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The prosodic hierarchy at work: ,
lenition of voiceless spirants in Old Irish’

KRrzySzTOF JASKUEA

This paper is devoted to spirant alternations in Old Irish. In this language origi-
nal fortis fricatives alternate with their lenis counterparts in certain contexts. A
number of scholars have regarded the distribution of spirants and the inter-
change between voiced and voiceless members of the class as irregular, and hence
not susceptible to a principled interpretation. This is due to spelling inconsisten-
cies and scribal errors, which in many cases obscured the cause of the phonolo-
gical process of voicing and frequently led to misinterpretations. There exist,
however, a number of examples which suggest that a certain regularity governed
the distribution of both voiceless and voiced spirants. Moreover, the evidence
suggests that lenis fricatives, unless they are original, occur only in contexts
where lenition is regularly found, that is, in weak positions in a word.

The analysis presented below adopts the concepts and principles of Govern-
ment Phonology (Kaye, Lowenstamm and Vergnaud (KLV) 1985, 1990, Charette
1990, Harris 1994). The paper is organised as follows: section 1 outlines some
general principles of Government Phonology (GP) with regard to the notion of
licensing; section 2 introduces the problem of spirant alternations in 0Old Irish;
in section 3 it is proposed that the licensing principles of GP offer a possible
solution to this problem.

1. Licensing in Government Phonology and the theory of ele-
ments

The concept of phonological licensing is central to Government Phonology. Li-
censing defines relations among units in the phonological hierarchy, both pro-
sodic and melodic. Under prosodic licensing, each unit in the prosodic hierarchy
must belong to some higher-order structure. Autosegmental licensing determines
the attachment of melodic material to skeletal positions. The skeletal and con-
stituent dimensions are integrated into a hierarchy of larger domains: the foot
and the word. The ultimate head of the domain is the source of licensing power
that is transmitted to the lower levels of projection. These relations are formal-
ised in the following principle (Kaye 1990:306, Harris 1994:156).

* This paper was written as part of the research programme in Celtic linguistics spon-
sored by the Cultural Relations Committee of the Irish Department of Foreign Affairs.
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(1) Tue LicENsING PrRINCIPLE

All positions within a phonolegical domain must be licensed save
one, the head of the domain.

In this paper we will be dealing with both prosodic and autosegmental licensing.
The former type, strictly connected with stress, is responsible for the fact that
some nuclear positions in the phonological hierarchy are more prominent, li-
censed on a higher level of projection, than others (see Harris 1994:151fFf for
details).

One of the fundamental assumptions of GP is that nuclei are the licensers of
the onsets they follow (Charette 1990). Nuclei can determine not only the skele-
tal structure but also the melodic content of the preceding onsets. Consequently,
the autosegmental licensing of the melodic component of onsets depends on the
prosodic licensing obtained from the nuclei that follow. This is captured by the
following principle (Harris 1994:206).

(2) Tue LicENSING INHERITANCE PRINCIPLE

A prosodically licensed position inherits its autosegmental licensing

potential from its licenser. 5
Now, since the status of nuclei varies in the hierarchy, their licensing potential
may also be unequal. The prominence and the licensing power of nuclei can
influence the melodic quality of the preceding onsets more noticeably in some
languages than in others. It will be argued below that Old Irish voiceless spirants

~

in recessive position are lenite (voiced), whereas those followed by prominent
nuclei remain intact. ’

Unlike most other phonological theories, GP recognises that nuclei may be
empty, i.e. nuclear positions may have no melodic content. An empty nucleus
needs to be licensed in order to remain empty. Domain-finally, empty nuclei are
licensed by parameter. In some languages this parameter is switched ON (e.g.
English, Polish, Irish, Old Irish); in others (e.g. Japanese and Italian) it is turned
OFF, and a word has to end in a vowel. Word-medially an empty nucleus, so as to
stay empty, must be properly governed by a full nucleus to its right, that is, pro-
sodically licensed by a realised vowel adjacent to it on the nuclear projection.

