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Aims

• binary laryngeal obstruent systems, e.g., b~p 
(voiced~voiceless) and ph~b̥ (fortis~lenis)
• phonetic similarities/differences vs. phonological 

categorisation
• laryngeal phonology is limited -> three types
• in language typology / in accent variation
• accents of English exemplify all three
• why exactly three? -> represented in a model based 

on unary subsegmental primes



Two-way laryngeal contrasts in 
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+ three- and four-way contrasts (Thai, Korean; Hindi)



Two-way laryngeal contrasts in 
obstruents: VOT

• unmarked vs. marked
• aspiration languages (lenis/fortis) vs. voice 

languages (voiceless/voiced)

(Honeybone 2005, Iverson & Salmons 2008, etc.)



Two-way laryngeal contrasts in 
obstruents: VOT

• [sg] = [asp] = H
• [voice] = L
• unmarked: passive voicing (in aspiration lang. only)

(Honeybone 2005, Iverson & Salmons 2008, etc.)

(this interpretation of H/L in Government 
Phonology since Harris 1994)



English-type vs. Hung-type lang’s
• the difference is primarily phonological: two totally 

different phonological mechanisms
• in voice lang’s the [voice] feature is phonologically active 

(-> voice assimilation processes (RVA))
• in aspiration lang’s no signs of any laryngeal activity are 

detectable: no spreading due to the absence of a 
laryngeal prime (cf. Huber & Balogné Bérces 2010 and 
elsewhere)



The absence of laryngeal activity

English: match [-tʃ] + box [b̥-] -> matchbox [-tʃb̥-]
vs. Hungarian: matchbox [-dʒb-] ‘small toy car’

English obtain [-b̥tʰ-] vs. French obtenir [-pt-]

English cheese [-z]̥ vs. cheesecake [-z-̥] vs. cheeses [-z-]



“RVA languages” (Huszthy 2019)

• pre-obstruent delaryngealisation/neutralisation
• producing unmarked obstruents + spreading
• no evidence of active [voicelessness]



But…
• the category of “RVA languages” is not uniform: 

RVA may be limited:
a) lenisness/voicedness assimilation only
b) fortisness/voicelessness assimilation only

• Polish: Warsaw Polish (WP) vs. Cracow Polish (CP) 
(Cyran various publications, e.g., 2014)
• identical phonetically but differ phonologically in 

terms of laryngeal features:
• WP: “classical” [voice] system (analysed as an “L-system” 

by Cyran)
• CP: “H-system”, with phonologically active H



brak [brak] ‘lack’ (cf. brak-u [braku] ‘lack, gen.sg.’)

obraz [ɔbras] ‘picture’ (cf. obraz-u [ɔbrazu] ‘picture, gen.sg.’)      (Cyran 2014: 154)

• voice assimilation in both WP and CP: L-spreading (voicedness assim.) vs. H-
spreading (voicelessness assim.)
• final obstruent delaryngealisation (FOD)
• CP: H-system with unmarked lenis obstruents + passive voicing -> “cross-

word pre-sonorant voicing”
• cf. Standard Hungarian vs. Western Dunántúl (Fodor 2003)



Three subtypes of binary 
laryngeal systems
a) Type A: fortis/lenis; no RVA; the lenis set 

undergoes passive voicing in sonorant contexts 
(no source element)
• cf. English cheesecake

b) Type B: voicelessness assimilation; the lenis set 
undergoes passive voicing in sonorant contexts 
(active H)
• cf. Cracow voicing

c) Type C: voicedness assimilation (active L)
• Warsaw Polish, (Standard) Hungarian



But: RVA without pre-obstruent 
delaryngealisation?
• in such systems, only the unmarked set is able to 

receive a spreading feature
• partial RVA systems
• non-standard accents of English 



“Yorkshire assimilation”

• certain North-of-England English varieties
• H-system (like Cracow Polish) with no FOD and no 

POD
• a “simple” devoicing assimilation system with word-

internal and cross-word passive voicing of the lenis 
series



“Yorkshire assimilation”

(Wells 1982: 366-367, data from Honeybone 2011):

pass Barry: YE = StE [-sb̥-]                  (cf. CP/WP [-zb-])
jazz club: YE [-skʰ-] vs. StE [-zk̥ʰ-]



Durham English
• Harris (1994: 137-138): fully voiced series in bin, 

din, gun, contrasting with voiceless unaspirated 
ones in, e.g., pin, tin, kin
• plus voice assimilation (also cf. Kerswill 1987, Cyran 

2014)

            (Harris 1994: 138)                  (Kerswill 1987: 42, 44 via Cyran 2014)

• L-system (like Warsaw Polish) with no FOD (like 
(Standard) Hungarian) but with no POD, either



RP vs. Yorkshire vs. Durham

(note the cross-word pre-sonorant voicing in Durham affecting the 
unmarked, voiceless obstruents)

Gussenhoven & Jacobs (2011: 196)
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Three subtypes of binary 
laryngeal systems
a) Type A: fortis/lenis; no RVA; the lenis set 

undergoes passive voicing in sonorant contexts 
(no source element)
• Standard English

b) Type B: voicelessness assimilation; the lenis set 
undergoes passive voicing in sonorant contexts 
(active H)
• Yorkshire

c) Type C: voicedness assimilation (active L)
• Durham
• Scots



Scots

• unaspirated [p, t, k] and (pre-)voiced [b, d, ɡ] (well-
documented); plus:
• RVA, e.g. blackboard [ɡb] (Iverson and Salmons 

1999: 22-23, via Abercrombie 1967: 136)
“Historically, we suspect that Scots speakers imposed [voice] 
onto English in displacement of [spread glottis] while still 
maintaining the standard English laryngeal alternations. As a 
result, plural -s alternates the same way as in other dialects. 
[…] Thus, even though the medial cluster in blac[ɡb]oard 
reveals this dialect’s operative laryngeal feature to be [voice], 
the [spread glottis] patterns of the culturally dominant variety 
of English are still maintained.”



Scots

• Wells (1982: 412 (-413)):



Conclusion
• the attested dialectal variation in laryngeal phonology 

is limited to the three categories above
• this limited variation is due to constraints on laryngeal 

systems which can be modelled with privative/unary 
subsegmental representations in such a way that Type 
A, B, and C, are respectively derived by:
• the total absence/inactivity of a laryngeal prime
• the activity of [voiceless] (or [aspirated]/[spread glottis] or 

Element Theory’s H)
• the activity of [voiced] (or the element L)

• RVA in its classical form is the result of the combined 
effect of laryngeal activity (H or L) and pre-obstruent 
delaryngealisation
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