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LILI&E EVELINE ARMSTEONG AND HER DISCOVERIES
[N SOMALIPRONOLOGY

latrodurtion

In the last three decades, and especially sinee 1972, we have witnessed a very
substantial ewpansion of Sormali language studiss. At sucha tirne it is pearbaps
profitable to look back along the road we b alr eaﬂv travelled and o map the

reitte abead

iy chotee of paper for this Congress [ was encouraged h} the publication iy
Dr Axroed Cartan | A:J.’"IHQP of anar tzclu ir1 the first iszue of the Zrameaciross of e
Sovalt doateny of Svancas and Arts where he gives a brief outline of the history
of research into the Somali language and refers to the work of Lilias E Armetrong, !
Although she was not involved in Somali studies as such and never visited Somalia,
her article epdifled " The Phonetic Struchura of Somali” was of seminal importance.
by paper iz intended to be atribute to the life and work of this scholar and thus a
cotdribution to the history of our studies.

I cornpiling biographical dataabout her I received help, which I gratefully
acknowledge, fromseveral people: Mr Simon Batley, the Archiwist, University of
London Library, Dr Beverley Collirs of the Departroent of English at the
Urdversity of Letden, Ms G M Furlong, the Archivist, University College
Library, Professor Eugénie Henderson of the School of Crriental and African
studies, University of London and Professor Jean-Paul Yinay of Victoria :
University, BritishColumbia, Canada. The late Professor IR Firth of the &

-

Sehool of Oriental and African Studies also gave me some relevant informationa »
muniber of years ago. ‘

Life and work

Liliaz Eveline Armstrong was bornon 29 September 1382 in Salford,
hanchester.  She trained as ateacher at Leeds University, oblaining a B.A degree
there in 1906, and tetween 1910 and 1912 she taught at the East Ham Cendral
school in London, where she was highly regarded and wwas expected to be appointed
headrnsivess.

However, in her rond-thirties she developed a great interest in phonetics and
studied for Um versity of London exiension examinations, which led firsttoa
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Diploma in French Phonstics in 1217 and then to one in English Phonstics in 191 7,
withaDistinction inhoth. Her andoubded talents were soon recognized by Dandel
Jones, head of the Departraent of Phoretics at University College in the University
of London, and in 1917 he offered her a post of Asszistant Lecturer in his
Departrment.  In 1920 she was appointed a Lecturer and in 1921 Senior Lecturer,
Dt her promotion to Readership (i.e. Associate Professorship) came only shortly
hefore her death in 1937, the bud getary stringency of the time being no deuibt the
canze of this delay, siiee on the grounds of her merits she deserved a full
professorship. Inl%26 she married an eminent Russian phonstician and
dramatelogist, Simon Boyams, who had come to Londorn to perfect his knowledge
of English at University College. Litias Armstrong was hig principal teacher

Danie] Jongs and the members of his Department maintained close rontacts
with the various centres of linguistic research throughowt the world and were
thernselwes in ifs forefront, so that Litias Armstrong found hersslf ina very
fawourabie acaderue environment Close links between University College and its
neighbours, the School of Oriental and African Studies, where Lilias Armstrong
gave some lectures, and the School of Slavonic and Fast European Studies, also
provided an additional siimulus, offering her a wide experience of languages spoken
cutside Western Europs.

whe won the reputation of being an excellent teacher, not only for her lectures
on phonetic theory hutalso for her practical ear-iraining classes and serrinars.
whe wed a wide variety of languages for this purpose and arranged phonetic
dictations inthe mother tongues of her forsign students and tanguage informants,
including these from Eastern Europe, Africaand &sia. She insisted that her
sturdente should learn how to pronoimee corrently the sounds, tores and intoration
patterns of languages totally alien to them in erder that they should develop a high '
degree of sensitivity of aural perception, on the plausible assumption that there isin
aculits acorrelation between the ability to hear accurately the sounds of a foreign k
language and the ability to pronounce themn correctly. '

