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 1. Aims:
● in binary laryngeal systems: (initial) plosives in [voice] languages 

(where they are voiceless unaspirated vs. prevoiced) and [sg] 
languages (voiceless aspirated vs. devoiced/voiceless 
unaspirated)

● laryngeal realism: difference does not simply lie in the phonetic 
manifestation of an underlying voiceless vs. voiced distinction, 
but is of phonological relevance as it has serious consequences 
for the patterning of the whole system of obstruents

● most Germanic languages are straightforward examples for [sg]
● two of the "black sheep": Swedish and Dutch
● Swedish: "voice fallacy"
● Dutch: the usual [voice] analysis is debatable
● side-effect: phonetics vs. phonology
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 1. Aims:

Conclusion: phonological uniformity in the 
Germanic family of languages is more 
extensive than usually assumed
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2. Phonetics vs. phonology
● phonology:

● categorial
● sensitive to prosodic and morphological/morpho-syntactic 

categories

● phonetics:
● gradient
● variable
● rich in information (redundant)
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2. Phonetics vs. phonology
● Hungarian: Jansen & Toft (2002): regressive voicing 

assimilation is a non-neutralising process: "physical reality"
● but: robust native intuition (mész/méz ~ mésztől/mézben 

'whitewash/honey' ~ 'from whitewash=from honey/in 
whitewash=in honey', zsepi 'handkerchief, dimin.', 
fokhagyma (?) 'garlic', hoddog 'hotdog'): "mental reality"
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2. Phonetics vs. phonology
"phonological features bisect a continuum of phonetic activity" 
(Vaux 1998: 509)
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2. Phonetics vs. phonology
"phonological features bisect a continuum of phonetic activity" 
(Vaux 1998: 509)

English aspiration:
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3. Laryngeal systems

one-way contrast

two-way contrast

+ three/four-way contrast...
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 Two-way laryngeal contrast in obstruents:
 

[voice] vs. [spread glottis] languages* 
("laryngeal realism" – Honeybone 2005):

  
[]=[] -> "fortis" / "lenis"
  
* cf. Iverson & Salmons 1995 (and subsequent publications), etc.
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 Two-way laryngeal contrast in obstruents:
 
in what follows: arguments that 

● voice and aspiration ([sg]) are two totally different mechanisms 
defining the two types of system and 

● incompatible within two-way systems: 
● there is no binary system in which truly voiced lenis contrasts with 

aspirated fortis (* ~ )
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4. Two totally different mechanisms

●voice totally inactive in [sg] languages 
(English, German, etc.): no assimilation!
●instead: "bidirectional devoicing":

●=> nothing happens!  UR->SR



BuPhoC, 28 April 2010 16

4. Two totally different mechanisms

●"initial and final 
de-voicing": 
nothing 
happens!

UR -> SR:
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4. Two totally different mechanisms
●plus: intersonorant voicing of lenis:

reading, reads it, Gardner, badly, bingo,
big name, give it, Play Ball

●phonetics: the influence of the spontaneous 
phonetic voicing of the flanking sonorants, 
surface string-adjacency is the only 
requirement, applies automatically 
irrespective of phon/morph/synt 
context/structure
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4. Two totally different mechanisms
The phonetics of English aspiration: is English really a clear case?

Mean VOT in msec. (average) (Lisker & Abramson 1967)

       initial, isolated utterance-internal

/b/ -101 -61

/d/ -102 -50

/g/ -88 -73

/p/ 58 34

/t/ 70 45

/k/ 80 53
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4. Two totally different mechanisms
The phonetics of English aspiration: is English really a clear case?

