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ABSTRACT PHONOLOGY AND PSYCHOLOGICAL REALITY 

Edmund Gussmann, Institute of  English, Maria Curie-Sklodowska 

University, Lublin, Poland 

For a number of  years now abstract phonological descriptions 

have come under attack from two di f ferent but o f ten  re lated quar— 

te rs .1  Fi rst ly ,  i t  has been claimed that even within the broad 

framework o f  standard generative phonology less abstract solutions 

are o f ten available; reinterpretations of  the data have been achieved 

by suggesting that certain putative phonological contrasts are in 

fact  morpho-lexical generalisations, i . e .  morphologically and 

lexically rather than phonologically conditioned. Re-analysis or 

change o f  underlying representations has also been o f fe red  as a 

viable alternative to manipulating abstract segments and opaque 

rules. Finally, various modifications in the rule component have 

been shown to lead to less drastic departures from phonetic repre- 

sentations than those called for by (relatively) abstract positions. 

The drive towards concreteness seems to have culminated in the r ise 

of so-called 'natural generative phonology' o f  Vennemann, Hooper 

and others although a whole range o f  more or less abstract views 

has continued to ex i s t ;  in fact  these radically concrete positions 

are coming under attack now even from those linguists who generally' 

favour concreteness in phonology ( c f .  Goyvaerts 1978 ,  125—133) .  

In any case ,  the type of  criticism o f  abstract solutions that is 

normally based on evidence internal to the structure of  the language 

cannot be meaningfully discussed without taking into account the 

grammar as a whole, and this is  obviously precluded here. I t  can 

be safely assumed that less abstract solutions will be acceptable 

even to  those linguists who favour abstractness in phonology i f  i t  

can be shown that abstract interpretations are not necessary, i . e .  

that either the required generalisations can be made without re— 

course to the abstract machinery or e lse that the generalisations 

are in fac t  wrong and must be replaced by others. I t  is perhaps 

worth stressing that in order to evaluate such arguments and counter- 

arguments one must consider not just individual pairs of rules but 

rather the phonology as a whole; there has been far too much specula- 

(1) The bibliography of  the subject is vast and would require 
several pages. In this report I have restricted myself to 

just a few items which are directly relevant to the discussion. 
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t ion based on scattered examples and even on inaccurate data. 

The other line of  attack on abstract positions has involved 

external evidence which has come to be known as substantive evi- 

dence. I t  has been claimed that the generalisations captured in 

abstract descriptions are not those that speakers o f  the language 

make, i . e .  that the abstract generalisations a re ,  in a nutshell, 

a figment o f  the l inguist 's  imagination devoid of any psychological 

real i ty.  This line s t resses  the need to go beyond the structural 

f ac ts  o f  the language in search o f  support for true generalisations. 

Substantive evidence for such psychologically real  regularities 

has been sought in h istor ical  change, the treatment o f  borrowings, 

in language acquisition and language loss  (aphas ia ) ,  me t r i cs ,  dia— 

lectal variation, speech er rors ,  secret  languages as wel l  as  in 

direct phonological experiments (see Fischer-Jorgensen 1 9 7 5 ,  2 9 0 f f  

and Zwicky 1975 for good surveys) .  These are important findings 

which certainly cannot be overlooked by anybody seriously concerned 

with psychologically real phonology They must,however,be handled with 

extreme caution given the present understanding of  the ways in which 

language is  actually used since, as  was judiciously observed by 

Dressler (1977 ,  2 2 4 ) ,  " the more modalities o f  external evidence 

one uses ,  the more divergent and incoherent results one g e t s " .  

Let me consider jus t  a few cases .  

Polish has a general and typologically very natural rule o f  

devoicing obstruents word finally. In actual speech one often finds 

that the rule is suspended in certain cases ,  e . g .  in regularly used 

foreign words and names whether completely assimilated into the 

language or not - g£9[g] 'grog' rather than g£9[k], kg[d]_pocztowy 

'posta l  code'  ( i n  spite o f  the fact  that [ d ]  precedes a voiceless 

p l o s i v e l ) ,  possibly because the unvoicing would produce here the 

humorous kotgpocztowy 'posta l  c a t ' ;  in native words i t  i s  a lso 

suspended for a variety o f  reasons as in g§[b]  ' 2 4  h r s . ,  g e n . p l . ' ,  

where the unvoicing would produce a somewhat improper word. Surely 

no one would l ike to conclude from such examples that terminal un— 

voicing is not a psychologically real  rule in Polish. Generally 

speaking, foreign words exhibit specif ic properties, and most 

schools o f  phonology have ref lected this fac t  in one way or another 

( in  addition i t  seems that one should a lso  recognise varying de- 

grees o f  fore igness) .  The fac t  that some foreign or occasional 

native words (including, possibly, nonsense words) do not appear 
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to  have undergone a rule cannot be taken as  direct evidence for 

the non—reality o f  the r u l e .  

