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FORMATION OF GENERALIZATION WORDS ("MOHMIL") IN
URDU

HUDA SARFRAZ

ABSTRACT

“Mohmil” words are meaningless words in
the Urdu Language used mostly for
generalization purposes. The formation of
these words was investigated by studying
documented generalization words and by
conducting a survey, in which the subjects
were to form generalizations for a list of
words.

1. INTRODUCTION

The rules of Urdu Grammar divide Urdu
words into two categories, meaningless
("mohmil") and meaningful ("mauzoh")
(Rafiq).

The word "mohmil" means meaningless or
useless (Feroz al Lughat) and "mohmil"
words are defined as those "meaningless
words that are spoken along with meaningful
words without any reason" (Siddiqi).

The meaningful word usually precedes the
meaningless word, but there are some
cases in which the opposite is true, e.g.
[ola bola] (evil or bad thing) (Feroz al
Lughat), where [bsla] can independently

mean something bad but [sla] alone is
meaningless.

These words are mostly used for
generalization purposes, e.g. [sla bala], and
sometimes to denote the excessive
presence of a property, e.g.
[gol mol] (round) or enthusiasm, e.qg.
[{"ik t"ak] (well or good) (Feroz al Lughat).
Since “mohmil” words are most commonly
used for generalization purposes they will be
referred to as generalization words.

Some generalization words are those that
are fixed and can be found in dictionaries
along with an actual meaningful word e.g.
[gol mol] (Feroz al Lughat), where [gol] is an
actual word meaning round, but [mol] is not

and only makes sense if used with [gol].
The two words are used together to show
excessive roundness (Feroz al Lughat).

Some generalization words are apparently
formed randomly during speech e.g. the

word [k"ana] may be generalized as

[k"ana fana] or as [k"ana vana]. These are
not found in dictionaries but may be found
as examples of "mohmil" words in books.
This paper investigates the formation of
such words.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW AND
PROBLEM STATEMENT

Hardly any formal analysis of generalization
(mohmil) words exists. They are most
extensively covered in school textbooks
where they are defined and explained with
examples. In Urdu Grammar books
“‘mohmil” words are simply defined to be
meaningless words and the explanation
given for not discussing them any further is
that a compilation of rules should only
include meaningful words (Rafiq), i.e. there
are no rules defining the formation of
meaningless words.

The problem is to find out how
generalization words are formed and if they
follow a pattern of formation. For this study,
generalization words have been categorized
into two parts.

The first category includes those
generalization words quoted in books as
examples of “mohmil” words or in
dictionaries and those that have been
observed repeatedly in native Urdu
speakers. These may include
generalizations made by replacing the initial
phoneme by a[v]or a [{] or inserting a
[v] or a [{] in the beginning, if they are found
quoted in books or dictionaries.
Generalization words frequently heard in
Urdu speech will also be included. This
category will be referred to as documented
generalization words.

The second category includes those that
may be generalized using a [v] or a [f] or
possibly any other way, which is not
documented. This category will be referred
to as undocumented generalization words.
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Since two types of generalization words are
being considered, the problem statement
has two parts.

First, what types of documented
generalization words exist?

Second, what types of undocumented
generalization words exist?

Are [f] and [v] the only phonemes used for
generalization?

Is it fixed for each word whether a [f] or a

[v], or any other phoneme will be used to
generalize it?

If it is fixed, then is it predictable?

What is the influence of Punjabi and Urdu
backgrounds on the formation of
generalization words in Urdu?

What types of words are normally
generalized? Can words with four or more
syllables be generalized?

3. METHODOLOGY

To investigate the formation of documented
generalization words, a list of generalization
words from different books and dictionaries
was compiled and categorized.

For the undocumented words, a survey was
taken of word generalization using 43 Urdu
words. The subjects were 34 native Urdu
speakers.

Most of the words used in the survey were
commonly used words, which are commonly
generalized. Some of the words included
were of more than three syllables and some
were uncommon and not usually
generalized, (See Appendix A for a
complete list of the words used in the
survey) to see what the reaction of the test
subjects would be.

