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What is(n’t) a sound change? What is(n’t) phonological change?

What's a change?

» You've heard about this already, so I won’t get into it at length. Here’s Hale (2007, 35)
on the topic: “The general contrast between change and diffusion must necessarily be
maintained if we are to limit our attention to relevant phenomena [...] any possible
‘change’ could just as easily diffuse under the proper sociolinguistic conditions for
diffusion.”

We certainly do want to distinguish between “change” in the strict sense = innovation,
and “change” in the lamentably loose sense (‘stuff that happens over time in language’).
At the same time, diffusion or propagation (through the population? through space?) is
inextricable from all the real-world data that we have to deal with; virtually every ‘change’
of which we are aware has come to our notice because it has ‘made it’. I think this means
that as theoretical phonologists, we need a characterisation of both mechanisms; if
nothing else, because we want to understand what has driven the synchronic typologies
that we see, as most phonologists do. (I'll try to cash this cheque tomorrow.)
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But what does that actually mean for phonology?
« What if the difference x — x” is surface phonetics? Does theory have much to say?

— It certainly seems to be the case that x > x” can happen without ‘doing much’ to the system.
— Swedish /i/ # anyone else’s /i/, etc. Maybe even textbook surface variation in French: r > ¥,
X B, Of R.
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2
X >X

But what does that actually mean for phonology?
« What if the difference x — x” is surface phonetics? Does theory have much to say?

A few Scandinavian verbs. Do we care?

Central Swedish ~ Scanian Swedish

Zhee:de 2he:xde ‘heard’

2'ce: de 2 corpde ‘drove’
2foe:de 2 fp:6de ‘brung, took’
Pl de 2le:nde ‘learned’

Something has changed (unconditioned!) on the surface, but what about the grammar?
So these two varieties differ in their grammars? One seems to have a rule where the
other doesn’t. Why? Because of r > 52 And how do we answer that?
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But what does that actually mean for phonology?
« What if the difference x — x” is surface phonetics? Does theory have much to say?

« So one thing we want to know is whether or not change in the realisation of x has
led to change in the system in which it participates. Note the implied order of events:
change on the surface, then change underneath. We'll return to this point; will all
‘surface change’ inevitably give rise to phonological change given sufficient time?
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But what does that actually mean for phonology?
« What if the difference x — x” is surface phonetics? Does theory have much to say?
= So one thing we want to know is whether or not change in the realisation of x has
led to change in the system in which it participates.
= So, conversely, can we have change in the system without a corresponding change on the
surface? Does all phonological change entail an x > x”?

Did Icelandic medial fortis stops undergo sound change? (Steblin-Kamenskij, 1974)
Old Norse taka ‘take’, gata ‘street’ > 1. [tha:ka], [ka:ta] (compare Sv./No. [ga:ta])

Representational change without phonetic change? S-K argues that there was no
phonetic ‘weakening’ here.
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But what does that actually mean for phonology?
« What if the difference x — x” is surface phonetics? Does theory have much to say?
= So one thing we want to know is whether or not change in the realisation of x has
led to change in the system in which it participates.
= So, conversely, can we have change in the system without a corresponding change on the
surface? Does all phonological change entail an x > x”?

W. Germanic stressed *a before back vowels: a > = > a > = > 2? (Dresher, 2015)
Early WG *habuc ‘hawk’ > *hebuc (‘Anglo-Frisian Brightening)) > hafuc (‘a-restoration’)
> *hefuc (‘Second fronting)) > heofuc > <heafuc> in the Mercian Vespasian Psalter.

a-restoration was a rule, not a >, which was then lost. Change in the grammar.

®¢ — [+hack] /__ C

[+stressed] [+back]
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But what does that actually mean for phonology?
« What if the difference x — x” is surface phonetics? Does theory have much to say?

= So one thing we want to know is whether or not change in the realisation of x has
led to change in the system in which it participates.

= So, conversely, can we have change in the system without a corresponding change on the
surface? Does all phonological change entail an x > x”?

