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Morgan Nilsson

*
Voicing Alternations in Slavic

Introduction

Slavic languages exhibit voicing alternations in different contexts (cf.,
e.g., for Czech PALKOVA (1994), for Slovak RUBACH (1993), for Pol-
ish DUKIEWICZ (1995) and SAWICKA (1995), for Ukrainian BILODID
(1969), for Serbo-Croatian BARIC et al.(1979)). These alternations are
most commonly referred to as ‘final devoicing’ and ‘regressiv ob-
struent assimilation’. In short, final devoicing means that any word
final obstruent is pronounced as voiceless. Regressive obstruent assi-
milation means that in any sequence of obstruents, all obstruents are
pronounced with the voice value of the last obstruent of the sequence.
However, these two traditional rules do not cover all voicing pheno-
mena of the Slavic languages. Quite a few further rules and/or excep-
tions to the rules are required, as, e.g., sandhi rules and cases of pro-
gressive obstruent assimilation. The aim of this article is to provide a
coherent analysis of these phenomena within a framework, which
only recognises universal principles and language specific para-
meters, i.e., Government Phonology (GP). It will be shown that we
can find a set of universal principles answering the questions ‘What
happens?’, ‘Where does it happen?’, and “Why does it happen?’ and
language specific sets of parameters that regulate the application of
these principles. In order to limit the amount of data, the languages
analysed will be the West Slavic languages Czech, Slovak, and
Polish, the latter in its two literary standards, i.e., Warsaw and
Cracow standard respectively, and two rather interesting languages,
Ukrainian and Serbo-Croatian, which in some important respects
differ from the majority of Slavic languages.

" This article is dedicated to Bengt Lundberg, who was the first to introduce me to
phonological issues. Phonology has ultimately become the subject of the Ph.D.
dissertation that I am presently working on in Lublin, Poland, under the
supervision of Professor Edmund Gussmann, to whom I am indebted for his
extensive support. As Bengt introduced me to Russian and Serbo-Croatian
phonetics and phonology, I felt it appropriate to extend the data to at least the
latter of these two languages, as its voicing phenomena are rather peculiar from a
Slavic point of view.
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1. Composition and decomposition

Let us first look at some data showing the final devoicing:

(1) Czech:
[srp sthi]  Srb Srby ‘Serbian-Nsg ~ Alpl’
[srp srpi] Srp srpy ‘sickle-NAsg ~ NAIpl’
Slovak:
[nue nufiz]  nud’ nudi ‘bore-imp ~ 3psg pres’
[nwe  nwer] nauf niiti “force-imp ~ 3psg pres’
Polish (Warsaw as well as Cracow standard):
[kus koza]l koz koza ‘goat-Gpl ~ Nsg’
[kos kosa] kos kosa ‘scythe-Gpl ~ Nsg’
Ukrainian:'
[lid liodu] 0 200y ‘ice-NAsg ~ Gsg’
(lit lotu]  aim AbOMY ‘flight-NAsg ~ Gsg’
Serbo-Croatian:
[said  saida] sad sada ‘garden-NAsg ~ Gsg’
[sa:t saita]  satr sata ‘hour-NAsg ~ Gsg’

‘ Considering these data, we need first introduce some basic concepts

| of GP. According to, e.g., KLV (1990) and HARRIS (1994), every

| onset must be licensed by a following nucleus/rhyme and every coda

| must be licensed by a following onset. The theory also accounts for
empty nuclei. These principles impose that a domain final consonant
never can be a coda, as there is no onset following, hence the struc-
tures in (2), showing the Czech examples from (1).

