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LNGS 401 Lecture Notes       August 23 2016 
 
Dr. Fusheini Hudu 
 
General intro: Today’s lecture is going to cover the following: 

 What the course is about: a continuation of what we did last year 

 A look at the course outline and important details about the course 

 A review/overview of phonology, phonological units, representations. 
 
What is phonology? 
There are three basic issues we investigate in phonology. 

i. Regularities that define the units of phonology in a language. 
ii. Patterns of distribution. 
iii. Alternations (morphemes) 

 

 In this course, our interest is in crosslinguistic patterns/generalisations relating all 
three basic issues. We will then see how these patterns and generalisations are 
analysed using various theories. 

 In phonological analyses, there is a focus on various units for the purpose of 
unearthing phonological patterns and generalisations. 
 

 What are the units of phonology? From the most basic upwards, the core 
phonological units are (phonological) features, sounds and syllables. 

 They also include other units that are not exclusive to phonology: words, phrases, 
sentences, discourse. 

 
Distinctiveness and redundancy: 

 One of the observations we made last year is that, some features are distinctive, 
others are redundant. 

 What do these terms mean? 

 Distinctive units/features are 

◦ not predictable. 

◦ contribute towards meaning:  

◦ must be specified, they cannot be ignored 

◦ e.g. English consonants:  features related to place, manner, voicing, nasality,  

◦ e.g. English vowels: height, place, rounding, tenseness,  
 

 Redundant features are 

◦ Predictable, and for that matter don’t need to be specified 

◦ Do not contribute towards meaning 

◦ E.g. English consonants: aspiration, unreleased stops, lateral release etc. 

◦ E.g. English vowels: length/duration, nasalisation, reduction. 
 

 Whether a feature is distinctive or redundant depends on a particular language: 
language-specific.  

 What is distinctive in one language is redundant in another (more on this below). 

 Thus when we represent sounds, there are two levels of representation: the 
underlying representation (UR) and the surface representation (SR). 

 

 UR = distinctive features: the underlying representation only captures the features 
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that are distinctive for a particular language, features that are required to build 
meaning and thus cannot be predicted. 
 

 SR = redundant features: Surface representation captures features that are not 
distinctive. These features only surface in specific and predictable environments.  

 Thus we can write a language-specific rule to account for the distribution of a 
surface feature.  

 For instance, there is a rule that makes all English vowels nasal when these vowels 
appear right before a nasal sound. For this rule to apply, the vowel and the following 
nasal must be part of the same syllable. 

 There are three ways of stating this rule, as discussed in LNGS 301.  
 

1. In words: A vowel is nasalised when it precedes a nasal within the same syllable. 
2. With segments: /V/ → [Ṽ] / ____[N] ]σ 
3. With features: [+syl] → [+nasal] / __[+nasal] ]σ. 

 

 As you may have realised, stating the rule with segments or features take the form 
The rule takes the form: /UR/ → [SR] / environment:   

 
Analogy with human description:  

 In actual fact, the way we go about stating phonological rules is not different from 
the way we communicate and state observations on a daily basis. Let’s illustrate 
this with how we describe human beings. 

 Some features/observations are regarded as integral to each person’s identity: e.g. 
for adults: gender, height, skin complexion, body size etc. These will be regarded as 
the contrastive features. 

 Others may not be integral: quantity of water taken a day, whether tired or not, 
whether sick or healthy, whether asleep or awake etc. 

 

 In everyday interactions, we make statements like the following: 
a When you attend three lectures a day you are going to be tired in the evening 

(that’s a student talking) 
b After talking for two consecutive hours, I get tired (that’s a lecturer talking). 
c Anyone who delays lunch till 3:00pm will get very hungry. 

  

 Each of these is a rule about human condition, stated in words. However, the 
tiredness or hunger that anyone experiences under any of the condition will not be 
regarded as an integral/distinctive part of the identity of that individual. 

 For this reason, “hungry” and “tired” will generally not be an adjective used to 
describe anyone, unless the condition under which the hunger or tiredness is also 
mentioned. 
 