The testimony of Frofessor Jean-Paul Vinay, the distinguished Canadian
scholar, who was ong of er students and later acolleague, is typical of the opinions
held of her teaching skille. He praises her for her patience and kindness ard says
thiat she opened up for hima ew world of acoustic and articulatory experisnce of
which he was totally ignorant when he began his studies under her guidance. He
rerremnbers particidarty her ability to imitate with apparent ease the mest exolie
sounds of any of the languages she used as illustrations in ber classes

Though she put a great deal of time and energy into teaching, Armstrong w
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also very active in her research into phonetics, which extended to awide range of
languages including Arabic, Burmese, English, French, Kikuyu and Sorali, and
she published works on all these languages except Arabic, paying particular
attention to their infonation and tonal systerns.  Her publications, which were well
received by the international acadernic cornraunity, were characterized by clarity
of presentation and meticulous care for phonetic acouracy in handling her data.

Her enargy, patience and tact enatled her to play an important role in the
running of the Department of which she was amember. Beverley Collins gives
this testimony on page 123 of his dissertation on Daniel Jones:

“Jotes always regarded her as occupying a special place among his merbers of
staff, and when he was il in 1920, she was norninated by himn to run the
Fhonetics Departraent in his absence. A great personal and professional hond
ezisted hetween thern and he is said to have been deeply affected by her relatively
eariy death.”

Lilias Armstrong gave lectures in Holland {1922), in Sweden {1925 and 1928)
and n Finland and the Soviet Unicn (1928) and had unusual powers of establishing
friendly contacts with people of different nationalities and social backevounds. We
may varitiure 1o zay that this ability cortributed to her success in her research into
Sotall. She worked withiwo men who were, as far as [ can ascertain, members
of the sailor commmumnity in the East End of London and who would have been
unaccustomed to e academic environment in which the research sessions took
place, but she ohvicusly won their confidence and full cooperation.

whe gives their names as Ismman Dubet of Adadleh and Haji Farah of Berbera,
but no other information is available about them. It would be interesting to
discover whether any oral traditions of their work in London are still preserved,
since after all Armstrong's success was due to their ability and their integrity as
languags informants.

The achieverments of Lilias Armetreng's life can be summed up by the words of
Damel Jotes inthe el Aepor? of hiscollege soonafter her death, which
occurred on #th December 1337

"By her outstanding knowledge and by her skill as a teacher, as an organiser
and a research worker, and by her never-failing devotion to her colleagues and
studends, she succeeded inadvancing the subject of Phonetics in no ordinary degree.
“arious recent improvements in modern language teaching in this and many other
countries are traceahle to her, through the hundreds of English and foreign
language teachers whom she trained, as well as through her published works,
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Particularly worthy of note is her work on the Somali language and the Kikuyu
langnage of Kenya; as the result of her discoveries it is now possitie for the first
tirme to put the grammar of these difficult tongues on a firm basis and therefore to
learn to speak thern accurately.”

Lilras drmsirong 35 tanovaior

although Jomali language shudies were still in their ploneering stage in the
first half of the present century, Lilias Armetrong had some predecessors in her
work onSomali phonetics and phonology.  In 1889 Kurt Bergold published his
"somali-Studien”, the firstattempt at a scholarly deseription of Sornali speech
soungds, which was then followed by more systermatic and acourate accounts given
hy Reinisch® in his Lhe LomaleSracie and by Maria von Tiiing4 mher Somsd
Fexte wmd {Anarsueinmgan der Somell Lsutfelre where she presented the results of
her extensive research into Sornali phonetics. She was the firet linguist who applied
kyracgraphy and -ray photography to ber investizations of Somali. Sorne useful
msight by the articulation of Sormali sounds was also given by Czermak in his
article "Zur Phonetik des Somali”.