2) ONON ONON ONON ON
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The matter which interests us at this point, is what might be the
reason for the voiceless pronunciation of obstruents word finally in
Czech, Slovak and Polish? To be able to answer this question, we
need to introduce the notion of elements, which are the building-
bricks of phonological expressions (more or less corresponding to the

'1 only consider Standard Literary Ukrainian, as the Western Ukrainian usage
corresponds to the Polish pattern.
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traditional phoneme) in GP. The elements are privative units, which
primarily represent acoustic features. The elements of major interest
to us in this analysis are L, standing for low tone (perceived as
voicedness and articulated with slack vocal cords), and H, standing
for high tone (perceived as voicelessness and articulated with stiff
vocal cords). We also need to know that the nucleus, when licensing a
preceding onset, gives licensing power to the onset. This power is
necessary for the onset to be able to license its melody. The stronger
the onset, the more melodic material can be licensed. Hence, the
obvious reason for the voiceless pronunciation of obstruents word
finally in a row of languages is the lack of melodic material associ-
ated with the following licensing nucleus, which results in the nucleus
being a weak licenser and the preceding onset not being able to
license all its elements. In Czech, Slovak and Polish L. and H are
therefore supressed. Phonological expressions containing the occlu-
sion element ? (realised as stop), or the noise element h (realised as
friction in all obstruents), are realised as voiceless if they lack an
element defining the tone, i.e., L or H. Brockhaus (1995) suggests
that according to tests conducted with, among others, German and
Polish informants, there might still be a minimal phonetic difference
in the realization of expressions containing a supressed (L) and (H)
respectively, but that both realisations are practically voiceless.

(3) Czech:

a. [srp] Srb b. [srb1] Srby
ONON ONON
[ Il
X X X X X X X X
| ] [ 1]

s r U? s r Ui
h h
7 ?
(L) L

In Ukrainian and Serbo-Croatian, however, the parameter regulating
licensing of L and H is set so that the licensing power of an empty
nucleus is enough to license the tone element in a preceding onset.

2 Simplifying somewhat, U may be said to represent roundedness or labiality.
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In cases involving regressive obstruent assimilation we find a some-
what different situation. Here, the first of two obstruents, adjacent on
the melody tier, is followed by an emtpy nucleus word internally, as
obstruents are in most cases too strong (are made up of too many ele-
ments) to occur in coda position. This is so because the following on-
set must be stronger than the preceding coda to be able to give the
coda enough licensing power. A well formed structure for two ad-
jacent obstruents on the melody tier therefore normally contains an
empty nuclear position on the skeletal tier.” When the following
nucleus is empty, the elements L and H are free to spread from the
rightmost to the leftmost obstruent, i.e., from an onset position with a
stronger licenser to a preceding onset position with a weaker licenser.
As there is a principle limiting the possibilities an onset has to license
elements, a so called licensing constraint, saying that L and H do not
combine, the leftmost weaker onset delinks its tone element and
incorporates the spread tone element. In (4) and (5), we have cases of
spreading of the element H, in (6) and (7) spreading of L.

4) Czech:
[fra:dek fira:tki] Arddek hrddky ‘fortress-dim-NAsg ~ NAlpl’
Slovak:
[sudt  swtki] sudy sidky  ‘barrel-NApl ~ dim-NApl’
Polish:
[3aba zapka]- zaba  Zabka  ‘frog-Nsg ~ dim-Nsg’
Serbo-Croatian:
[vra:bats vra:ptsa] vrabac vrapca ‘sparrow-Nsg ~ AGsg’

* The question of where emply nuclei may occur will not be discussed here due to
lack of space. Nikiema (1989) offers a concise discussion of this matter.
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(5) a. [Ara:dek] hrddek b. [fra:tki]  hrddky
O N ONON O N ONON
(A R N (S N O Y B
X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X
EREARN BN
hra |"ek hra | A%i
h h h
? 2 7
L <<<<H
4:
(¥ marks delinked elements) L

(6) Czech:
[prosit prozba] prosit prosba ‘ask-inf ~ request-Nsg’
Slovak:
[naJa naizfo] nasa  ndsho ‘our-Nsg f ~ AGsg ma/
Gsg mi/n’
Polish:
(Vitfite Vidzba] liczyé  liczba ‘count-inf ~ number-Nsg’

Serbo-Croatian:

[otats otadzbma] otac otadsbina ‘father ~ fatherland’
(7) Czech:
a. [prosit] prosit b. [prozba] prosba
O NONON O NONON
Y I I I Y I I
X X X X X X X X X X X X X X
N I I I I
proj it pr ol Ua
h h h
H <<<<L
* ?
H

4 Coronals lack place specification.

> The presence of the floating vowel in the phonological structure is a
simplification without any direct effect on our analysis. For details, cf. Nikiema
(1989).