In GE segments are said to be composed of phonological elements, i.e. the
smallest units of phonological representation. Elements may be phonetically
realised either in isolation or in compound expressions. At present a number of .
elements are considered indispensable: (I) — palatality, (U) — labiality or velar-
ity, (A)* — coronality, (?) — stopness, (h) — noise, (N) — nasality, (H) — high tone,
(L) — low tone.?2 The first three elements oceur both in vowels and in conso-

! In this paper the element (A) is assumed to represent coronality (cf. Broadbent 1991).
2 There have been many attempts to reduce the number of elements. For a compre-
hensive review see Cyran (1996). '
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nants. The rest, except for tonal elements in some contexts, appear in the repre-
sentations of consonants only. Thus the typical vowel [o] is cc.ym.posgd of (A+U),
while the typical consonant [p] consists of (Us?+h*H). The distinction between
voiceless and voiced consonants is usually understood as the presence or the
absence, respectively, of one of the tone elements. Sin.ce Celtic languages <.io not
have fully voiced obstruents, the high tone element is assum('ad to oceur in the
structure of fortis segments but is said to be absent from lenis expressions (cf.
Harris 1994:134ff). In the present discussion we will refer to the high tone ele-
ment almost exclusively.

2. Spirant alternations in Old Irish

Old Irish has two sets of fricatives: voiceless and voiced. Their inventory in-
cludes the labials [f] and [v], the dentals [6] and [&], the vel.a:r_s [x] and [v], and
also [s] and [h]. The distribution of spirants is spmewhat limited. On_ly [s] can
appear in all positions in the word, while [h] is elthe_:r a wea'kened variant of [g]
or a segment prefixed to words beginning in a vowel in certa_ln morpho-synt.aqtm
contexts, and [f] can only be found word-initially and me_dla]ly. The remaining
spirants occur word-medially and finally, positions in which the correspox}d.mg
stops cannot appear. This phenomenon is caused by a proCess_ca]lgd lemtwn_.,
that is, weakening of consonants in specified environments, mainly intervocali-
cally. What is meant by lenition is that original Proto-Indo-European (PLE.)
stops, which can have been preserved in other Indo-Europea.m 1anguages, are
transformed in Old Irish and other Insular Celtic languages into fricatives be-
tween vowels, as is illustrated by the following examples.?

(3) | ' . . . .
vl [visl]l ibid ‘drinks’ — Latin bibit
[yl [dliyied] dliged ‘duty’ — Gothic dulgs
] [sadiol] saidid ‘sits’ - Lat%n sedere
iyl loxtl ocht ‘eight’ — Latin octo
[0] [abir] athir ‘father’ — Greek natrp

PLE. stops are changed into spirants in Old Irish and lexica]isgd. Here, howevgr,
another interesting process takes place. PLE. fortis stops which ’pecome. Celtic
fricatives are subject to further lenition in Old Irish. Sopl.e domal.n-.medlal and
final original fortis spirants undergo a contextually COIl'dltIOIled voicing process.
Original [6], [x] and [f] are voiced to [3], [v] and [v] in word-final position in
words consisting of at least two syllables (Thurneysen 1946:§2ff. ) Pokorn.y
1914:27, McCone 1996:132ff). Furthermore, [8] is voiced to [6] in pol)fsy]lablc
words when separated from the main stress by at least two syllables. It is worth
noting that original voiced fricatives tend not to alternate (Thurneysen 1946:81).

3 The superscript symbol [] indicates palatalisation of the consonant it follows.
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Word-finally, velars often depart from this principle in that they occur in comple-
menta_wry distribution according to the environment. If the quality of the final
velar is palatalised, the voiced spirant{v] appears and, when that quality is non-
palatalised, the voiceless [y] is found (Pokorny 1914:27).

