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Introduction Sound changes in obstruents Summary: lenition Unorthodox laryngeal contrasts Conclusions

Proposal

o Consonant inventories are rather unstable (Gurevich 2004,
Wichmann & Holman 2009)

o Consonant stability is not segment-based

o Certain features tend to be more stable than others:

– place features (non-assimilatory changes rare,
retraction/some weakening, but see Recasens 2002)

– manner features (frequent)

– laryngeal features (frequent)

o Several manner features and glottal configurations can be
subsumed under one broader category

o Phonological divisions based on certain phonetic distinctions
are not necessarily correct or explanatory

o A redefinition or change in approach is necessary
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Northern Corsican
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Northern Corsican
(Ternes 1977, Marchetti 1974, Oftedal 1985)

voiceless stops

’prede ‘priest’
’kada’lina ‘Catherine’

’u ’brede ‘the priest’
’tsia gada’lina ‘aunt Catherine’

voiced stops

’bE ‘well’
’digu ‘I say’

tutti ’wE ‘everyone well’
wi ’igu ‘I tell you’

Observations:

– contrast maintenance: voicing and gliding/deletion

– some overlap (both /b/ an /g/ change to [w])
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Central/Southern Italy
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Central/Southern Italy
(Weinrich 1958, Oftedal 1985)

voiceless stops (initial)

’parte ‘part’
’terra ‘land’
’karne ‘meat’

voiceless stops (postvocalic)

di ’b
˚

arte ‘of a part’
la ’d

˚
erra ‘the land’

di ’g
˚

arne ‘of meat’

Observations:

– contrast maintenance: partial voicing, outputs are different
from fully voiced counterparts, also in fricatives

– confusing partially voiced with fully voiced considered
ungrammatical by natives

– tenseness-based analysis proposals (acoustic correlates:
duration, intensity, partial voicing, Nocchi & Schmid 2007)
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Tuscany
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Tuscany
(Vogel 1997, Giannelli & Savoia 1978, Dalcher 2008)

voiceless stops

la ’xaza ‘the house’
la ’Torta ‘the cake’
la ’Fal:a ‘the ball’

voiced stops

la ’Gamba ‘the leg’
e ’Dorme ‘and (s)he sleeps’
e ’Beve ‘and (s)he drinks’

Observations:

– gorgia toscana, no voicing: manner changes

– differing degrees of aperture and tenseness: weak
approximant, approximant, fricative, semi-fricative, fricated
stop, stop (Marotta 2001, Dalcher 2008)
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Campidanian Sardinian
(Bolognesi 1998, Hayes & White 2015)

initial stops

’piS:i ‘fish’
’tas:i ‘taxi’
’kwat:ru ‘four’

postvocalic stops

’bel:u ’BiS:i ‘nice fish’
s:u ’Das:i ‘the taxi’
dE ’Gwat:ru ‘four’

Observations:

– (some) contrast maintenance: voiced stops unchanged

– saltation: voiced stop options are ‘skipped’

– Oftedal (1985) reports overlap: both /t/ and /d/ give [D], /b/
deletes in Logudoro (north)
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Spanish
(Herrera 1989, Hualde 2011, Lewis 2001, Machuca 1997,

Torreblanca 1976, Torreira & Ernestus 2011, Oftedal 1985)
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Spanish

voicing

’pata ‘leg’
’torre ‘tower’
’ko’miDa ‘food’

spirantisation

la ’bata ‘the leg’
la ’dorre ‘the tower’
la ’go’miDa ‘the food’

spirantisation

’boka ‘mouth’
’dutSa ‘shower’
’golo’sina ‘sweet’

spirantisation

la ’Boka ‘the mouth’
la ’DutSa ‘the shower’
una Golo’sina ‘a/one sweet’

Observations:

– voicing is variable, (weak) contrast maintenance: voiced
approximants vs. voiced stops
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Canary Islands (Broś 2018, Broś & Lipowska 2019)

inside words

/kopa/ ’kob(G
fl
)a ‘glass’

/pata/ ’pad(Dfl)a ‘leg’
/makina/ ’mag(G

fl
)ina

‘machine’

inside words

/ablaba/ a’Bla(wa) ‘was talking’
/kaida/ ka’i(Dfl)a ‘fall’
/diga/ ’di(G

fl
)a ‘say’, subj.