¢ Simplifying somewhat, A may be said to represent backness.
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All the above examples of final obstruent devoicing, as well as of re-
gressive obstruent assimilation, are cases of lenition or decomposi-
tion in a weak position before an empty nucleus. The elements L and
H do not succeed to be licensed in onsets which gain their licensing
power from an empty nucleus. The spreading of L and H are cases of
strengthening, or composition. These two types of phonological pro-
cesses are actually the only ones recognised by GP. The source or
reason for any process of composition or decomposition must be
locally present, i.e., in an adjacent position and, furthermore, any
principle of GP takes effect any time the conditions are met with, in
other words, there is nothing like an ordering of rules. In the case of
Ukrainian, the situation is somewhat different. A voiced obstruent
followed by a voiceless obstruent is not assimilated, but a voiceless
followed by a voiced is assimilated, as in the examples in (8).

(8) Ukrainian:
a. [ribka ribok] pubka pubox ‘fish-dim. Nsg ~ Gpl’

[biifite biifiate] 6iemu  6ieamu ‘run-verb def. ~ indef.’
b. [molodiba molotej]mosomsba mosomuii  ‘threshing-noun ~
threshed’

In (8a), we can see that H does not spread, whereas in (8b), L
obviously does spread. One solution were to differentiate between the
two elements, L. being stronger, more resistent and H weaker, not
strong enough to spread. This, however, appears as somewhat odd,
and a simpler and far more straightforward way of treating the pro-
blem is to consider the element H, responsible for voicelessness, as
not present in the Ukrainian phonological system. In Ukrainian, an
obstruent not specified as to tone is realised as voiceless. The element
L is, however, present and free to spread to adjacent obstruents.

Moreover, it should be noted that any spreading of L or H is blocked
by a realised nucleus. The parameter for this licensing constraint is set
so that it applies in all Slavic languages. This is demonstrated in (9).

Spreading of L or H is also blocked by sonorants, as they neither con-
tain h nor ?. All obstruents contain h, and for fricatives this is the
most important, and strongest, element. For stops, ? is the most
impor-tant element. Such a strong element is said to be the head of a
phono-logical expression, whereas weaker, additional elements are
said to be operators. Heads are marked by underlining the relevant
element. Only h or ? as a head may license L. and H as operators.
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Therefore, the tone elements may only spread to obstruents, cf. (9).

(9) Czech:
a. [sobi] sobi ‘reindeers’ b. [parki] parky ‘parks’
R
[\
ONON ON\ ON
Ll L
X X X X X X X X X
I 10 N
| o Ui pal Ai
h h "h
|2 ?
H <L |<H

( |« denotes blocked spreading)
2. Branching onsets

In branching onsets, well-formedness constraints impose sharing of
the tone element as operator, i.e., the onset complement may not
independently license a tone element as operator. This means that in
those languages, where we find fricatives as onset complements, these
may not differ in voicing from their onset heads. That it is the onset
head that is decisive for the voicing of the onset complement should
come as no surprise as it is the more complex head that licenses the
less complex complement.

(10) Polish:
[tfi] trzy ‘three’
[dob3e] dobrze ‘well’
[tfuj] woj ‘your’
[dva] dwa ‘two’
Czech:
[ti1] tFi ‘three’
[dobke] dobre ‘well’

7 [r] is understood as a fairly strong element, therefore headed, but without any
specific elements. This would nicely correspond to the fact that this phoneme has
an extremely large amount of different phonetic realisations in the languages of
the world.
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However, such a shared tone element may, of course, be suppressed
before a domain final empty nucleus, as in (11).