To check the influence of an Urdu
background 5 specifically Urdu speaking
subjects were chosen, and for Punjabi 5
were chosen who normally spoke Punjabi
but could speak Urdu.

The subjects were asked to fill in the
generalization they would normally use, and
to skip any words that they wouldn't
normally use or generalize. Some examples
were also given along with the list of words.
The test subjects were also told to give
alternatives for the examples if they thought
that they existed.

After the survey, a word was considered to
be generalized by a [{] or a [v] if 65% or
more of the subjects considered it to be a

[f] or a [v] word respectively. A percentage
of 65 instead of 50 was used because it was
noticed that while choosing between [f{] and

[v] for generalization the subjects would
sometimes switch between the two often
before deciding on one; 65% was chosen to
reduce any error in the results due to
random decisions.

The percentage of [f]s and [v]s used by
each person was also calculated to check
whether people had a preference for one or
the other, in particular for Punjabi speaking
and Urdu speaking people.

Also, a list of generalizations other than the
expected [v]/[f] generalizations obtained
from the survey was compiled to see if the
subjects used any other types of
generalizations.

4. RESULTS

The following categories of generalization
word formation were found (see Appendix B
for complete list of words and
generalizations compiled) from documented
words and the survey:

1. Replacement/Insertion of initial phoneme,

e.g. [yolt salt], [d3adu vadu], [ulta pulta] etc.
If the initial phoneme is a consonant it is
replaced, e.g. [gum sum]. If it is a vowel a
phoneme is inserted in the beginning, e.g.
[alek salek]. This included the word

[gol matol] (and other similar ones), in which
the initial phoneme was replaced by a
complete syllable. The replacement or
insertion may be by the following phonemes:

[v], [s], [k, [p], [d"], [m] and [f], [m] and [f]
being the most common. This was the most
common generalization category.

2. Replacement of the middle phoneme.
This category included only single syllable
words and the middle phoneme that was
replaced was always a vowel, e.g.
[tfup tfap], [d"um d"am].

3. Replacement of most of the word (mostly
only single phoneme retained), e.g.
[g"ar bar].

4. Increase in number of syllables. In this
category the generalization word had more
syllables than the actual word and was
significantly changed. In some cases the
syllabic phoneme(s) was retained and in
some the consonantal phoneme(s) was
retained. There was not enough data to
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predict what would be retained. Examples
include [tfori tfokari] and [dant dopat]. This
was the second most common type of
generalization used.

5. No relation to preceding word, e.g.
[d"oka pel].

The results of the survey are shown in
Tables 1 and 2. Table 1 shows the
percentage of [{] and [v] generalizations for
each word (see word list from Appendix A).

TABLE 1 Percentages of [{]s and [v]s used for each
word in survey (all other types of generalizations
excluded)

word# [V]% (1%
1 45 55
2 74 26
3 77 23
4 70 30
5 47 53
6 68 32
7 54 46
8 59 41
9 55 45
10 67 53
11 59 41
12 79 21
13 46 54
14 45 55
15 76 24
16 60 40
17 68 32
18 73 27
19 41 59
20 61 39
21 32 68
22 73 27
23 50 50
24 40 60
25 67 33
26 71 29
27 66 34
28 86 14
29 12 88
30 62.5 37.5
31 48 52
32 71 29
33 94 6
34 73 27
35 23 77
36 52 48
37 40 60
38 54 46
39 52 48
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40 5 95
41 20 80
42 93 7
43 35 65

From Table 1, the words with 65% or greater
consensus (and therefore considered as
fixed generalizations) from the survey as a

[f] or a [v] generalization are:

khana vana

kentfi ventfi

kursia vursia

pathai vothai

botfe votfe

tfor vor

masla vasla

tfot vot

tfrgia vigia

dzadu vadu

pani vani

roti voti

hat"i vat"i

mazahira vozahira
dehfatgardi vehfatgardi
sohafi vohafi

barif varif

olmari folmari
bohavalpur fshavalpur
ofyanistan fofyanistan
mohavarat fohavarat
fovara fovara

savab fovab

Table 2 shows the percentage of [{], [v] and
other types of generalizations for each
individual subject.