across words

/la poka/ la ’b(B
fl
)oga ‘little’

/las pokas/ la ’poga ‘few’

inside words

/la boka/ la ’B
fl
oga ‘mouth’

/las bokas/ la ’B(b)oga ‘mouths’

Observations:

– non-categorical contrasts, gradual phonetic effects, overlap in
approximant distribution, possible gliding

– contrast no longer based on voicing: aperture, relative
tenseness, possible restructuring
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Interim summary:
manner features in lenition contexts

• Lenition involves gradual changes in aperture

• Voicing is an instantiation of constriction weakening in stops

• Viewed from this perspective ‘manner’ involves a set of
continuous or phonetic features – not well-defined

• Phonologically: continuancy, stridency, voice, tenseness or
phonetic correlates thereof – how many features?

• Examples: incomplete/variable voicing: contrastive (Italian),
non-contrastive (Spanish), variable approximantisation
(Spanish), category blurring or skipping (Sardinian, Spanish)

• Contrast maintenance regardless of (standardised) feature
configurations (features change but what features?)
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Polish (Cyran 2014, Broś 2018)
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Polish (Cyran 2014, Broś 2018)

final devoicing

/xlEb/ ’xlEp
‘bread’
/sklEp/ ’sklEp
‘shop’
/vuz/ ’vus
‘cart’

voice assimilation

’xlEp+ka
‘bread’, gen. dim.
’xlEp ’polski
‘Polish bread
’sklEb ’vand1
‘Wanda’s shop’

Cracow voicing

’xlEb a’dama
‘Adam’s bread’
’sklEb a’dama
‘Adam’s shop’
’xlEb ’magd1
‘Magda’s bread’

Observations:

– discrepancy from Warsaw Polish in terms of laryngeal
phonology/phonetics (word-medial vs. phrasal presonorants)

– possibly passive voicing/incomplete (de)voicing, no voice
spreading (Strycharczuk 2014, Rojczyk 2019)

– solutions: laryngeal relativism, suspension of final devoicing
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Swiss German
(Fleischer & Schmid 2006, Ladd & Schmid 2018)

fortis

’hu:p@ ‘to honk’
’l6t@ ‘lath’
’gr6:t ‘ridge’
’t6: ‘done’

lenis

’hu:b
˚
@ ‘bonnet’

’l6d
˚
@ ‘shop’

’gr6:d
˚

‘degree’
’d
˚
6: ‘here’

aspirated

’the: ‘tea’
’thi:m ‘team’
’phau

“
l ‘Paul’

’pho:l@ ‘Poland’

Observations:

– no voicing contrast: length and F0 effects instead

– cannot be accounted for based on the VOT continuum

– possibly represented as a tense/lax distinction
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Interim summary:
laryngeal systems

• VOT-based distinctions are insufficient (good
phonetics-phonology mapping but mixed/other systems exist)

• Some phonetic facts cannot be explained phonologically if a
language is simply classified as true voicing or aspiration
(Polish, Dutch)

• The phonetic dimension of laryngeal contrasts does not always
match phonology (Polish, Dutch, Swiss German, Spanish?)

• In case of discrepancies, phonology has to rely on ‘phonetic
implementation’ (weak explanatory power)

• The phonetic basis is more robust than traditionally assumed:
VOT, length, tenseness, F0 effects, maybe more

• Language change and many (semi)neutralisation processes
initially depend on phonetics: the featural mismatch between
phonetics and phonology has to be somehow resolved
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General conclusions

• Lenition changes involve various aspects of ‘manner’, broadly
defined (duration, constriction degree, glottal activity,
Recasens 2002, also beyond Romance)

• The interpretation of featural changes is only superficial
([voice], [continuant]) against reality

• Cross-linguistic laryngeal distinctions confirm this observation

• Acoustic vs. articulatory basis for feature definitions: blurry,
no account of variation, gradualness and nuance in phonology

• Numerous contrasts dependent on many phonetic criteria
reflect the instability of consonantal systems – phonological
interpretation flattens these effects

• Possibly, phonology computes and describes a different
(featural) reality than phonetic facts would suggest
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Thank You!
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