(11) Czech:
a. [motf] modF b. [modte] modre ‘blue colour-NAsg ~
Gsg/NApl’
ONO N ONO N
LY Ty
X X X X X X X X X X
A AN
mo | I mo | I e
2 ? |
h h h h
L) L

These voicing properties are, as was explained above, mere conse-
quences of well-formedness constraints on branching onsets. Slovak,
Ukrainian and Serbo-Croatian, however, do not seem to have any
branching onsets with obstruents as complements. Cases such as Slo-
vak [psuc] psut’ ‘spoil’ or Ukrainian [pjenitAsJ'a] nuwenuys ‘wheat’
obviously contain an empty nucleus, just as Cz./Slk./PL/SCr. [psa]
psa ‘dog-AGsg’ is underlyingly /p@sa/, with a floating vowel that
shows up in the nominative Cz./Slk. pes, Pl. pies, SCr. pas.

Further, [v] as onset complement in Slk., Uk. and SCr., as well as in
Cz., is a sonorant, and therefore not affected at all by the discussed
sharing constraint.

3. Interonset government

The apparently same situation as in branching onsets is sometimes al-
so attested in cases where the two obstruents are separated by an emp-
ty nucleus. The first onset is then stronger, or more complex, than the
second one. Here as well, a strength relation or governing relation,
which has the character of an interonset relation, can be established.
The stronger element or the governor at the left spreads its tone ele-
ment rightwards to its govemnee, cf. (12).
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(12) Czech:
a. [sester] sester b. [sestfe] sestie ‘sister-GPl ~ LDsg’
R R
I\ \
ON\ ONON ON\ ONON
O O O
X X X X X X X X X X X X X X
. I
s e | | e| s e | | I e
V2?2 V2o
h h h
H H>>>>>

4. Coda-onset governing domains

The same thing as could be said about complements in branching
onsets, can also be said about codas. They may not independently
license any tone element as operator. Such a tone element must be
shared with the following, governing onset. Here, just as in branching
onsets, there is no evidence for postulating anything else than the
surface phonetic realisation as the underlying structure. However,
such a tone element may, of course, be suppressed before a domain
final empty nucleus, as in (13).

(13) Polish:
a. [musk] mozg b. [muzgu] mézgu ‘brain-NAsg ~ GLsg’
R R
[\ I\
ON\ ON ON\ ON
N L
X X X X X X X X X X
L] R
mu | A mu | Au
\ 2 \ 2
h h
(L) L

From all the above data, it appears as quite evident that the tone ele-
ment consistently spreads from the stronger, more complex or more
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strongly licensed element, to the weaker, less complex or less strongly
licensed element, when two phonological expression with a tone ele-
ment as its operator are adjacent on the melody tier. Hence, a tone ele-
ment as an operator spreads both leftwards and rightwards.

5. Sandhi

The regressive obstruent assimilation also works across domain boun-
daries, i.e., in so-called sandhi contexts, resulting in voiceless reali-
zation of obstruents word finally before a following word beginning
with a voiceless obstruent, and voiced realization of obstruents word
finally before a following word beginning with a voiced obstruent.

(14) Czech:
[zup zubr] zub zuby ‘tooth-NAsg ~ NAIpl’
[zup_ce bolif] zub té boli ‘your tooth aches’

[zub_dal prit]] zub dal pry¢ ‘he took the tooth away’

[popros poprosit]  popros poprosi  ‘ask-imp. ~ fut 3psg/pl’
[popros_petral] popros Petra ‘ask Peter’
[poproz_ho] popros ho ‘ask him’

This is simply a result of the delinking of the tone elements before an
empty nucleus, i.e., when an obstruent occurs word finally, and of the
spreading of the element L or H to the left from the initial obstruent
of one word to the final obstruent of a preceding word. The interest-
ing fact here is that domain boundaries apparently are invisible to the
elements L and H.

(15) Czech:
[poproz_Go] popros ho ‘ask him’

ONO NONI]I N
I R B |
X X X X X X X X
O R |
popr o] )
h

<<

+
(H)

0
|

X
|

A
h
L
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However, if the next word begins with a sonorant or vowel, the situa-
tion becomes somewhat more complicated, as will be demonstrated
below.