TABLE 2 Percentages of [{]s and [v]s used by each
test subject in survey (all other types of
generalizations excluded)

(P) — Punjabi Speaking

(U) = Urdu Speaking

subject# | [v]% (1% others%
1 21 79 0

2 88 0 12

3 86 12 2

4 95 0 5

5 0 95 5

6 39 61 0
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7 18 82 0 b"srai (1) — 30
8 7 63 30
9 20 ) 5 8. dopot (11) -2, 13, 14, 18, 19, 20, 21, 25,
10 42 42 16 30, 31, 34
11(V) 97.5 0 2.5 pit (1) — 22
12(V) 95 5 0 9. kuta (2) - 21, 22
o e e
15(P) | 465 | 4638 4.7 10. butfe (1) - 22
16(P) 22 71 7 sotftfe (2) — 8, 31
17(P) 26 74 0 bale (1) - 30
18(P) 7 73 20 kotftfe (2) — 10, 11
19 50 33 17
20 46 50 4 11. none
21 20 20 60 12. tfar (1)-30
22 16 41 43 mor (3) — 10, 21, 22
23 76 24 0 lor (1)-8
24 97.5 25 0 13. muha (3) -2, 13, 21
25 76 14 10 14. tfataye (1) - 16
26 81 19 0 15. musle (1) - 5
27 58 42 0 '
28 72 28 0 musla (1) — 18
29 84 14 2 16. none
30 40 60 0 17. mot (6) — 2, 10, 13, 15, 21, 22
31 275 67.5 5 18. kobutor (1) - 22
32 56 37 7 pitid (1) — 8
33(P) 49 51 0 19, tiur (1)~ 21
34(U) | 69 0 31 - tiur (1) -
20. morayt (1) - 34
Other generalizations used by test subjects 21. voyera (1) - 22
in the survey are listed below word by word, fari (1) — 31
tr;et ndu_mt:re]r ]?f”tim_es 1Ehey ?ccurred is also tolmari (1) — 34
stated in the following format: 29 none
Word number generalization (number of 23. kotfalu (5) -2, 8, 22, 25, 29
occurrences) — test subject numbers malu (2) — 21, 34
kalu (1) - 10
1. late (2) — 23, 30 ulu (1) - 14
mapre (1) - 31 24, vur (1)-15
2. k"ane (1)-5 longur (1) — 19
mana (1) - 21 mangur (1) — 21
pina (1) - 34 25. tuna (3) — 21, 22, 30
3. pentfi (2) -8, 32 26. d"ani (1)- 15
4. mursia (1) - 4 puni (1) - 22
5. mute (1) - 21 27. boti (1) - 21
6. Iik"ai (2) — 14, 19 wkfr (1)-22
7. porai (1)-10 28. sat'i (2)-8, 19

hut"i (1) — 18
mat"i (1) — 21

29. pohavalpur (1) - 3
kohavalpur (1) — 8

dzogra (1) - 14
katai (1) - 21
morai (1) - 22
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smd (1) - 27
ravalpur (1) — 29

30. maludgi (2) -8, 22
tfhaludgi (1) — 4
faludgi (1) — 10
fudgi (1) — 31

31. none

32. fahmra (1) -15
mozuhora (1) — 18
zahira (1) — 21
varra (1) — 22

33. verdi (2)— 11, 27
fordi (1) —15

34. mohafi (2) -8, 10
sohufi (1) — 18

35. tfhafnistan (1) - 4
taleban (1) — 8
vanastan (1) — 15
fontan (1) — 17
ofyunistan (1) — 18
p"ofyanistan (1) — 34