Thus, original voiceless fricatives remain voiceless when followed by a full
vowe} and are voiced when preceding a domain final empty nucleus. However,
despite the theoretical claim that it is the fortis spirants that are voiced and no1;
the other way round, this assumption is a little unconvincing. Let us consider
some cases which indicate that it is indeed the fortes which are original. For
gxg_mple, in the 3sg. present of Old Irish verbs the paradigmatic ending is -ith
[i6']. However, it almost always appears as -id [i5']. The original shape of the

ending can be observed only if followed by suffixed pro hi in-wi
vowels (McCone 1987:11). pronouns which begin with

(4)
[bierf?a‘i] beirid ‘carries’ but [bler'0ii] beirthi ‘carriesit/him’
[gaviidl gaibid ‘seizes’ but [gavii]l gaibthi ‘seizes it/him’ k

In the so-called F-Future, where the fricative [f] is a typical ‘ i
: roperty of thi
tense, word-finally this spirant is voiced to [v]. property °

(6) Absolute 1sg. — F.-Future — Conjunct 1sg.

[mg.rvfg] marbfea ‘kill’
[Lie:gifia] léicfea  ‘leave’

[marviiv] marbiub
[Lie:giiv] léiciub

Let us return again to the 3sg. verbs with suffixed personal pronouns, and see
what }_1appens when pronouns like those in (4) are suffixed to verbs WhO,SB stems
end Wlth the coronals [n] and [s], that is, consonants after which the process of
delenition as a result of assimilation can take place. The spirant of the 3sg. end-

ing is despirantised to [t], which indicates that the underlying sound is the voice-
ess one. ’

(6)
[b‘en‘iﬁ.i] bena_id ‘strikes’ but [bienti] bentai ‘strikes him/it’
[sa:sit'] sdsaid  ‘satisfies’ but [saistum] sdstum ‘satisfies me’

If the original spirant was voiced [8], then it should be delenited to [d], which is
no.t 1_3he case. It seems proper, then, to conclude that voiceless spirants a’re indeed
orlg_lnal and voiced ones appear only in special contexts, namely, preceding do-
ma_}n—fmal empty nuclei whose role is undoubtedly decisive. In particular, do-
mmp—ﬁnal empty nuclei apparently do not allow the voiceless spirant to ren,nain
fOI"[.‘,IS. Moreover, in the following section we examine unstressed realised nuclei
which also cause voicing in voiceless spirants. This peculiarity seems to be the
result of the weak licensing power of unstressed and empty nuclei in Old Irish.
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A voiceless spirant followed by a stressed or weakly stressed nucleus preserves
its shape, whereas one preceding an empty or unstressed nucleus is lenited (in
this case: voiced).

0ld Irish developed an alternating stress pattern: the first syllable always
receives primary stress and then every second syllable is weakly stressed (Lewis
and Pedersen 1974:70). This fact allows us to make certain assumptions as far as
the metrical structure of Old Irish words is concerned. Generally speaking, feet
can be either left-dominant (trochaic) or right-dominant (iambic). Moreover, they
can be either binary or ternary (see Burzio 1994:33ff). If a language has alter-
nating stress, then it tends to have binary feet (Goldsmith 1990:172). Old Irish
feet are binary and left-headed. Obviously, there are many monosyllabic or tri-
syllabic words in which binary feet cannot occur. In such cases we can speak of

" so-called degenerate feet. Moreover, in some languages, e.g. Spanish, empty nuclei

are important as far as stress assignment is concerned, and pedified, whereas in
others, e.g. English, they are not (Harris 1994:76).

Voiceless spirants are therefore lenited in specified contexts; distance from
stress seems to be a relevant factor in determining these contexts. From the
viewpoint of GE lenition is understood as element suppression. If spirants are
voiced, the element (H) responsible for voicelessness is delinked from their struc-
ture. For example, the fricative [f], which has the structure (Ushe*H) is lenited
to [v], the structure of which is (U*h). The reason for element decomposition in
onsets may be the weak licensing power of posterior nuclei. This is how prosodic
licensing influences autosegmental licensing. Before we consider the following
set of examples, let us recall that domain-final spirants are voiced only in words
consisting of at least two syllables.