(16) Czech:
[zop_u[_je prit]]  zub uz je pry¢  ‘the tooth is already gone’
[zup_je zdravi:] zub je zdravy ‘the tooth is healthy’
[popros_evu] popros Evu ‘ask Eve’
[popros_j1] popros ji ‘ask her’

In Czech, a word final obstruent before an empty nucleus may not lic-
ense its tone element. Such a neutral obstruent is realized as voiceless
before words beginning with a vowel or a sonorant. When the follow-
ing word begins with an obstruent, however, the tone element
spreads, as was demonstrated above in (15). Furthermore, primary
prepositions are never subject to final devoicing before words begin-
ning with a vowel or a sonorant. Simply put, they behave as if word
internal. The explanation is that prepositions are incorporated into the
domain of a following word. As is shown by the examples in (17), the
context preposition + following word is not a sandhi site on par with
other contexts, which is explained by a prefixal status of prepositions.

(17) Czech:
[bes bazi] bez ~ bzy ‘lilac-NAsg ~ NAIpl’
[bes la:ski] bez ldsky ‘the lilac of love’
[bes] bez ‘without’
[bez_la:ski] bez lasky ‘without love’

Actually, prepositions are always followed by a domain boundary,
constituting an inner domain, incorporated into the domain of the
following word (NILSSON 1996). Because this boundary is removed
on the second cycle, a final obstruent of a preposition is no longer lic-
ensed by a domain final empty nucleus and the supressed tone ele-
ment may be restored, as in (18).
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(18) Czech:
[bezla:ski] bez ldsky ‘without love’

However, the tone elements H and L spread from an obstruent to such
a preposition without respect to whether there is a domain boundary
present or not, as in (19).

(19) Czech:
[potkolem] pod kolem ‘under the bicycle’

ONON ONONON

Il

C T x —

I
X
|
P

A further problem is, that in Slovak and Cracow Polish we find a diff-
erent sandhi. In these languages, any word final obstruent is always
pronounced as voiced before a following word beginning with a
vowel or a sonorant. The differences are therefore best illustrated in
(20), with the word ves underlyingly ending in a voiceless obstruent.
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(20) Slovak:
[ves fsi] ves ~ vSi ‘village-NAsg ~ GLDsg/NApl’
[vez okolo ceba] ves okolo teba  ‘the village around you-sg’
[vez pebola] ves nebola ‘the village was not’

The phonological principles are however not different in Slovak and
Cracow Polish on the one hand, and the rest of the languages on the
other. The difference lies simply in the phonetic interpretation of the
neutral phonological expression, in which no tone element is licensed.
Here, tone is not licensed to be distinctive, and Slovak and Cracow
Polish happen to realise the neutral obstruents as voiced in all con-
texts, except before a pause, whereas the other languages always real-
ise such a neutral obstruent as voiceless. If the following word begins
with an obstruent, however, the normal spreading effects will take
place.

Finally, in Ukrainian and Serbo-Croatian we do not find any neutrali-
sation of obstruents before a following word beginning with a vowel
or a sonorant, as the tone elements L. and H are always licensed by a
domain final empty nucleus.

6. Conclusions

The aim of this article is to demonstrate that Slavic phonological
voicing phenomena are instances of decomposition, suppression
before word final empty nucleus and delinking as an effect of spread-
ing due to the licensing constraint which prevents L and H from com-
bining. The context in which this happens must be local, in direct ad-
jacency on the melodic tier. Why these phenomena take place is a
question of elemental complexity and licensing power. A weaker, 1.e.,
less complex or more weakly licensed phonological expression gives
in to a stronger, more complex or more strongly licensed expression,
which spreads some of its melody to the weaker one.

The following table sums up the principles responsible for voicing
alternations in the discussed languages.
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Cz. |Slk. |PL Uk. [SCr
Tone elements present in the phonological [l/H |IL/H |L/H |L |L/H
system
L and H do not combine on on on «* Jon
Domain final empty nuclei do not license L/H |on on on off |off
(L)/(H) are realized as voiceless on off onW |= . |
(LY/(H) are realized as voiced’ off |on onCr |+ . |
L/H as operator is shared with/spread to|on on on on |on
governee(s)

This short discussion of voicing alternations in Slavic languages,
within the framework of Government Phonology, also demonstrates
that language specific ordered rules do not have their place in
phonology. All that is needed are universal principles and language
specific parameters which tell us whether a certain principle is, or is
not, at work in a specific language.
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