 We translate any of the above rules into features. Number (b), for instance, will look 
like: 

/lecturer/ → [tired lecturer] / two hour lecture ____  
 
Practice Exercise: translate the statement behind every successful man is a woman into 
features 
  

 Note that rules are only possible when we are dealing with redundant features. 
a Phonemes are made up of contrastive features 
b Redundant features surface in allophones, they make certain sounds allophones 
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of other sounds: (e.g.  [ĩ] is an allophone of /i/). 
 

 Just as rules in life depend on changing circumstances, rules in phonology are due 
to the changing environments in which sounds occur. 

 
Language typology in feature specifications: 

 What we are dealing with here is generally language-specific, but some features 
that surface in lexical representations are language-universal.  

 Language-specific features are learned as part of knowledge of the language. 
a In all languages, the feature [high] is distinctive because all languages have 

contrast between low and high vowels. 
b In all languages, the feature coronal is distinctive because every language 

makes a distinction between coronal and noncoronal consonants. 
 

 In phonology, as in other domains of linguistics, an important consideration is 
typology: the range of similarities and differences we find across languages. 

 When we treat phonological issues within typological perspectives, we address a 
number of related questions: 

1. Which features/patterns/observations do we find in all languages? 
2. Which features/patterns/observations are specific to only certain languages, 

languages families, or regions of the world? 
3. How do various languages treat various features? 

 

 When we focus on a specific language, we are often interested only in the question: 
which features are distinctive in this language, which are redundant? 

 When we compare one or two languages, we determine how each language treats 
a particular feature or set of features. One language may treat a specific feature as 
contrastive, another may treat it as redundant. 

 Let us take a look at 2 features, voicing (±voice) and aspiration (±spread glottis) 
and how they are treated by five different language groups.  

 
1. English and French select only voicing to make a two-way contrast. /t/, and 

 /d/ are separate sounds (e.g. mate versus made), [t] and [tʰ] are not b/c  
 aspiration doesn't matter. In English [tʰ] is an allophone of /t/, [dʰ] does not 
surface systematically. 

 
2. Mandarine Chinese selects only spread glottis to make contrast between 

sounds: 
 /t/ and /tʰ/ are separate, contrastive sounds, but [dʰ] and [d] are not. If [dʰ] or 
[ d] ever surfaces in the language, it surfaces as an allophone of /t/ or /tʰ/. 

 
3. Thai uses both aspiration and voicing, but only to makes a three-way 

distinction: /t/, /d/, /tʰ/. It means that: Both aspiration and voicing matter, but 
aspiration only goes with voicelessness. Thus /dʰ/ does not exist as a distinct 
sound in the language. 

 
4. Hindi uses both features to make a four-way distinction between /t/, /d/, /tʰ/, 

/dʰ/. Each of these is a separate phoneme in the language. 
 

5. Finally, Finnish uses neither feature contrastively. In this language, there is 
only one alveolar stop and no contrast between [t], [d], [tʰ], [dʰ]. In this 
language, replacing any of these with the other will not cause a change in 
meaning. 
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The concept of markedness 

 In the last section, we looked at two features: [voice], [spread glottis], each of which 
has two values: [+voice], [-voice]; [+spr glottis], [-spr glottis]. 

 An important question is whether these feature values are of equal status or levels 
of preference across all languages. In other words, is one value of a feature as 
likely to be observed in a language as the other? 

 

 To understand this better, let's get back to our analogy of human features. 
Assuming that there are human features such as authority, riches, intellectual 
etc. Each has two values: [+authority], [-authority]; [+rich], [-rich]; [+intellect], [-
intellect]. 

 The values have the following definitions: 

◦ [+authority] = people with executive power (e.g. the president, vice chancellor);      

◦ [-authority] = those without exec. power. 

◦ [+rich] = people with over 1 million dollars; [-rich] = those with less than 1 million. 

◦ [+intellect] = people with a Bachelor Degree or above, [-intellect] = those with no 
educational qualification or a degree lower than Bachelors. 