● variability
● lenis: prevoicing! (cf. Hungarian)
● fortis VOT may even go below 50 msec when non-initial
● again: phonology decides
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4. Two totally different mechanisms

As opposed to
●[voice] languages: "Distinctive [voice] implies 
regressive voicing assimilation" (van Rooy & 
Wissing 2001)
● Apparently countered by Swedish (Ringen & 

Helgason 2004: "Distinctive [voice] does not 
imply regressive assimilation: evidence 
from Swedish"): see below

●Spanish, French, Slavic, Hungarian, etc.
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4. Two totally different mechanisms

RVA in Hungarian:
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4. Two totally different mechanisms

As opposed to
●[voice] languages: "Distinctive [voice] implies 
regressive voicing assimilation" (van Rooy & 
Wissing 2001)

●true laryngeal activity!
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4. Two totally different mechanisms
Voicing assimilation triggered by sonorants

a. Sanskrit (Nespor & Vogel 1986: 118, 230)

sat – aha sad – aha  'good day'

samyak uktam samyag uktam 'spoken correctly'

tat namas tad namas 'that homage'

b. Slovak (Blaho 2004: 46)

vojak [k] 'soldier Nom.Sg.' vojaka [k] 'soldier Gen.Sg.'

vojak ide [g] 'the soldier goes'

les [s] 'forest Nom.Sg.' lese [s] 'forest Loc.Sg.' les je [z] 'the forest is'

c. Cracow Polish (Kiparsky 2003: 334)

ja[g] nigdy 'as never' (cf. Warsaw Polish ja[k] nigdy 'as never')
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4. Two totally different mechanisms
Voicing assimilation triggered by sonorants

d. Catalan (Bermúdez-Otero 2006: 2-3)

/p/ escu[b] molt '(s)he spits a lot'

/f/ bu[v] brusc 'abrupt puff'

/f/ bu[v] enorme 'enormous puff'

/s/ go[z] alat 'winged dog' cf. go[s]a 'bitch'

/s~z/ be[z]-avi 'great-grandfather'
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4. Two totally different mechanisms
Sonorant transparency: Russian i[s#mts]enska 'out of Mtsensk'
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5. A detour: phonetics
● the simple phonetic realisation of a laryngeal setting may be 

misleading, but the direction of phonetic variability is dictated by 
deeply phonological aspects of segments

● e.g., prevoicing/VOT varies with speech tempo, but:
● as speech slows down, prevoicing increases in a true-voice language, 

but there is little or no effect on the VOT of the short lag stops, 
● whereas in an aspirating language, when speech gets slower, VOT 

increases in long-lag stops, but there is little or no change in the 
short-lag stops

● (same for female/male difference: female ~ slow/clear)
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5. A detour: phonetics
Hungarian: (Gósy & Ringen 2009:7-8)
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5. A detour: phonetics
Hungarian: (Gósy & Ringen 2009:7-8)
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6. Language typology under laryngeal realism
● Romance and Slavic languages are generally classified as [voice]
● Germanic languages belong to the [sg] type
● with a handful of notable exceptions:
● Yiddish (Iverson & Salmons 2008, etc.), upon arising from a Slavic 

background, took up the [voice] nature of the substrate, and as such, it 
exhibits plosive prevoicing and the expected pattern of voice 
assimilation

● Dutch (Booij 1995, Iverson & Salmons 2008, etc.), as a result of contact 
with Romance, also developed into a [voice] system, has voice 
assimilation (an untypical pattern thereof, though) and prevoicing but no 
aspiration (Also: Afrikaans and West Flemish.)

● Swedish (cf. Ringen & Helgason 2004, Petrova et al. 2006) has aspiration 
and no assimilation but considerable prevoicing in initial plosives

● certain varieties of Scots/Scottish English (Wells 1982: 412-413, Iverson 
& Salmons 1999: 22-23) have no aspiration but instances of regressive 
spread of voicing and sometimes even prevoicing
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7. Two of the "black sheep": Dutch and Swedish

Swedish:
● considerable prevoicing in initial plosives (cf. 

Ringen & Helgason 2004, Petrova et al. 2006, 
Helgason & Ringen 2008): 93% of the subjects’ 
stops had prevoicing longer than 10 ms
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7. Two of the "black sheep": Dutch and Swedish

Swedish:
● but: no (regressive) assimilation of some voicing property 

is attested:
● "the [voice] fallacy of [sg] languages" is but the result of 

phonetic interpretation; an optical illusion that is 
redundant and not an issue for phonology

● plus: phonetic evidence (!):
● Helgason & Ringen (2008): female subjects had significantly 

shorter prevoicing, not longer as in Hungarian, than did the male 
subjects (66 ms vs. 109 ms)
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7. Two of the "black sheep": Dutch and Swedish

Dutch:
van Alphen (2004: 50):
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7. Two of the "black sheep": Dutch and Swedish

