanistan. In the 

Hazaragi dialect of central Afghanistan, [15] 

reports that the plural animate suffix /-ān/ is 

realized as [u]; which is precisely an environment 

not found to raise in Iran, due to its perceived 

formality [13]. [21] found that the Hazaragi 

process is actually more general, providing 

examples of nonplural /ān/ realized as [u]: 

/gerawgān/ [grawgu] گروگان ‘hostage’ and 

/majdān/ [maydu] میدان ‘plaza’.  

7. HISTORICAL LINGUISTICS 

[26] contends that using [u] for /ā/ before nasals 

has been an option in Persian for over 1000 years. 

As an early example, he gives the name of Mount 

Behistun, site of notable Old Persian inscriptions, 

whose name comes from an earlier form, 

Baghastān. However, in the intervening period, 

before the present day, there is evidence that the 

sound change we are discussing went through an 

earlier stage in which /ā/ became [o] before 

progressing to [u]. 

7.1. Early evidence for prenasal /o/ 

[10] describes a Persian translation of the Koran in 

Roman transcription by an Italian (Spaniard?) from 

the late 16
th
 or early 17

th
 century in which prenasal 

ā is transcribed with “o” in the bismillah: [benomi 

joda meherabon] نبنام خدامهربا  ‘in the name of God 

the beneficent’.  

In a 1634 travelogue, [9] wrote [Tyroan] for 

Tehran, while using [aw], [augh] and [a] for /ā/ in 

other contexts and localities, whether prenasal or 

not: [spawhawn(e)] ‘Isfahan’, [shaw] and [shaugh] 

‘shah’ and [mydan] ‘maidan’.  

In an 1852 grammar written in French, [2] 

wrote that /ā/ was pronounced similarly to aô in 

Saône, which at that time was likely [oː].  

7.2. Evidence for prenasal /u/ 

[2] notes that natives of the province of Fars 

pronounce /ā/ as [u], and provides examples with 

and without a nasal environment: /nān/ [nun] نان 

‘bread’, /bejā/ [beju] بیا ‘come!’, /māhā/ [muhu] 

 .’we‘ ماها

In 1882, [8] make the same claim about Fars, 

and then give an initial hint about the situation still 

in effect today: 

In the dialect of Fars all á’s become ú.  thus instead of 

Mí-dáníd, “Do you know,” they say Mí-dúníd.  And 

certain words all over Persia are pronounced 

colloquially after this incorrect fashion.  Such are نان 

nún, ‘bread,’ and آن ún, ‘that:’ همان  hamún for hamán 

is another example of this. 

Another historical process that has resulted in 

[u] in Iranian Persian is the change from the 

majhul /ō/, which is still preserved in Afghanistan 
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[5]. For example, کودک ‘child’ is pronounced 

[kudæk] in Iran and [kodak] in Afghanistan. 

8. CONCLUSION 

[13] note that the lexical items most commonly 

undergoing the change to [un] are deictics and 

pronominal suffixes and that segments in such 

closed class forms resist changes undergone in 

other parts of the language. 

Such a perspective encourages us to turn the 

problem around: perhaps the underlying forms 

contain /u/, and these are optionally changed to [ɒ] 

in higher registers, influenced by the presence of 

alef ا in the orthography.  Indeed, according to 

[25]: 

when a native speaker of Iranian is asked why /xɑ-nɛˈ/ 

must convert to [xu-nɛˈ] and not remain *[xɑ-nɛˈ], the 

response is that the word is simply [xu-nɛˈ] and 

not *[xɑ-nɛˈ]... 

Based on the available evidence, our hypothesis 

is that /ā/ was the starting point, and it proceeded 

through the steps of rounding as [ɒ], and then 

raising as [o] and finally [u]. The exact 

circumstances under which [u] arose, whether due 

to influence by rounding, nasalization or vowel 

reduction, or some combination, remain to be 

explored, but the incomplete nature of this change 

characterizes it as an example of lexical diffusion. 

The contemporary dialects that show alternation 

between [ɒ] and [u] likely maintain [ɒ] in higher 

registers due to the influence of orthography. 
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