W. Germanic stressed *a before back vowels: a > & a3z > 2? (Dresher, 2015)
Early WG *habuc ‘hawk’ > *hebuc (‘Anglo-Frisian Brightening) > (‘a-restoration’) >
*hefuc (‘Second fronting)) > hesfuc > <heafuc> in the Mercian Vespasian Psalter.
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= So, conversely, can we have change in the system without a corresponding change on the
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the addition or removal of one rule; a development could consist of several formal steps.
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the addition or removal of one rule. And of course, no guarantee that the best
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Ondarroa Basque (Hualde, 2011)
uninflected form  absolutive sg.
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gixon gixona man
sagar sagarra ‘apple’
neska neski ‘girl’
alaba alabi ‘daughter’

— Abs.sg. is normally /-a/, but in words whose stem ends in /a/, /a-a/ is [i]. a-a > i/ _#?
— Actually probably a sequence of quite a few changes: neskaa > neskea > neskia > neskie >
neski, with all the intermediate forms attested in other Basque dialects.
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» No guarantee that something we’ve identified as ‘a change’ is an atomic operation like
the addition or removal of one rule. And of course, no guarantee that the best
synchronic analysis corresponds to what we know must have taken place.

Ondarroa Basque (Hualde, 2011)
uninflected form  absolutive sg.
gixon gixona ‘man’
sagar sagarra ‘apple’
neska neski ‘girl’
alaba alabi ‘daughter’

— Abs.sg. is normally /-a/, but in words whose stem ends in /a/, /a-a/ is [i]. a-a > i/ _#?

— Actually probably a sequence of quite a few changes: neskaa > neskea > neskia > neskie >
neski, with all the intermediate forms attested in other Basque dialects. But almost
certainly silly to put it through all that in the synchronic derivation; maybe a-a — i/ _#!
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What is(n’t) a sound change? What is(n’t) phonological change?

So, in fact, it has long been surprisingly tricky to translate between conventional sound change
and formal analysis; and diachronic phonologists often end up agreeing that
x > x" has no one-to-one mapping to change in the phonological grammar.

What does this mean for us?

» More work? Less work, by restricting the scope of the kinds of changes we can or
should tackle, or that we consider true, unitary changes? Focus on changes that are
uncontroversially x > x’, and correspond to changes in the phonological grammar?

« Address problems of disambiguation: how do we decide what is and isn’t our job to
explain via any given diachronic (and synchronic?) mechanism?

« T'll try to do a bit of all of this today, and tomorrow get into some details of what models
like the life cycle of phonological processes can (and can’t) do for us here.

— In particular, how we (synchronic phonologists? diachronic phonologists?) reason from 1.
global typology, 2. ‘local’ typology, ‘dialect data’, and the ‘relatedness’ of varieties; what we
can really infer about change sensu stricto & its propagation; and how right we are to do it.
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In that case, what kinds of changes are we ‘supposed’ to be most interested in? And what are
we ‘supposed’ to be saying about them?

Regular change? (Nice definition from Ringe and Eska 2013.)

[A change is regular if] either all instances of x become x’, or, where x > x” only under
certain conditions, those conditions are statable entirely in phonological terms.

If we restrict ourselves in this way, what classes of change do we nor consider? (c.f. what
Patrick has already said.)

Looking only at changes that are regular in this way, as the Neogrammarians would have, we
then have unconditioned and conditioned changes. Individual conditioned changes can often
look suspiciously like something else we are interested in, which is to say, synchronic
phonological alternations, modulo worries about reanalysis and rule inversion; but it is
somewhere to start!
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What's where when why?

In talking about these two varieties of Swedish, I've been assuming a few things: this is that
we know what the ancestral state is, and that we know that these two varieties share a
common origin. Easily done here, or is it? What about when we don’t know that for sure?
Our inferences about the deeper past are usually predicated on the assumption of regularity,
the bedrock of ‘the’ Comparative Method, which lets us both establish relatedness and
reconstruct states for which we don’t have direct attestation.

« (Of course, there’s no such thing (Meillet, 1954; Baxter, 2002); we can trace the idea of
using regular correspondences to prove that Igs. are related back through a long history,
but it’s not the case that everyone agrees on exactly how we should do it.)

= Of course, the CM is not the only source of evidence we have for the phonology of states
of languages to which we don’t have direct access, on which more later.

But for most practical purposes, a theory of possible / probable changes constrains what we
ought to be reconstructing. What constrains it in turn?
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In talking about these two varieties of Swedish, I've been assuming a few things: this is that
we know what the ancestral state is, and that we know that these two varieties share a
common origin. Easily done here, or is it? What about when we don’t know that for sure?
Our inferences about the deeper past are usually predicated on the assumption of regularity,
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But for most practical purposes, a theory of possible / probable changes constrains what we
ought to be reconstructing. What constrains it in turn? What assumptions have I made in
saying these sentences?
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» Look at the kinds of objections these are; these are global typological complaints of
the form ‘it doesn’t look like a language of the kind I know and love’.
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cross-linguistically ‘marked’ (!) member of that category (where the voiced bilabial isn’t).

