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Pre-tonic Lengthening in Colloquial Israeli Hebrew
Shmuel Bolozky, University of Massachusetts Amherst, USA

Abstract

In Israeli Hebrew, speakers sometimes lengthen vowels in the syllable preceding the
main stress — normally in an open syllable, similarly to pre-tonic lengthening in Biblical
Hebrew. It seems that the process originated in the speech of Mizrahi speakers
(particularly Moroccan), and then spread to others, mostly among the youth. Two
explanations are proposed for this phenomenon, and it is also possible that the two work
simultaneously to reinforce each other, finally resulting in pre-tonic lengthening: a
natural preference for penultimate stress (trochaic rhythm), and/or a growing tendency to
shift from stress-dependent timing (as in English) to a rhythm of speech in which all
syllables are more-or-less equal in length (as in Spanish).
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