Nong of these works, however, dealt adequately with the vowel system and the
role of tore since at that time linguistic science was not sufficiently developed to
provide researchers with effective discovery procedures.  Armstrong was much
more fortinate in this respect since by the time she was conducting her research
it Sorrali great advances had been rade in linguistic them‘y.S A4 theoretical
framework was ereated by thenin which the contrastiveness of sounds or grovps
of sounds assumed particular importance. The new methodology included the use
of "minimal pairs”, that is words or phrases distinguished by only one phonetic or
tonetic feature, as a discovery procedure and & a check on the accuracy of the
investigator’s perception.  Armstrong’s work on Somali contains numerous *
exarnples of the application of this device. K

whe added only miner modifications to the description of Somali consenants
provided by her predecessors, but she made major discoveries concerring the
nature of the Somali vowel systern and the role of tone n Sommali.

fiscovery of vowal harmouny

Lilias Arrstrong discovered that the Somali vowels were arranged into pairs
of similar quality but 1n which one was more front than the other i e. that the
position of the raised part of the tongue was more advanced towards the hard palate
and the teeth ridge in one than inthe other.  She thus established twro saries of
vowels, which she called "fronting wowels” and “retracting vowels" respectively.



“What is tore, she foundd that the vowels of the affixzes harmonized with the
vowels of the roots in the sense that when the roots contained fronting vowels the
atfizes would also have fronting vowels and the same principle apphpd i
refracting vowels. The use of the terms "fronting” and "retracting” rather than
“fronted” and "retracted” was, no doubt, intended to reflect the operation of this
vowel harmony which as har emmnleq showed extended to all the vowels of not
only the same words but even to whole phrases.

As Armstrong worked on Somali for only a limited period and her untimely
doath prevented further exploration her discovery was not complete. She did not
forraulate the exact rules which govern the spread of the harmonic groups of vowels
when they extend bevond word foundari tes, ard she did not notice that in each of
the two vowels represented mher work byiand it there was afronting and
retracting variant.

Altho -ubh Inthe 1950s somne tentative steps were made towards the discovery
of the rules governing the boundaries of harmordzed groups of words they were not
altogether succassful. e still do not know exactly how the system operates beyond
the word level, However, at the word les vel, Ar mstmng s discovery, modified by
the recognition of the variants of 1 and 1, provides us with a symmetrical
dichotomons mode! which consists of ten "hasic” vowelunits (i, e, a, o, u, ii, ee,
aa, 00, un) with a pair of harmonic variants in each of thern.

Armstrong's discovery, inits moedified form, exercised sirong influerse on
further research.  The dichotornous modet of the vowel s stem derwed from her
irdtial discovery was adopted by C.R.V Bell, John Ihrahim Sased, Muuse Xaaji

Temaaeii] Galaal and mys self® and italso provided a starting point for the
investigations carried out by Edda Farnetan and Giorgio E.Cardona.

115 possible that Armetrong's findings were of some help inthe researeh
undertaken by Somali scholars which led to the development of the Somali national
orthography as finally implemented by the Somali Language Commission, since
S0Me f}f its members were acquainted with armstrong’s work. The Commission
used the ten basic vowel units model but decided fo ignore the distinction between
their "fronting” and "refracting” variants since the contrasts between thern are

correlated with differences in meaning only in around a hundred roots and insome
m’}nuﬁ'}liahlc grammabical forms which I’“JI‘EI}? oCcur within the same syntactic
context.  Experience has now shown that it was a wise decision resulting in great
typographical econory. The distinctions in meaning correlated with the cortrasts
betwesn fronting and refracting vowels are not very important for the purposes of
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practical communication since the context usually eliminates ambiguities.

InSomali lexicography, however, there could be no such reliance on the
context and inthe two mest important and scholarly dictionaries of Sornati
provision is made to distinguish between the vartants of the basic units whena
difference in meaning results from such a distinction. Inhis ¢lsawmts
AFEomaeiae Y aasiin Cisinaan Keenadiid marks the words in which the vowels
helong to the fronting series by placing a superscript circle after the last letter of the
word and leaving ummnarked the words which have vowels of the retracting series.
Inthe Sezromern somaio-riaiano, edited by Agostini and others, acedilla is placed
under the first vowel of the word and has the same function as the superseriptcircle.
The fact that only one mark is used for the whole word is possible only because the
operation of wowel harmony is now known thanks to Armatrong's original
discovery.  The absence of such marking would reduce the accuracy of any
dictionary of Somali.