« PIE disallows roots with initial and final ¥eteed glottalised stops (% *teg’, M *ket’);
under the glottalic theory we can say that ejective co-occurrence restrictions are globally
well attested.

« But voiceless glottalised stops then must go to voiced /b/ in Latin and Greek, e.g.

Modern IE languages are also pretty low on glottals. Objections from diachrony?
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» But both of these kinds of concerns assume that the segments and phonologies that we
reconstruct are ‘real’, and that our goal in reconstructing proto-languages is to have
them be as real as the languages around us (a phrasing I have stolen from Hale 2007, 246)

A form(u/a)list approach, on the other hand, says: who cares? Reconstructed segments are
just cover labels describing the correspondence sets that were dealing with (see e.g. Meillet
1937); /*t, *d, *d*/ and /*t, *t, *d/ are the same thing, and are not better than /*«, *3, *v/ or

/¥, *%, %2/, Unfashionable now, probably for good reason?
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related through sound comparative reasoning, and decided on a possible family tree:

« But now we find out that A, B, and D share a piece of
ABCD phonology, but C does not. Lets say it’s final devoicing.

/ » Why? How?
ABC — The tree was just wrong. Sometimes the right answer, but
maybe premature on the basis of only one ‘development’.
/ — ABCD and ABC had final devoicing; C lost the rule.
AB — Horizontal transfer (language contact’, diffusion) between
A, B, and D after split, so D got it from AB or vice versa.
/ \ Sure, but then we need a theory of how this transfer works.
A B CD — Parallel innovation; A, B, and D just happened to do the
same thing. (Final devoicing is just normal.)

Disambiguating between these options is, I'd argue, a job
for a good theory of what phonological change can do.

12



§2
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» Depends on whether we think there was representational change or not?
« The only difference between CSw. and HSw. is likely & a rule.
« 2.5 ways to look at Scanian: it’s like HSw. (phonologically the same /t/, no rule) or it
isn’t (/#/, and no rule, either because of that or by chance). How do we tell which?

« Is there a pattern which is logically possible but not attested? Is that gap systematic?
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Norwegian retroflexion (Stausland Johnsen, 2012).
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— Bottom-up. Change is really driven by surface factors; that is, due to (mis)production,
(mis)perception, or learning and failure to learn. In practice, therefore, the phonetics of the
segments involved are crucial to the kinds of change we expect to occur.

“[D]iachrony proposes, synchrony disposes” (Hyman, 2008, 129)
One way to try to adjudicate between them: phonological change is usually initiated
by phonetic factors, but systemic considerations restrict the set of possible outcomes?
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formant (Lindau, 1985; Tabain et al., 2018). ¥ does not, however; it shows a high F3
instead (Ladefoged & Maddieson 1996: 244). If these correlates of the rhotic are misparsed
as belonging to the following coronal, then the coronal is liable to be reanalysed as a
retroflex after Vr, Vi, but not Ve.

— So in this account, it’s easy to perceptually confuse V[r/c]t and V{, and therefore easy to
change V[r/c]t > V. Are we happy? Well, maybe not, because we would like to be talking

about grammars?
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grammar. What now?

— A (the?) basic task that the learner must carry
out is phonological parsing, i.e. interpret the
incoming auditory stimulus as the surface
output of a G, and try to work out what that
G has to be to generate it.

— And all they get is noisy data which
imperfectly represents G; a clear locus of
error. After Ohala (1981, 1989) (...), things
can go wrong in various ways: fail to pick up
real signal (hypercorrect), pick up noise instead
(hypocorrect) ...
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« I've made a claim that there are phonetic
‘reasons’ to think that V[r/c]C sequences and
VC.etroflex S€quences can be perceived
similarly. I would like to talk about the
grammar. What now?

— If we accept this, then we accept that
perceptual-phonetic effects can drive
restructuring in @, via the operation of
parsing. But this has consequences for our
account of retroflexion!

— If retroflexion enters the phonology of a
variety via perceptual errors driven by low F3,
then we should predict that it does not
‘phonologise’ readily in varieties with .
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Phonologisation and sequels

So the idea so far is that we have to pay some attention to phonetics, because phonetics can
introduce perturbations in the inpuz to a new acquirer, which with some probability lead to
failures in parsing, reparses, and downstream reanalysis.