◦ [+ordinary] = people with less than 10,000 twitter followers, [-ordinary] = those 
with more than 10,000 followers. 

 
Now let's take each feature and look across various parts of the world. One value of each 
feature is going to be more prevalent than the other. To understand this, we put the feature 
values into two groups. 

 Group A has the values [-authority, -rich, -intellect, +ordinary] 

 Group B has [+authority, +rich, +intellect, -ordinary]. 
 
The feature values in Group A are of a higher status than the feature values in group B for 
the following reasons: 

1. they are more likely to be found in different parts of the world than those in B 
2. it is easier for a person to possess these features than those in group B 
3. wherever you find people with a value in group B, you will also find people 

with the opposite value in Group A, but not vice versa.  
 

 In the same way, feature values are not of equal level of prevalence. In phonology, 
and linguistics in general, the feature that has a higher value is called the unmarked 
value, the one that has a lower value is called the marked value. The two differ in 
the following ways: 

1. The unmarked value is more common across languages. 
2. It is easier/more natural for the unmarked value to surface in sounds than the 

marked value. 
3. The unmarked value is the default value. It is more basic or inherent in a 

sound. For this reason, any language that has the marked value, also has 
the unmarked value but not vice versa. 

 

 When markedness is applied to the feature values [+voice], [-voice]; [+spr glottis], [-
spr glottis], what do we get? 

1. [-voice] is unmarked, [+voice] is marked. 
2. [-spr glottis] is unmarked, [+spr glottis] is marked. 

 

 This means: 



Dr. F. Hudu. LNGS 401 Lecture Notes (Lecture 1-2: August 23, 30 2016)                       page 5 of 5 

1. In every language, you will find some [-voice] obstruents (e.g. [p, t, k]), but 
there are languages that lack any [+voice] for obstruents [b, d, g] (e.g. 
Finnish). 

2. Lack of voicing for obstruents is fundamental/the more natural thing, voicing 
in obstruents involves an extra activity/measure just as being rich/having 
executive power involves an extra measure. 

 
Other diagnostics for markedness 
What do we use to determine the unmarked versus marked value of a feature? The factors 
that we use to do this are called the diagnostics of markedness. We have actually been 
looking at these diagnostics. We have noted the following 3 for unmarked values: 

 more common across languages 

 the default, basic, fundamental or natural value 

 always there when the marked value is there. 
 
 
Now, let's include more features and see what their marked and unmarked values are, 
using the diagnostics discussed: 
 

 voicing in sonorants (j, w, l, r, m, n etc.): [+voice] is unmarked, [-voice] is marked. 

 Nasality in vowels: [-nasal] is unmarked, [+nasal] is marked. 

 Glottalisation in obstruents: [-constricted glottis] is unmarked, [+constr. Glottis] is 
marked. 

 
Default Rules. 
This means that there are default rules universal to all languages. For each feature 
exhibiting a distinction between marked and unmarked values, there is a rule in Universal 
Grammar that assigns the unmarked value: 

 [-son] → [-voiced]                         (It is unmarked for an obstruent to be voiceless) 

 [-son] → [-spread glottis]              (It is unmarked for an obstruent to be non-
aspirated) 

 [+son] → [+voice]                         (It is unmarked for a sonorant to be voiced) 

 [+syll] → [-nas]                             (It is unmarked for a vowel to be oral) 

 [-son] → [-constricted glottis]       (It is unmarked for an obstruent to be not 
glottalised) 

 

 Note that each of the above rules can be re-stated focusing on the marked value. 
That is, instead of saying that “it is unmarked for ...” we can say “it is marked for...”.  

 
Practice exercise: Restate each of the above rules, focusing on the marked value. 
 

 The difference between these rules and the more familiar rules is that, there are no 
environments here. In other words, the observation that obstruents [-son] are 
voiceless is not limited to specific environments.  

 Phonological rules that surface in specific environments reflect phonological 
processes.  

 These phonological processes typically lead to the surfacing of marked forms. 

◦ E.g vowel nasalisation results in a nasal vowel on the surface, which is marked. 
 
 