36. t"am (1) - 34
kadz (1) — 36

37. rombil (1) — 34

38. p"ondzir (1) — 34
mondgzir (1) — 22

39. tfombal (1) — 32
kumbeal (1) — 22

40. p"ohavarat (1) — 34

41. p"ovara (1) - 34
fovura (1) — 18

42. burof (1)-18
tarif (1) — 34

43. tofyunistan (1) — 18
movab (1) — 32
dzavab (1) — 10
ozab (1)-8

5. DISCUSSION

From the survey it was observed that other
than [v] and [f], the phoneme commonly
used (but not that commonly observed) for
generalization by inserting or replacing in
the beginning of a word is [m], the most
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notable example being [tfuha muha].
Another common way of generalization was
to change a vowel, e.g. [hat"i hut"i],
[pani puni], [tfor tfar]. These words can fit
into the categories defined for documented
words, so basically the ways of formation of
documented and undocumented
generalization words are the same.

From the fixed (23 out of the 43 words)

[vI/[f] generalizations obtained from the
survey, the [{] replacement/insertion only
occurred when there already was a [v] in the
word except in [olmari folmari]. There

wasn't enough data to conclude whether this
was a special case or there were other

words that used [f] as well. Also wherever
such examples were quoted in books, a [v]
was always used. There were no examples
with [{]. Therefore though it can be seen
that the use of [v] is more common overall, it
is inconclusive whether [v] and [f] placement

is predictable.
One possibility is that generally when a word

starts with a vowel it is generalized by a [f],
but most of the words in the survey started
with a consonant, so this is inconclusive.
The words starting with vowels were [almari]
(68% T, [alu] (50% ), [engur] (60% ),
[aludgi] (37.5% f), and [ofyanistan] T.

If the choice of a [v] or a [{] is predictable, it

will probably be dependent on more than
just the initial syllable of the word, as can be

seen from the two words [aludgi] and

[olmari].
17 out the 43 words had a division between
40 and 60% for the

[v)/[f] replacement/insertion, the  word
[alu] having an exact 50% for each. This
indicates that the selection of a [v] or a
[f]1 may be random, at least for some words.
Out of the 34 subjects 8 used [v] for

insertion/replacement on more than 80% of
the words, 2 of these subjects were Urdu
speaking. 2 subjects used [f] on more than
80% of the words, neither of these subjects
were of any particular background.

4 of the 34 subjects chose only one of [{] or
[v] for all their generalizations, but they also

used other types of generalizations for some
words.
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Therefore it was concluded that there wasn't
a general tendency for individuals to use
either a [v] or a [f].

21 subjects used other types of
generalizations for some of the words.
Overall the five Urdu speaking test subjects
tended to use [v] more, and also used [p"],
[t] and [t"]. The Punjabi speakers tended to
use [f] more, and also changed vowels more
often, as in [hat"i hut"i].

The survey showed that the most commonly
generalized words are everyday words with
one or two syllables. The three syllable
words in the survey were mostly not
generalized by the test subjects, and in
some cases the syllables of the words were
reduced in order to generalize them, e.g.
[aludgi fudgi].

There is the possibility that with a larger
number of test subjects, the results quoted
above about words generalized by [v] and
[f]1 may change. Initially the survey was
conducted using only 20 test subjects, but
the results varied too erratically for almost all
the words, so the number of test subjects
was increased to get a more dependable
result. A second list of words may also be
compiled based on these results to reach a
better conclusion.

6. REFERENCES

Feroz al Lughat, Urdu Jadeed. Ferozsons
Lahore, Rawalpindi, Karachi.

Rafig, M. Urdu Qawaid o Insha Pardazi,
Hissa Awal. Ferozsons Lahore, Rawalpindi,
Karachi.

Rafiq, M. Urdu Qawaid o Insha Pardazi,
Hissa Dom. Ferozsons Lahore, Rawalpindi,
Karachi.

Siddiqi, A.K. Aina Urdu Lazmi, Pilot Urdu
Grammar and Composition, Urdu Lazmi
Parcha (Alif-Bay) Mukamal, baray jamat
naham, daham. Urdu Bazaar Lahore.

