Other evidence

Phonotactic theory (EGG 2025, Zagreb)

1 Historical developments

Let us briefly consider the hypothesis that (surface-true) phonotactic constraints can arrest
sound change.

1.1 Common Slavic

+ In Common Slavic (CS), the so-called open syllable conspiracy (Hock 1991:161f.) resulted
in the historical loss of codas.

« The following sound changes are implicated in the conspiracy (Crist 2001:150):

— Deletion of word-final nasals after short vowels
— Deletion of word-final *t, *d

— Internal consonant cluster simplification

— Loss of final *s, *x

— Monophthongization of diphthongs ending in *j, *w
- Elimination of nasal codas

— Elimination of *tl, *dl

— Elimination of liquid codas

— Metathesis of "ORC

— Metathesis or pleophony in *ICeRC, *CoRC

- Development of syllabic sonorants in *CiRC, *CiiRC

+ As aresult, late CS appears to have no codas at all.

« More or less immediately afterwards, Havlik’s law reintroduced closed syllables, as in
CS *densb > Russian denv ‘day’.

(1) Havlik’s law:

“,"0 > @/ __CyVwhereV ¢{i "u}

IThis change did not occur in West Slavic, however.



1.2 KL > TL in Germanic

1.3

Most Germanic languages lack branching onsets consisting of a coronal stop followed
by a lateral. Thus /pl, bl, kl, gl/ are present in most Germanic languages, but not /tl, dl/.

+CORONAL

2) *#
(2) —CONTINUANT

[+LATERAL|

Blevins and Grawunder (2009) report that dialects of German spoken in Saxony and
points south underwent KL > TL (e.g., /kl/ > /tl/, /gl/ > /dl/), and similar sporadic
changes occurred elsewhere in the history of Germanic.

*V[# in English

Modern English /[/ is largely a reflex of Old English (OE) /sk/.

3) sk>|

Words in sk are largely borrowings from Dutch (e.g., skipper) or Norse (e.g., sky).

OE long vowels—the ancestors of the Modern English tense vowels—are not found be-
fore coda clusters.

(4) *VCC#

The sound change (f) and the phonotactic generalization (4) would seem to conspire
against tense vowels followed by word-final /[/.

(5) *Vf#
Indeed, exceptions to (F) are quite rare in Modern English (Iverson and Salmons 2003,

henceforth 1&S) and this generalization is statistically robust (Gorman 2014b:85).

Some exceptions to (B) do exist, but according to I&S they tend to

- be markedly foreign, (e.g., cartouche),
- be proper names (e.g., LaRouche), or

- convey an “affective, onomatopoeic quality” (e.g., sheesh, woosh,).

Yet 1&S claim (5) has slowly but systematically eroded since c. 1100 CE.

Furthermore, Hayes and White (2013) find that this constraint has no impact on English
speakers’ wordlikeness judgments.



1.4 Latin *VsV

+ Intervocalic s merged with r in Old Latin 2
6) s>r/V_V

» This change was regular (i.e. Neogrammarian in the sense of Labov 1981), and temporar-
ily eliminated all traces of intervocalic s in late Old Latin.

(7) *VsV

« This change also introduced substantial inflectional allomorphy across the lexicon, for
instance in 3rd declension nouns.

(8) Paradigm of honos-honoris ‘honor’:

sg. pl.
nom. honos honoreés
gen. honoris  honoérum
dat. honori honoribus
acc. honorem honorés
abl. honore honoribus
voc. honos honoreés

+ Thus most analysts (e.g., Albright 2005, Foley 1965, Gruber 2006, Heslin 1987, Kenstow-
ic7 1996, Watkins 1970) posit a synchronic analogue of (§) for early Classical Latin.

(9) Ruoracism: [+CoroNaL| — {—StriDENT} / [+VocaLic|] __ [+VocaLic]

- However, subsequent changes suggest that RHOTACISM was not “projected” to (7).

« In the 1st c. BCE, degemination of ss after diphthongs and long monophthongs reintro-
duced intervocalic s (e.g., caussa > causa ‘cause’).