Historical evidence, one o f  the most important sources o f  sub— 

stantive evidence, is  notoriously d i f f icu l t  to handle in that the 

paucity or lack o f  rel iable and unambiguous data i s  not the only 

factor hampering definite conclusions; any interpretation of  change 

for purposes o f  ver i fy ing general theoretical claims involves as- 

sumptions about the mechanisms o f  change which themselves are not 

well understood and i t  a lso involves assumptions about e . g .  the 

interface between the rules o f  morphology and those o f  phonology 

which is  likewise largely unexplored. In view o f  these problems 

i t  is not surprising that examples can be found in the literature 

purporting to j us t i f y  both abstract and concrete positions by use 

of  such evidence. The metric evidence available from the works o f  

Kiparsky, Anderson and others seems to support the level o f  remote 

representations although, given the variety o f  theoretical machinery 

accessible to current linguistic thinking, alternatives could pre— 

sumably be found. 

Slips o f  the tongue have figured prominently as the window to 

psychologically real grammars, and Fromkin's (1971) seminal paper 

has stimulated a lo t  o f  interest in this a rea .  Some o f  her evidence 

has now become part o f  the stock-in-trade of  those arguing for 

abstract regularit ies a s ,  for example, the celebrated case for /ng/ 

as underlying the phonetic [ g ] .  I t  would be easy for somebody 

trying to defend abstract  phonology to claim that i f  /ng/ underlies 

[ n ]  in a psychologically real  sense, then speakers of  English must 

have a t  their disposal means o f  arriving a t  the abstract solution 

given the data internal to  the language. These means could then 

be generalised to cases where no external evidence can be adduced; 

this is the position adopted by Kenstowicz and Kisseberth (1977)  

who incidentally find that the case o f  the English velar nasal 

violates al l  o f  their constraints on the abstractness o f  underlying 

representations. Such evidence is  intriguing,but supporters o f  

concrete phonology could easily dispose o f  i t  by viewing the slips 

as resulting from the influence of spelling or something e lse .  

I would like to further emphasise, however, that important as  such 

evidence may be,  i t  i s  not obvious whether much use can be made of 

i t  until more is  known about the interaction o f  linguistic know- 

ledge and language use.  In our particular case we need some sort 
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o f  theory o f  speech e r ro rs  against which we could evaluate indi— 

vidual instances for their  l inguist ic s igni f icance since one f r e -  

quently observes not only s l ips o f  the tongue that can be  shown 

t o  revea l  something about the underlying rea l i t y  o f  language but 

also instances o f  errors that appear to make "no sense" l inguistic- 

a l ly .  I t  i s  a l so  worth mentioning that d i f fe ren t  areas o f t e n  pro- 

vide contradictory evidence ( o f .  a lso D r e s s l e r ' s  remark quoted 

above ) .  The fol lowing might be a possible example: s l ips o f  the 

tongue adduced by Fromkin appear to  suggest that a f f r i c a t e s  should 

On the 

other hand, optional low phonetic ru les frequently simpli fy a f f r i -  

be  t reated as single segments phonetically in Engl ish.  

cates  to spirants in certa in contexts  so  that French and orange 

end in [ E ]  and [ E ] .  Th is ,  

change in the feature /cont /  but since one a lso f inds the deletion 

o f  course,  could be interpreted a s  a 

o f  alveolar p losives in such words a s  r e n t s ,  sounds, i t  seems more 

plausible to t reat  both these changes as  c a s e s  o f  deletion o f  the 

plosive between a nasal and a spirant.  This would require, how— 

ever ,  that a f f r i c a t e s  be c lus ters  a t  some stage in the derivat ion. 

The need for the study o f  the ways o f  ut i l ising linguistic 

knowledge in speech i s  further confirmed by some surprising resu l ts  

obtained from direct phonological and grammatical t e s t s .  Earl ier 

studies attempted to show that cer ta in ru les o f  the SPE phonology 

are not psychologically rea l  as  speakers f a i l  to  apply them to 

Haber ( 1 9 7 5 )  

to what might be expected speakers o f  English do very badly in tasks 

novel forms (nonsense w o r d s ) .  has shown that contrary 

intended to  t e s t  the productivity o f  the regular plural formation 

rule ( the  -(§)§ end ing) ,  i . e .  one that with good reason is  generally 

assumed to be ful ly productive. I t  does not  matter here whether 

the relevant mechanism i s  purely phonological, morphological or 

something e lse ( the rule i s  transparent and could be formulated in 

sur face t e r m s ) .  I f  t es ts  fa i l  to  confirm the psychological rea l i ty  

of  this simple ru le ,  then most l inguists would agree,  I suppose, 

that there i s  something fundamentally wrong with the t e s t s  them— 

se lves ;  Kiparsky and Menn ( 1 9 7 7 ,  6 4 )  ascribe i t  to " a  "strangeness 

e f f e c t "  which causes the sub jec t s '  performance to deter iorate re -  

lative to their normal speech" and are also (66—67) "skept ical  

about the abil i ty o f  production tasks to  show much o f  anything, 

a t  present ,  about the form o f  internalized l inguistic knowledge, 

given the near—total  obscurity surrounding the question o f  whether 
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and how this knowledge i s  used in speech" .  