(7
a. [kaB] cath — [kaBo] catho  ‘battle/gen.sg’
[ex] ech — [exul echu ‘horse/acc.pl.’

b. [Loyidll lochaid — [LoxPal lochtha ‘mouse, dat.sg./acc.pl.’
[adiyll adaig — [adii] aidehi ‘night/dat.sg’
[marviiv] marbiub — [marvfia] marbfea ‘kill, 1sg.fut.conj./1sg.fut.abs.’

c. [folisiiyiial] foilsigid — [foLisiyi®ie] foilsigthe ‘reveal, 2pl.conj./2pl.abs.’
[Lavridi] labraid — [Lavridie] [labraithe ‘speak,2pl.conj./2pl.abs.’

These examples contain monosyllabic (7a), disyllabic (7b) and polysyllabic words
(7c). The right-hand column shows cases with original Early Old Irish voiceless

4 Burzio (1994:33ff) claims that feet must be at least binary and for this purpose he
proposes the recognition of empty syllables. Hayes (1995:102) states that a degenerate
foot consists of a light syllable in languages which have no quantity distinction. Old Irish
does not distinguish between heavy and light syllables in polysyllabic words, but in mo-
nosyllabi¢c words ending in a vowel the stressed vowel must be long.
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spirants which occur in word-medial position. In the column on the left, same
spirants, being word-final, are lenited, i.e. voiced, in (7b,c) but not in (7a). It is
traditionally assumed that original voiceless fricatives are not voiced when pre-
ceded by a vowel bearing primary stress. In (7b,c) the fricatives follow unstressed
vowels. From the viewpoint of GE there are two reasons why one might regard
the pattern observed for spirants in polysyllabic words as strange. First, if cer-
tain segments in a given language are voiced or devoiced word-finally, then this
regularity should pertain to the whole system and not only to polysyllabic words.
Second, what should matter for prosodic licensing in an onset-nucleus relation
and, subsequently, for autosegmental licensing of an onset position, is the status
of the following and not the preceding nucletis. In both monosyllabic and poly-
syllabic stems, however, the final spirants are followed by empty nuclei which,
theoretically, should have the same status and licensing potential. Apparently,
though, they do not. Let us then analyse this incongruity in stages, beginning
with monosyllabic stems which do not display the voicing alternation.

3. An analysis of spiranf voicing in terms of licensing

The problem of word-final voicing is very difficult to explain unless we adopt the
view that since stress is connected with the distribution of licensing, then the
higher the level at which a position is licensed, the more prominent the position
will be. In polysyllabic words spirants followed by realised nuclei appear in their
lexical shape, whereas those preceding empty nuclei-are lenited. Such a phe-
nomenon is by no means unusual as one can observe similar cases of final voic-
ing/devoicing® in many other languages. However, in (7a) the fricatives preserve
their structure even if followed by an empty nucleus. This anomaly can be ex-
plained by the fact that the distribution of licensing in the case of monosyllabic
stems looks very much alike in both cases, irrespective of whether a spirant is
followed by a vowel or by an empty nucleus. Consider the representations of
[ka@] and [kaBo] below.

8 a b.
(W)orD
(FYoor }\
R (R)HYME R R
[~ | |
01 Nl 02 Nz (N)UCLEUS Ol Nl 02 N2
I I
X X X X P,) X X X X
|| I
k a 6 k a 6 o
cath catho

5 In fact, devoicing of consonants is prevalent word-finally.
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In (8a) the final empty nucleus (Ns) is licensed by parameter on the P, projec-
tion, while the final realised nucleus (N5) in (8b) is licensed on the rhyme projec-
tion. (N5) in (8a) is also left unpedified because it is not clear as yet how empty
nuclei could or should be footed, hence the dotted line. In terms of prominence,
however, this fact seems irrelevant as both nuclei (N,) are unstressed and have
the same status. The situation changes dramatically when we are dealing with
disyllabic words and their syncopated forms. There the final nuclei following a
given spirant have a different status according to whether they are realised or

empty.

9 a b.