Siddiqi, A.K; Siddiqi, A.T. Aina Urdu Lazmi,
Qawaid o Insha Pardazi, baray jamat
hashtam, parcha bay. Urdu Bazaar Lahore.

7. APPENDIX A

List of words wused in survey
undocumented generalization words:
1. kopre clothes

2. kPana food

3. kentfi scissors

4. kursia chairs

5. dzute shoes

6. parhai studies

7. lotai fight

8. dant scold

9. billi cat

10. batftfe children

11. seb apple

12. tfor thief

13. tfuha mouse

14. potaye fire crackers
15. moasla problem
16. tfipkoli lizard

17. tfot injury

18. tfiia birds

19. tiar ready

20. doroyt tree

21. olmari cupboard
22. tfPotri umbrella
23. alu potato

24. ongur grapes

25. dzadu magic

26. pani water

27. roti bread

28. hat"i elephant
29. bohavealpur bahawalpur

30. aludgi pollution
31. godagori beggary
32. mozahira demonstration
33. dohfatgordi terrorism

34. sohafi journalist
35. ofyanistan afghanistan

36. kam work

37. zombil small bag
38. zondzir chain

39. kombal blanket

40. mohavorat

41. fovara fountain
42. barif rain

Center for Research in Urdu Language Processing
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43. sovab
8. APPENDIX B

Generalization words listed by type (words
from the survey were included if they were
used by more than 3 people or if they were
also commonly observed):

1. Initial phoneme replacement/insertion:
ibarat vibarat (Rafiq)
kolam velam (Rafiq)

yolt solt (Rafiq)

mel kotfel (Rafiq)

ulta pulta (Rafiq)

pani vani (Rafiq)

pokor d"okor (Rafiq)

dzadu vadu (Rafiq)

neher veher (Rafiq)

hat"i vat"i (Rafiq)

batfa kotfa (Siddiqi)

alek soalek (Siddiqi)

gum sum (Siddiqi, Siddiqi)
gol mol (Feroz al Lughat)
ola bala (Feroz al Lughat)
nomaz fomaz (observed)
k"ana vana (observed)
gond mond (observed)
miti iti (observed)

pese vese (observed)
rona d"ona (observed)
roz baroz (observed)

din badin (observed)

tfur mur (observed)

alu katfalu (survey)

alu katfalu (survey)

tfot mot (survey)

pani d"ani (survey)

tfuha muha (survey)
khana vana (survey)
kentfi ventfi (survey)
kursid vursia (survey)
pathai vothai (survey)
batfe vatfe (survey)

tfot vot (survey)

tfigia vigia (survey)

dzadu vadu (survey)
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pani vani (survey)

roti voti (survey)

hat"i vat"i (survey)
mozahira vazahira (survey)
dehfotgordi vehfotgardi (survey)
sohafi vohafi (survey)

barif varif (survey)

olmari (almari (survey)
mohavorat fohavarat (survey)
fovara fovara (survey)

sovab fovab (survey)

2. Middle phoneme replacement:
t"ik "ak (Rafiq)

b"ig b"ar (Rafiq)

tfup tfap (Rafiq)

d"um d"am (Rafiq)

3. Replacement of major part of word:
bat tfit (Rafiq)

soda salf (Rafiq)

sot{ mutf (Rafiq)

b"ut poret (Siddiqi)

ika duka (Siddiqi)

g"ar bar (observed)

g"as p"us (observed)

kapre lote (survey)

4. Increase in syllables:
tfori tfokari (Rafiq)
d"ol d"amoka (Rafiq)
gol matol (Rafiq)
lomba toganga (Rafiq)
dana dunka (Siddiqi)
kala kalota (Siddiqi)
tal matol (Siddiqi)
din badin (observed)
roz boroz (observed)
dant dopat (survey)
alu katfalu (survey)

5. No Relation:

d"oka pel (Rafiq, Hissa Dom)
kona k"udra (Rafiq, Hissa Dom)
dzadu tuna (survey)

roti tukar (survey)