A s  fa r  a s  other areas o f  substantive evidence are concerned 

let me just  mention two points: f i rs t ly  evidence from an aphasio— 

logical study by Stark ( 1 9 7 4 )  strongly suggests that the German 

velar nasal  should be regarded a s  being derived from underlying 

/ng/,  

pretat ion o f  this problem v is—a-v is  the stand taken by natural 

and this thus strengthens the c a s e  f o r  an abst ract  in te r— 

generat ive phonologists.  Secondly, there i s  the case reported in 

K iparsky and Menn ( 1 9 7 7 ,  6 9 - 7 0 )  o f  an " invented language" which 

appears to exhibit two ru les ex t r ins ica l ly  ordered, which would 

indicate that the ordering o f  rules in i t se l f  cannot be d i f f i cu l t  

or impossible to learn  as  has been sometimes claimed. A s  Kiparsky 

and Menn point ou t ,  the charge that synchronic rule order mirrors 

diachronic developments cannot be made against speech invented by 

chi ldren. 

The above discussion has not been meant to  decry the import- 

ance o f  substantive evidence; conversely ,  in v iew o f  i t s  potential  

significance I think it  is  necessary to  s t ress that there is  much 

in i t  which i s  arguable and which i s  i t se l f  in need o f  explanat ion 

and so can  hardly be taken a s  def in i t ive evidence for  other theo- 

re t i ca l  concepts.  

One f ina l  point that I would l ike to make i s  that the theo— 

re t i ca l  apparatus o f  abst rac t  phonology i s  required to  account f o r  

uncontroversial ly re la ted ,  low phonetic deta i ls  o f  pronunciation 

(see  a lso  Kiparsky 1 9 7 5 ) .  Modi f icat ions,  permutations, delet ions 

and inser t ions o f  segments are well-known not only f rom abs t rac t  

der ivat ions but are  a lso exceedingly common in accounts o f  rapid 

speech phenomena; thus,there is  nothing basical ly  new about abs t rac t  

derivat ions that could not  be found c loser  to  the sur face .  Examples 

o f  the var ious mod i f i ca t ions  are wel l -known, and I would l ike t o  

present a couple o f  examples from Polish where al legro rules in- 

troduce segments and cont rasts  to ta l ly  absent from lento speech.2 

The phonetic inventory o f  Polish vowels contains s ix  bas ic  elements 

[ i t  U ] :  

Allegro forms introduce on the one hand a contrast  o f  length which 

+ ,  e ,  a ,  3 ,  thus being again fa i r ly  regular typological ly.  

_ _ _ _ — — — — — _ _ _ — — — — _ _ — — _ — — — — _ _ _ _ - - — — _ — — — — — — — — _ — — _ — — - _ _ — _ _ _ — — — — — — _ — — — _  

(2)  The examples are taken from Biedrzycki (1978) who interprets 
such data in terms o f  autonomous phonology and s e t s  up phonemic 

dist inct ions for  a l legro s ty les  which do not  appear in lento s t y l e s .  
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does not appear in slow speech, e . g . :  dala 'she gave' [ d e : ]  v s .  

QQ 'she will give‘ [ d a ] ,  stôl ' table '  [ s t u : ]  v s .  s tu ' o f  a hundred' 

[ s t u ]  corresponding to the lento forms [dawa - d a ]  and [ s t u w  _ s t u ] ,  

respectively, and also several segments which are not known else— 

where, e . g . :  in § p [ e : ]  czeñstwo ‘ soc ie ty '  g§ [a : ]m ' h i '  — lento 

§p[owe]czefistwo,  gg[owe]m; zaoomniEe:]m ' I  f o rgo t ' ,  EËEÂEæ=JË ' 1  

wanted' — lento zapomni[awe]m, ghgi[awe]m; g§ [o : ]  'one f e l t ' ,  

ok [o : ]  'one shod' — lento g§[uwo], gk[uwo].  The low level, optional 

rules which produce such forms are psychologically real and by pro- 

ducing new contrasts they seem to work l ike absolute neutralisation 

in reverse.  I f  we were to postulate length contrast phonologically 

for  Polish and then absolutely neutralise i t ,  the abstractness sin 

would be committed; speakers o f  the language, however, seem to find 

nothing unusual about neutralising cer ta in  contrasts and intro- 

ducing new ones when passing from lento to allegro s ty les .  The 

force o f  these examples should not be overstated but they seem to 

show that there is  nothing abnormal about rules merging and pro- 

ducing contrasts or about segments which appear a t  one level of re-  

presentation but not at another. 

The abstractness debate will no doubt continue both on lan- 

guage internal and external grounds. There remains much to  do in 

both areas so that any final verdict a t  this stage would be pre- 

mature. 
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