W)

R R (R) R R
|
N« N
| |
O;N; Oz N; O3 N3 (N) O;N; O, N2031|\T3

T O O N I
X X X X X X P,) X X X X X X
[ T I | 11 | 1
Loy i @ Lo g 6 a

lochaid lochtha

( <«— ) Proper Government

In (9a) the final empty nucleus (N3) is licensed by parameter on the P, projec-
tion. In (9b) the final nucleus (N3) receives licensing at the rhymal level of pro-
jection. Additionally, (N3) properly governs (Nj) on the nuclear projection. Thus,
the nucleus (N3) in (9b) is more prominent and has more power to allow the
spirant to remain voiceless while the nucleus (N3) in (9a) is too weak to support
the voicelessness in the spirant it follows. (N3) is left unfooted in (9a) because
even if we pedified empty nuclei, an empty nuclear position would not be a prop-
er candidate for the head of a foot. We will return to this problem later. Moreover,
the voiceless spirant [x] attached to (Oy) in both cases cannot be voiced as it
immediately follows the head of the domain, that is (N;) - the main licenser. The
cases of (8a) and (9a) seem identical as far as the level at which the final empty
nuclei are licensed is concerned. The licensing of (N5) in (8a), though, cannot be
treated on a par with that of (N3) in (9a). It seems, then, that the distance from
the head of the domain to the domain-final empty nucleus influences the licens-

-ing properties of this nucleus. It might be the case that, since in (9a) the head of

the domain (N;) has to license one realised nucleus (N) and one empty nuclear
position (N3), this head can transmit less licensing to the final empty nucleus
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than the head of the domain in (8a), that is the nucleus (N), which has to give
licence to only one empty nucleus. It is proposed in Jaskuta (1996) that, since the
greater the distance from the main licenser the smaller the licensing potential of
domain-final empty nuclei, this fact should be observed in the definition of the
Final-empty-nucleus parameter.

(10) Final empty nuclei licensed by the head of the. domain? ON/OFF

Such a version of the parameter helps formalise the above idiosyncrasies in which
empty nuclei participate. It is not clear, however, at which level of projection
domain-final empty nuclei are licensed by the head of the domain. Moreover, the
question also arises as to why in languages which do not license domain-final
empty nuclei, e.g. Italian and Japanese, these nuclei, which have the same role
as final empty nuclei in other languages, are considered to be licensed by the
head of the domain. These problems, however, require further investigation.

In the third person singular of Old Irish deponent verbs we also find cases
where the distance from the head of the domain and the distribution of licensing
can have an impact on the licensing capacity of realised nuclei. It should be
borne in mind that the voiceless spirant [6] only alternates in syllables which are
not immediately preceded by the head of the domain (i.e. the leftmost nucleus of
the word).® Consider the following examples.

11
a. [Lavri6iiri]
[sauLi6tiri]

labraithir ‘speaks’
samlaithir ‘compares’

b. [folistiyidhr] foilsigidir ‘reveals’
[sudiiyiitir] suidigidir ‘places’

In the trisyllabic deponent verbs in (11a) the original voiceless spirant [0] is
realised in its lexical form while in (11b), where the fricative occurs in tetrasyl-
labic deponents, lenition (i.e. voicing) takes place and it surfaces as [0] (see Mc-
Cone 1987:79). This fact also has to do with licensing, as the weakly stressed
nuclei following fortis spirants are more prominent in the phonological hierar-
chy than the unstressed ones which follow lenis fricatives. Thus, the distance
from the main licenser is very important not only for empty but also for realised
nuclei. This is illustrated in (12) below.

