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Linguistic Diversity 
DR SENARATH TENNAKOON

A ny language is a system of 
sounds. The smallest units of 
discrete sounds are known as 
phonemes. These phonemes are 

arranged in an orderly grammatical manner 
to form words, phrases, clauses and sentenc-
es. For each language their number is unique. 
Generally English uses about 50, where as 
Papuan language has just 11, while in Bot-
swana 110 are in use. 

English phonemes comprise 24 
consonants, 12 pure vowels and 
eight diphthongs. But there are 26 
letters in the alphabet to represent 44 
sounds. Hence additional symbols are 
required for the other sounds. In Sin-
hala there are 41 phonemes (14 vowels 
and 27 consonants) although there are 
58 letter symbols in the written alpha-
bet.
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Although we are familiar with the terms 
vowels and consonants in a language these 
do not resemble the phonemes altogether in 
the same language. For instance, the word 
“said” becomes “sed” and “next” becomes 
“nekst” when phonemes are taken into 
account – when written in phonetic transcrip-
tion. One distinguishing feature of a pho-
neme is that if one is substituted with another 
phonemes, there is an alternation in the 
meaning of a word. For instance if the /p/ in 
‘pit’ is replaced by /b/ then ‘pit’ becomes ‘bit’ 
giving a different shade of meaning. So /p/ 
and /b/ are phonemes in English. The Inter-
national Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) provides 
around two hundred symbols for the sounds 
encountered in the world's languages, but it 
is based upon the Roman alphabet. English is 

falling tone, 
‘hemp’ with a rising tone, 

‘mother’ with a level tone and ‘horse’ in 
a falling – rising tone (Miller, 1991).

standard variety in different parts of this 
small country, among the different social 
groups are among the different professionals. 
As such, there are regional varieties, social 
varieties and stylistic varieties of the same 
language (Parker, 1996). All these three vari-
eties may be observed in the speech pattern 
of a single speaker (idiolect) or in a conversa-
tion between two friends. But idiolects are 
considered as strict individual variations 
from speaker to speaker, which are idiosyn-
cratic rather than systemic. Linguists are 
not much interested in idiolects.

The scientific study of languages start-
ed just over two centuries by systematic 
attempts at tracing historical relations 
among different languages. Medieval 
scholars studied Latin and with Renais-
sance, the study extended to the study 
of Greek. But it was in 1786, a land-
mark discovery was made by Sir Wil-
liam Jones who was the Chief Justice 

of Bengal. He rediscovered Sanskrit 
and made a bold statement that San-

skrit, Latin and Greek sprung from a com-
mon source, perhaps, no longer existed. 
Later, it was agreed that Sanskrit, Latin and 
Greek descended from some mother language 
called Proto-Indo-European (PIE), a lan-
guage spoken before the invention of writing 
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phonemes. These phonemes are 
arranged in an orderly grammatical manner 
to form words, phrases, clauses and sentenc-
es. For each language their number is unique. 
Generally English uses about 50, where as 
Papuan language has just 11, while in Bot-

creativity or productivity. As such, the user is 
able to construct new sentences all the time 
without monotonous repetitions. This flexi-
bility of a language offers diversity 
to arise in the func-
tional             

word “ma” which means to 
‘scold’ with a 
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Primary Section's art 

skills exhibition Sin-

githi Siththam was 

held recently at their 

school main hall under 

the patronage of their 

Principal Geetha Abe-

y g u n a w a r d h a n a 

including primary sec-

tion Principal Geetha 

Jayawardhana along 

with many others par-

ticipating.

The exhibition was 

organized by the pri-

mary section art 

teacher Thilini Shashi 

Prabha Dayasagara.

Here Singithi Sith-

tham exhibition in 

progress.

- a variety of contextual factors
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