[t 1 interesting o note that the perception of the variants of basic vowels hy
persons vhose mother tongue 15 Somali confirms Armstrong’s dichotomy. Inthe
introduction to his (azsmnacls 47 Soommeiar Vaasiin Cismaan Keenadiid uses a
netaphor taken from the kineesthetic perception of weight-bearing by calling the
fronting vowels "heavy” (culus) implying that the retracting ones are relatively
light. This suggests that these two series of vowels differ in the terseness of their
articulation thus requiring different volumes of muscular energy.

Itis ameasure of Armstrong's meticadous care for detail that she zave much
attention to the forms of the 3rd person masculine singular, independent past tense,

'rr'ri‘.a.f-}‘ .;-}- o) td:.“nr‘l Rt wt FAF!‘?\F " Thorr ava avehain 2nd Acsie vasiniris Fenaewt avnd
Wikt il s j}.:‘ CALLTAR LIV W20 iEL 4050 F LU T L L LR AL Lildeiu y 121 LD chuaa

proverbs’ and they wers not even noticed by any of the previows researchers.
They always have fronting vowels, even if the other forms of the same verh have
retracting vowels. The ublquitous presence of frontness in them may sive us some
elues for a tustorical reconstruction of the origing of the dichotomy i the Somali
vowel svstern. |

When the "short forms” whichend ina consonant are immediately followed
by the conjuretions 00 or e a unction vowe! dlide ¥ ocours between them a
¥ y £ b _ ,
phenomenon ncd present when any other verbal forms are used, e.z.

Cabbaar aammus-y-o¢ feker-y-oo is yiri, waar tolow, mazaa
suldaankii maantana kuu doonayaa?

“He became silent for a while and thought and said to himself, ohmy dear,
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what does the sultan want you for teday?” (Muuse Xaaji Isrozaciil Gaalal

1954, p.55.)

Malaa saacaddii baa dhowoo snurkii la afuuf-ye.
“Maybe the last hour 1s near and the trumpet has heen sounded
(¥aasin Cismaan FKeenadiid 1934 | p 181)

Itis reasonabie to conjecture that the frontness of these forms tmay be due to a
suffiz which disappeared in the course of history, but to confirm this one wrould
have to undertake some comparative research in Somali dialects and related
languages.

Drsrovary of ke tonal sysicm

Using minimal pairs in her discovery procedures, Armstrong found that in
somalt tone funitioned as the exponent of grammatical categories in addition to or
instead of inflectional affizes. Inthe minimal pairs which she examined the
differences in meaning eccurred only if there was also adifference in the
granimatical category of the taposed words. This was a very unezpected
diseowery since in the best known tore fanguages, tones are very much used to
differentiate otherwise homophoneus lexical items. In Somali, lexical
differentiation zeswr coours undess there is also adifference in the grammatical
status of the words.

A8 inthe case of vowel harmony Armstrong's discovery was not complete.
~uhzequent research totally confirmed her findings but showed that the role of tone
was even more extensive than her exarnples indieated, since tonal patterns also
form partof the case systern, actingas exponents of case in nouns and noun
phrases, either by themselves or together with inflectional affizes.  Armstrong's
initial analysis of the Somali tonal systern has been largely corroborated and
supplemented with sone modifications in my o%n researches® and those of
Francesco Antinueet, EddaFarnetand, Larry M Hyman, Annarita Puglielli and
Ciige Moxarmed Sivaad and John Ihrahim Saeed.

arrstrong's discovery throws sorne light on the use of indicator particles in
sormall. Aseach grammatical form has its own fised pattern the intonational
comour of azentence is determined by its components. Thus the intonation contours
cat e used only to a limited extent to convey types of meanings which are
sernantically supraceginental in relation to individual words. It might then he
argued that the indicators compensate for this limitation. ‘
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Tha knowledge of the correlation betwesn tone and srammatical status of
words has proved useful in lexicography. When the srammatical status of a word is
showninaneniry itis possible to predict its tone pattern.  There are many pairs of
words with different meanings which, if tone is not marked, look homophonous, but
the ambiguity is immediately removed if their grammatical status is indicated. Thus
by prowiding each entry with some means of grammatical identification great
typographical economy can be achieved since it allows the editors of dictionaries to
dispense with fone marks, withowt lowering the standard of their accuracy.