» Where do we go from there?
» Two postulates:

— Cyclicity. There exist constituents in morphosyntactic structure that define phonological
domains; in the resulting hierarchy of domains, phonology applies iteratively from smaller
to larger domains. (Chomsky and Halle, 1968, 20)

— Stratification. It’s possible for the phonological domains corresponding to the various
morphosyntactic constituents to be subject to different phonological generalisations (e.g.
‘stem-level phonology’ # ‘word-level phonology’ # ‘phrase-level phonology’). (Jakobson
1931, 165; Kiparsky 1982).
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morphosyntactic domains.
» Morphologisation / lexicalisation / (: Kill it.
If we believe Bermudez-Otero (2015) (etc.) then
this is overwhelmingly unidirectional, with at
most isolated retrograde steps. 21
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Physiology

morphologisation /
lexicalisation

domain
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stabilisation

phonologisation

Why should change propagate upward through the
grammar? Input restructuring, if we assume that in
production information flows downward.

» In production, information flows downward:
morphology — phonology (SL — WL —
PL) — phonetics.

21



The life cycle of phonological processes

GRAMMAR

() or lexicon or

morphology
Stem-level
phonology
>
3
3 Word-level
honolo;
§ P 34
A

Phrase-level
phonology

Phonetic
implementation

Physiology

morphologisation /
lexicalisation

domain
narrowing

stabilisation

phonologisation

Why should change propagate upward through the
grammar? Input restructuring, if we assume that in
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« But in learning there is no access to other
speakers’ Gs, so all we can do is infer them
from the acoustic signal.
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PraonoLoGY
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Stem-level
phonology

Word-level
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Phrase-level
phonology

Phonetic
implementation

Physiology

Why should change propagate upward through the
morphologisation / grammar? Input restructuring, if we assume that in
LRz production information flows downward.

» In production, information flows downward:
morphology — phonology (SL — WL —
domain PL) — phonetics.

narrowing

« But in learning there is no access to other
speakers’ Gs, so all we can do is infer them
from the acoustic signal.

S « Hence input restructuring. A property derived
within module X is over-represented in the
output of X, and a learner assumes that it was
present in the input to X instead — which is
the output of X—1.

phonologisation

21



The life cycle of phonological processes

How is this supposed to work?

22



The life cycle of phonological processes

How is this supposed to work? Here’s a textbook example (I promise a non-textbook one
tomorrow!), the history of post-nasal plosive deletion in English (Blevins and Garrett, 2009;
Bermudez-Otero and Trousdale, 2012).
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How is this supposed to work? Here’s a textbook example (I promise a non-textbook one
tomorrow!), the history of post-nasal plosive deletion in English (Blevins and Garrett, 2009;
Bermudez-Otero and Trousdale, 2012).

Domain narrowing in postnasal /g/-deletion

Stage Level reached  elongate  prolong-er  prolong it prolongl||

o — g ng ng g

» What there must have been in EModE is some kind of phonetic effect on the durations
of post-nasal pre-pausal stops.



The life cycle of phonological processes

How is this supposed to work? Here’s a textbook example (I promise a non-textbook one

tomorrow!), the history of post-nasal plosive deletion in English (Blevins and Garrett, 2009;
Bermudez-Otero and Trousdale, 2012).

Domain narrowing in postnasal /g/-deletion

Stage Level reached  elongate  prolong-er  prolong it prolong||
b= ng ng ng ng
1 phrase level 1g 19 g g

« James Elphinston, Principles of the English Language (1765): /g/ is pronounced after /n/ “to articulate either
a vowel or a liquid; which it does not only if the vowel or liquid follow in the same word, but even, upon

solemn occasions, if either feebly commence the word following in immediate connexion and dependance”
(Blevins and Garrett 2009 excerpt this and give a more detailed exegesis).




The life cycle of phonological processes

How is this supposed to work? Here’s a textbook example (I promise a non-textbook one
tomorrow!), the history of post-nasal plosive deletion in English (Blevins and Garrett, 2009;

Bermudez-Otero and Trousdale, 2012).

Domain narrowing in postnasal /g/-deletion

Stage Level reached  elongate  prolong-er  prolong it prolongl||
0 — ng ng 19 ng
1 phrase level 1g 19 g ]
2 word level ng ng ) iy

» Presumably, in Elphinston’s “un-solemn” speech, word-final /g/ is deleted after /n/ even

if there’s something ‘resyllabifiable’ coming up.



The life cycle of phonological processes

How is this supposed to work? Here’s a textbook example (I promise a non-textbook one
tomorrow!), the history of post-nasal plosive deletion in English (Blevins and Garrett, 2009;
Bermudez-Otero and Trousdale, 2012).