8 McCone (1981:44) proposes a sound law for original voiceless dental stops and frica-
tives which are voiced “in contact with an unstressed vowel, but otherwise remained
unvoiced”. This law, when applied to all fortis fricatives, can explain why they are not
lenited right after the head of the domain. It seems, though, that McCone treats vowels
bearing secondary stress as unstressed.
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(W)
(R) R R R
|
N<«—N
| |
MN)  O;N; O3 N, 04 N3041I\I4 I05 1|\T5
RN
P,) X X X X X X X X X X
P I I A}
L awv r i &1
labraithir
b. .
(F) \
®) R R R R
|
N<«—N
| I
(N) O;N;0,N; O3N3; 0,N,; 05 N5 Og Ny
e
P) x X x X X X X X X X X X
1 T A U A I B |
f o Li s i ytioir
foilsigidir

In (12a,b) we assume that the head of the domain, that is, the first nucleus of the
word, licenses the remaining nuclear positions at different levels, directly and
indirectly. Thus, since every second syllable is stressed, every other realised nu-
cleus is the head of a foot. Such nuclei are licensed by the head of the domain on
the foot projection. The head of the foot then licenses its dependent rhyme on
the rhyme projection (see Harris 1994:153ff.). Hence, in a word like foilsigidir in
(12b) the strongly stressed nucleus (N;) is the head of the domain, the head of
the leftmost foot and the head of the first rhyme. It licenses (N,) — the weakly
stressed head of the rightmost foot — on the foot projection; (N3), being un-
stressed and belonging to the first foot, is licensed by the head of the domain on
the rhyme projection; the unstressed (Ny), which is part of the second foot, is
licensed by the head of its own foot (N,) on the rhyme projection; (Ny) and (Ng),
both empty, are licensed by Proper Government and by parameter, respectively.
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This chain of licensing shows that the more prominent the nucleus happens to
be in its phonological domain, the higher the level at which it is licensed.”

In (12a) the nucleus (N,) which follows the spirant [0] is licensed on the foot
projection and hence is more prominent in its own domain than the nucleus (Ny)
in (12b) following the spirant [6], which is licensed on the rhyme projection.
Therefore, the weakly stressed (N,) in (12a), being the head of a degenerate foot,
allows the fricative to appear in its original version, while the unstressed (Ny) in
(12b) is too weak to provide the same kind of support for the spirant. As a result,
the original [0] is lenited to [8].

In terms of phonological elements we are dealing here with lenition under-
stood as elemental decomposition, that is, the high tone element present in the
structure of voiceless spirants is delinked as a result of the weak licensing poten-
tial of weak and empty nuclei. Subsequently, if an onset position receives insuf-
ficient prosodic licensing from the following nucleus, the autosegmental licens-
ing of that onset is diminished. Hence, the element (H) is suppressed.

All the cases we have referred to point towards the fact that the different
licensing properties of nuclei depend on the level at which they are licensed:
namely, the higher the level at which a nuclear position is licensed, the stronger
the licensing potential of this position. Moreover, no division into empty and
realised nuclei seems to be necessary here. Specifically, empty nuclei are always
weaker than realised ones but when only realised nuclei are involved, the levels
at which they are licensed are crucial for their licensing abilities. What is impor-
tant is that lenition occurs if a nucleus which follows a spirant is in a recessive
position (i.e. unstressed) and, at the same time, does not immediately follow the
head of the domain on the nuclear projection. We recall that, since stress is alter-
nating in Old Irish, these cbservations concern both domain-final empty nuclei
in words with at least two syllables and realised nuclei in words with at least
three syllables. Futhermore, any nucleus, be it empty or realised, which immedi-
ately follows the head of the domain is relatively strong, since it is either li-
censed directly by that head or belongs to the foot whose head is the head of the
domain. Hence, no voicing alternation occurs before nuclei licensed directly by
the head of the domain, even if these nuclei bear no stress.

One problem which remains is whether or not empty nuclei should be pedi-
fied in the same fashion as realised ones. Theoretically, only those empty nuclei
which are projected beyond the level of the nucleus and which matter for stress
placement should be footed. However, the distribution of stress and licensing is
regular in Old Irish and empty nuclei are not treated on a par with realised
nuclei with reference to stress placement. We can see in (8a) and (8b) that both
domain-final nuclei (N5), one empty [ka6] and one filled [kaBo], appear to have
the same status as far as their licensing properties are concerned. This fact might