The Somali national orthography has no provision for marking tones, on the
corract assureption that the contest usually elininates the possiblity of confusion in
practical cormmunication. There are, however, two areas of language use where
tene marking is abschitely necessary o climinate ambiguities. The first is inany
discussion of grafmar inastudy situation, when isolated sentences in written form
are used a3 illustrations and are thus deprived of any normal context. The second is
in poetic texts where the extreme flezibility of word order and the use of allusive
diction may present the reader with two or mors possible meanings.

Fostscripl 4 recommendairon

Teotelude my paper with arecommendation, which though of adigressive
naturs, is related to Armatrong's discovery of the tonal system in Somali. 1 would
like to suggest to the linguists gathered here, and especially to the those in the Somali
Academy and the Mational University, that they might introdure a unifiad tone
marking system for Somali which could be used when the need arises. Sucha
systern could have two versions, one for scholarly linguistic publications where
typographic econormy is not, of primary importance and another for practical uses.
In the scholarty version diacritics could be employed, as is the established custom
indinguistics. Inthe practical version, howewer, 1t would be important to use other
signs, easy o type and to print, and not requiring any keyboeard ad justments, which °
terd to be expensive or even impracticable. '

Inthis respect one could follow the example of the Somali scholars whe
invented a simple, but excellent, prosodic notation for representing the patterns of
Sormali sr:arzsi-:}ri:j consisting of figures placed under the text to represent time
units.  The same could be done for tone marking as can be seen from the examples
below.

The ones assigned to the figures used in this notation are as follows:



& syllable followed by another A syliable followed
syllable without & pause intervering by a pause

1 High hud
il High-#id High-Low
0 Mid Lowr
X hdid kiid
shebeg kalluun galay “anet into which a fish entered”
10 08 0l
shebeg kalluun galay "afish which entered a net”

19 610 901

macallinkii valaalkay ammaanay  "the teacher who praised my

g1 01 01t 180 01t brother”
marcallinkii valaalkay ammaanay “the teacher whot my brother

01 B1 00 108 01 praised”
biyo badan "much water”

61 01

meel biyo badan “a place which has much water®

i 60X 01

For individual words or small portions of continuous texts the tone patterns 3

could be indicated by placing the figures after each word or after those words which *
require elucidation, e g. '

qaalin (140} "a young he-camel”
gaalin (0+1) "a young she-camel”
kooruu {0+10) noo keenay "he hrought us camnel-bells”

kooruu {1410 ) noo keenay “he brought us a saddle”
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HOTES

whatian auther and/or a publication are mentioned in the text of this
paper full hiblicgraphical details will be found in References.

ersonal oormmmuacation from Professor Yinay dated 5.3 1989
Personad tion £ Prof Yinay, dated 5. 3. 1989

Anazsesstnent of Eetrtsch’s contribution to Somal studies is
provided 1n Andreejewsk: 1987

Anaccount of her life and work is given in Mever-Batdhurg 1988
These developments are described in Rohins 1967

wee bibliographical listz i Andrzejewski1975 and Saped 1987

In my publications en various aspects of gramrnar, information

is also provided concerning the vowel systern and tone and stress patterns
{1.2. accerdual patterns).
Farrs of this paradigr occur wery frequentty in proverte. In
Kapchtis's collection of over one thousand iterns abowut 5% of the
matn verbs are “short forms”.

Sea Mot

& bibliographv of publications in Somali in which this type of
prozodic notation is used 1s found in Johngon 1978,

‘4., "



	351
	352
	353
	354
	355
	356
	357
	358
	359
	360
	361
	362
	363