Dutch:

(http://www.fikkert.com/Publications/5b.%20Voice_volume_tables.pdf)
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7. Two of the "black sheep": Dutch and Swedish

Dutch:

(http://www.fikkert.com/Publications/5b.%20Voice_volume_tables.pdf)
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7. Two of the "black sheep": Dutch and Swedish

Dutch:
● laryngeal assimilations:

● untypical patterns:
● all voiceless obstruents trigger the devoicing of a following 

voiced fricative
● voiced stops /b d/ trigger regressive voicing assimilation of all 

obstruents
● c) past tense allomorphy
● these processes would suggest that Dutch exploits both 

[spread glottis], to spread rightward in a) and c), and [voice], 
to spread leftward in b)
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7. Two of the "black sheep": Dutch and Swedish

Dutch: Obstruent assimilation patterns (Booij 1995:58-64)
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7. Two of the "black sheep": Dutch and Swedish

Dutch: Obstruent assimilation patterns
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7. Two of the "black sheep": Dutch and Swedish

Dutch: Obstruent assimilation patterns



BuPhoC, 28 April 2010 39

7. Two of the "black sheep": Dutch and Swedish
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7. Two of the "black sheep": Dutch and Swedish

Dutch: Obstruent assimilation patterns
● therefore, Dutch seems to exploit both [sg] and [voice] in a 

binary system 
● This is both strange for a Germanic language and deemed 

impossible under laryngeal realism
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7. Two of the "black sheep": Dutch and Swedish

Dutch: Obstruent assimilation patterns
● therefore, Dutch seems to exploit both [sg] and [voice] in a 

binary system 
● This is both strange for a Germanic language and deemed 

impossible under laryngeal realism

Honeybone (2005:337) on research by Vaux, Tsuchida, Cohn & 
Kumada, Iverson & Salmons, Jansen: 

“A reasonable null hypothesis remains, however, that specifications 
will be the same across obstruent classes within one language, 
unless there is evidence to the contrary.”
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7. Two of the "black sheep": Dutch and Swedish

Dutch: Obstruent assimilation patterns
● The origin of voicing is attributed to Romance/French influence 

(Iverson & Salmons 2003b, 2008, etc): (improper) language 
contact

● Huber & Balogné Bérces (2010):

arguments are strong in favour of either [voice] or [sg] (and they 
both run into representational problems under laryngeal realism, 
esp. in GP)



BuPhoC, 28 April 2010 43

7. Two of the "black sheep": Dutch and Swedish

Dutch: Obstruent assimilation patterns

Summary of what is [voice] and what is [sg] in Dutch laryngeal 
phonology, compared to “purely” [voice] (e.g. Hungarian) and [sg] 
(English) languages, with examples
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7. Two of the "black sheep": Dutch and Swedish

Dutch: Obstruent assimilation patterns
● It can be seen that Dutch patterns like [sg] systems, apart from 

RVA triggered by stops and having scope over any obstruent:
● [voice] needed for RVA
● [sg] and final devoicing can take care of the rest
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7. Two of the "black sheep": Dutch and Swedish

Conclusions wrt Dutch:
● Dutch is a mixed system, but:
● only RVA makes it a [voice] system
● the fricative system is based on [sg]
● the past tense allomorphy is also based on [sg]
● therefore: [sg] may turn out to give a better fit in the overall 

analysis/ classification of the language
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7. Two of the "black sheep": Dutch and Swedish

Conclusions wrt Dutch:
● plus: phonetic evidence (!) (van Alphen 2004):
● prevoicing absent in 25% of initial voiced plosive productions 

(studies on other languages, e.g., Polish, did not report such 
a high proportion of unprevoiced tokens. Cf. Hung: 100% of 
the initial lenis stops had prevoicing - Gósy & Ringen 2009)

● male speakers: more tokens with prevoicing (86% vs 65%)
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Conclusions
● phonetic diversity does not necessarily imply 

phonological differences
● Germanic languages are much more uniform 

phonologically than assumed in recent 
literature
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Conclusions

English as a purely [sg] 
language:
● "devoiced voiced" = 
unaspirated:

● no voice assimilation 
(as in [voice] languages):

 *zg
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