« This subsequent change led in part to the morphologization (e.g., Roberts 2012) or re-
structuring (e.g., Gorman 2014a, 2020) of (f).

+ At roughly the same time as the actuation of degemination, Classical Latin borrowed a
number of Greek words with intervocalic s.

(10) ambrosia ‘food of the gods’, *asotus ‘libertine’ (acc.sg. asdtum), basis ‘pedestal’,
basilica ‘public hall’, casia ‘cinnamon’ (cf. cassia), cerasus ‘cherry’, gausapa ‘woolen
cloth’, lasanum ‘cooking utensil’, nausea ‘id’, pausa ‘pause’, philosophus ‘philosopher’,
poésis ‘poetry’, sarisa ‘lance’, seselis ‘seseli’

« Intervocalic s are also found in Germanic and Celtic loanwords (Gorman 2014a:282).

« In summary, (7)) failed to prevent degemination or to impose itself on later loanwords.

>The terminus post quem—the latest possible date—for the actuation is the 4th c. BCE; see Gorman 2020.

3Many Greek borrowings into Latin exhibit Greek-like inflectional endings, but with the possible exception
of the very early borrowing tus-tiris ‘incense’ (Thiselton-Dyer 1911), even Greek borrowings that adapt Latin
inflectional affixes preserve intervocalic s.



1.5 Estonian

+ Caplan and Kodner (2018) consider how children might determine whether a language
has vowel harmony, and propose a surface-oriented algorithm.

« Evaluating their model on a number of languages, they find that it incorrectly predicts
that Estonian has vowel harmony.

(11) Estonian and Finnish declension:

Estonian Finnish
nom. ess. nom.  ess.
a. vesi vee-na ‘water’ vesi vete-na ‘water’
nimi nime-na ‘name’ nimi nime-ni ‘name’
b. t66  téo-na ‘work’ tyo ty6-na ‘work’
kilg kilg-ena ‘side’ kylki kylke-na ‘side’
c. kool kool-ina ‘school’ koulu koulu-na ‘school’
talu  talu-na ‘farm’ talo talo-na ‘house’

« Estonian stems tend to conform to the inherited Finnic vowel harmony pattern, but it
lost vowel harmony alternations some time in the distant past.

2 Loanword adaptation

« Loanwords are often made to conform to phonotactic generalizations of the recipient
language. For instance, in Desano a process of nasal harmony (Kaye 1971) ensures that
every word—whether native or foreign—is either totally oral or totally nasal.

(12) Desano loanwords (Kaye 1971):

a. [barateru] ‘hammer’ (< Port. martelo)
b. [ndnana] ‘orange’ (< Span. naranja)

« Kaye argues that this reflects a productive process of nasal harmony.

« However, there are other cases where the adaptations do not seem to derive from any
phonological process in recipient language.

« For example, Wikchamni Yokuts lacks complex onsets and has no way to derive one.
Yet, it adapts Spanish loanwords either via anaptyxis or deletion of the first consonant.

(13) Wikchamni Yokuts adaptations (Gamble 1989):

a. cruz > [khuluf] ‘cross’
frijoles > [pilhoilif] ‘beans’

b. plato > [lato] ‘plate’
clavo > [larwu] ‘nail’

4To be fair, Gamble observes there is no reason to believe that the adaptations actually occurred within Yokuts
given the limited contact between the Yokuts peoples and the Spanish colonists.
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+ Peperkamp (2005) highlights several other cases where native phonological alternations
are distinct from those used in loanword adaptation.

5

« For example, Korean /s/ is realized as [t] in codas, as in [nat]—[nasil] ‘sickle (nom.-acc.)
In loanwords, however, final [s] becomes an onset via epenthesis, as in boss > [posi].

+ Peperkamp thus claims loanword adaptation is driven by non-veridical speech percep-
tion, not by the phonology—phonotactics of the recipient language.

« Daland et al| (2019) conduct a series of speech perception experiments with Korean
speakers suggesting that, pace Peperkamp, illicit word-final consonants in Korean do
not necessarily give rise to the perceptual illusion of a final epenthetic vowel.
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