Domain narrowing in postnasal /g/-deletion

Stage Level reached  elongate  prolong-er  prolong it prolong||

0 — ng ng ng ng
1 phrase level ng ng ng |
2 word level ng ng ) ]
3 stem level ng 1 n 1

« This is certainly my idiolect.
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= So going backwards, we've raised two quarrels with Frogner, Arendal & Tvedestrand
Norwegian retroflexion.
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Norwegian retroflexion.

— Formally, /s/ may lack the features that condition synchronic alternation.
— Phonetically, /s/ may lack the surface properties that condition diachronic development.
« Are these serious problems? We need a little more ammunition to answer this.

Frogner Norwegian (Stausland Johnsen, 2012, 516).

“Retroflexion is a very old process in E. Norwegian, dating back as far as the 14th century (Seip 1955:
177, 289). The Frogner dialect in Oslo is an E. Norwegian dialect [...] Uvular /5/, on the other hand,
cannot be very old in the Frogner dialect [...] dating back no further than the middle of the 18th
century (Nielsen 1950). Retroflexion must therefore have existed in Oslo long before /r/ was replaced

by a uvular // in the Frogner dialect. So when /1/ was introduced into the dialect, the retroflexion
process already existed [...]”
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« So going backwards, we’ve raised two quarrels with Frogner, Arendal & Tvedestrand
Norwegian retroflexion.

— Formally, /s/ may lack the features that condition synchronic alternation.
— Phonetically, /s/ may lack the surface properties that condition diachronic development.
« Are these serious problems? We need a little more ammunition to answer this.

Frogner Norwegian (Stausland Johnsen, 2012, 516).

“Retroflexion is a very old process in E. Norwegian, dating back as far as the 14th century (Seip 1955:
177, 289). The Frogner dialect in Oslo is an E. Norwegian dialect [...] Uvular /5/, on the other hand,
cannot be very old in the Frogner dialect [...] dating back no further than the middle of the 18th
century (Nielsen 1950). Retroflexion must therefore have existed in Oslo long before /r/ was replaced

by a uvular // in the Frogner dialect. So when /1/ was introduced into the dialect, the retroflexion
process already existed [...]”

= If we accept this chronology, then we don’t need /¥/ to condition development in
Frogner; we just need it to do what we want representationally.
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— Formally, /s/ may lack the features that condition synchronic alternation.
— Phonetically, /8/ may lack the surface properties that condition diachronic development.
« Are these serious problems? We need a little more ammunition to answer this.

» Arendal and Tvedestrand, unfortunately, are the exact inverse of Frogner; in these
varieties, we are fairly sure that the retroflexion rule arrives substantially after /5/, and so
we can’t appeal to the idea that retroflexion is phonetically straightforward to innovate.

23



Retroflexion, yet again

= So going backwards, we've raised two quarrels with Frogner, Arendal & Tvedestrand
Norwegian retroflexion.

— Formally, /s/ may lack the features that condition synchronic alternation.
— Phonetically, /8/ may lack the surface properties that condition diachronic development.
« Are these serious problems? We need a little more ammunition to answer this.

» Arendal and Tvedestrand, unfortunately, are the exact inverse of Frogner; in these
varieties, we are fairly sure that the retroflexion rule arrives substantially after /5/, and so
we can’t appeal to the idea that retroflexion is phonetically straightforward to innovate.
Stausland Johnsen (2012) appeals to diffusion, or propagation, the spatial/population-level

spread of an innovation: these varieties ‘get’ retroflexion from varieties that have it for
more ordinary reasons.
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Retroflexion, yet again

= So going backwards, we've raised two quarrels with Frognef, Arendal & Tvedestrand
Norwegian retroflexion.

— Formally, /s/ may lack the features that condition synchronic alternation.
— Phonetically, /8/ may lack the surface properties that condition diachronic development.
« Are these serious problems? We need a little more ammunition to answer this.

» Arendal and Tvedestrand, unfortunately, are the exact inverse of Frogner; in these
varieties, we are fairly sure that the retroflexion rule arrives substantially after /5/, and so
we can’t appeal to the idea that retroflexion is phonetically straightforward to innovate.
Stausland Johnsen (2012) appeals to diffusion, or propagation, the spatial/population-level
spread of an innovation: these varieties ‘get’ retroflexion from varieties that have it for
more ordinary reasons.

« So how does that work? Stay tuned!
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