7 One may wonder why the velar spirant in (O,), which is followed by a relatively
strong nucleus, appears as a lenis consonant. Let us recall that our lenition process re-
fers to original voiceless fricatives exclusively, whereas the segment [v] is originally voiced
and cannot undergo fortition.

we
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suggest that we should pedify empty nuclei. However, in other cases empty nu-
clear positions seem to have nothing to do with the metrical structure of words.
For example, the structure of words such as [foLigsiiyiidiir]] vs. [sudliyiidtir'], one
with and the other without a word-medial empty nucleus, seems the same, and
spirants exhibit uniform behaviour, namely, they are both voiced. If we pedified
empty nuclei, the metrical structure of [sudliyiiziir] would have to be the same as
that of [Laveri@iir'], which is not the case, because the original spirant [8] is voiced
only in the first example. Therefore, we must conclude that empty nuclei remain
unfooted and only realised nuclei are incorporated into metrical structure. More-
over, the licensing properties of nuclei depend on the distance from the main
licenser.

Conclusion

This paper has sought to demonstrate that a close inspection of the notion of
phonological licensing can provide the key to understanding various complex
processes occurring in languages. It has been shown that original Old Irish voice-
less spirants undergo the process of voicing when followed by less prominent
nuclei. The same fricatives remain unvoiced when they find themselves in front
of nuclei bearing primary and secondary stress. Moreover, we have observed the
strange behaviour of domain-final empty nuclei whose licensing potential is de-
pendent on the distance from the head of the domain. In order to explain the
correlation between these two factors a new version of Final-empty-nucleus pa-
rameter has been proposed. Another problem which appeared during the discus-
sion is that of the pedification of empty nuclei. It has been postulated that, since
empty nuclei are not taken into account in the process of assigning stress, they
should not be incorporated into metrical structure. What is essential for under-
standing why empty nuclei are unpedified and yet can have different licensing
properties is the fact that stress placement and the licensing properties of nuclei
are very close, but not identical, phenomena. In particular, the licensing abilities
of nuclei depend on the distribution of stress and licensing, but that distribution
does not depend on any properties of the nuclei.
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A-head alignment:
the case of vowel harmony in Korean”

Duck-YounG LEe AND SHOHEI YOSHIDA

Vowel harmony (VH) in Korean has been viewed as the result of the harmonic
opposition between “light” vowels and “dark” vowels. Within a sound symbolic
word, all the non-initial vowels belong to the same group to which the initial
vowel belongs. However, this harmonic division is not capable of explaining all
the combinatorial patterns of vowels in sound symbolic words, as there are cases
where light vowels and dark vowels may coexist. These patterns violate the pro-
posed harmonic division and have been treated as exceptions. In this short arti-
cle, couched in the theory of phonological elements, we will argue that “head-
alignment”, a phonological phenomenon first proposed in Kaye, Lowenstamm
and Vergnaud (1985), can explain all the possible vowel patterns in sound sym-
bolic words without having to resort to the notion of exceptions.

1. Problems with previous studies

Traditionally, the vowels of Korean have been classified using the semantic cat-
egories of “light” vowels and “dark” vowels, as shown in (1). It has been claimed
that this opposition is responsible for VH (Heo 1965, Kim-Renaud 1976).

(1) lLightvowels: a & o
darkvowels: o e u i i

In the sound symbolic words given in (2), the vowels are either all light or all
dark.

(2) lighi-light-(light) dark-dark-(dark)

klancton (a—o0) Klanctun (o—u) ‘skipping’
chals'ak (a—a) cholsok (o—2) ‘lapping’
pancak (a—a) pencak (0—9) ‘flaghing’
Klolk'ak (o—a) khalklak (u—o) ‘swallowing’
soktlak (0o—a) sukt'ok (u—s) ‘whispering’
pecok (e—o0) plicuk (i-u) ‘protruding’

* This_stud'y is a reanalysis of Lee (1994), which treats vowel harmony in Korean as a
case of ATR harmony. We would like to thank our colleagues Peter Hendriks and Gi-
Hyun Shin for proof-reading the text.



