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The Contrastivist Hypothesis
Four theories

Some ideas about how much information is available to the phonological
computation (from most restrictive to least):

The Contrastivist Hypothesis:
Only contrastive features are available (Dresher 2009).

Full specification:
Both contrastive and redundant features are present in the input to P
rules (Stanley 1967).

Radical Underspecification:
Redundant features are initially absent, but filled in as the derivation
progresses (Archangeli 1988).

Parametric Visibility:
Any given rule may refer to

all features, or
only contrastive features, or
only marked feature values (Nevins 2005).
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The Contrastivist Hypothesis
Stating the hypothesis

One attempt at formulating the most restrictive theory:

The Contrastivist Hypothesis

The phonological component of a language L operates only on those
features which are necessary to distinguish the phonemes of L from one
another (Hall 2007: 20).

But what does ‘operate on’ mean, exactly?

It can’t just be a restriction on the input to the phonology;
non-contrastive features could (by definition!) be filled in by rule, as
in RU.

On the other hand, the phonology can’t be limited to spreading and
delinking features that are already there. . . .
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Allophony in phonology: Canadian Raising

Some processes that fill in predictable information are demonstrably
phonological rather than phonetic.

As pointed out by Ricardo Bermúdez-Otero (p.c.), Canadian raising is
one such process.

The difference between [aj] and [2j] or between [aw] and [2w] is
allophonic (i.e., predictable) in Canadian English.

Canadian raising does not seem to be characterizable as the spreading
of a contrastive feature from a following voiceless consonant to the
diphthong.

(Maybe it could be treated as delinking of contrastive [low].)

But we can tell that Canadian raising must be part of the
phonological computation.
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Allophony in phonology: Canadian Raising
Order of application

Raising crucially applies before flapping (Chambers 1973: 121):

Raising and flapping

writer rider
U.R. /ôajt+@ô/ /ôajd+@ô/
Canadian Raising ô2jt@ô —
Flapping ô2jR@ô ôajR@ô
S.F. [ô2jR@ô] [ôajR@ô]

If raising were phonetic, we would not expect this kind of counterbleeding
pattern to be possible.
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Allophony in phonology: Canadian Raising
Absence of speech rate effects

Raising has an obvious phonetic basis in the shorter duration of
vowels before voiceless consonants.

However, it applies categorically, regardless of the actual duration of
the diphthong:

“Leslie”

Josh Finlayson/Andy Maize/Wayne Stokes

Skydiggers, Skydiggers (1990)

GS
ˇ = ca. 180

Why

ˇ
don’t

˘
you

˘
get

˘
out

˘
of

ˇ
my

˘
way——?

ˇ Ĺ ˘`
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Write-only phonology?

How can we allow the phonology to introduce allophony, but still
prevent it from using redundancy rules to enrich the representations
on which it operates?

One possibility: Non-contrastive features introduced by the phonology
are visible only to phonetic interpretation, and not to the phonology
itself.

This would involve something like van Oostendorp’s (2007) theory of
Coloured Containment:

Each piece of underlying structure has an indelible ‘colour’ identifying
its morphological affiliation.
Non-underlying structure is ‘colourless’.
In this adaptation, colourless features can be introduced, but not
subsequently referred to, by phonological rules.
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Write-only phonology?

A side effect: ‘prophylactic features’ (redundant features that are
present but not phonologically visible, Hall 2007) become a natural
consequence of the Contrastivist Hypothesis, rather than an awkward
exception.

In this system, prophylactic features are simply the result of
redundancy rules that crucially apply before some other process.

Like all other non-contrastive features, prophylactic features are
invisible to subsequent phonological computation (but are
phonetically interpretable).
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Another challenge: Canadian French laxing harmony

However, some allophonic features seem to affect further phonological
computation.

Poliquin (2006) discusses laxing harmony in (Central) Canadian
French:

High vowels are predictably lax in word-final syllables closed by any
consonant other than a voiced fricative.
Laxness optionally spreads leftward to other high vowels:
minute [minYt] ∼ [mInYt] ‘minute’
choucroute [SukKUt] ∼ [SUkKUt] ‘sauerkraut’

This suggests that phonology needs to be able to see (and spread)
redundant features, rather than merely supplying them to the
phonetics.
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Two kinds of predictable features

Ruling out the Canadian French pattern is not necessarily in the spirit
of what the Contrastivist Hypothesis is intended to do.

The features involved in laxing harmony (and in Canadian raising) are
not inherently predictable properties of the segments on which they
are inserted, but rather are predictable only given certain contextual
information.

We can distinguish two types of predictable features:

1 Paradigmatically predictable features

Can be predicted from other features of the same segment alone
Not dependent on context
Inaccessible to further phonological computation

2 Syntagmatically predictable features

Cannot be predicted from other features of the same segment alone
Inserted only in a particular context
Accessible to further phonological computation
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Two kinds of predictable features

The difference between paradigmatically and syntagmatically
predictable features is easy to see in a rule-based framework.

If the rule that introduces a feature requires an environment, the
feature introduced is syntagmatically predictable; if not, it is
paradigmatically predictable.

Syntagmatic:

X → [α F] / Y Z

(where Y and Z are not both null)

Paradigmatic:

X → [� F]
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Two kinds of predictable features

However, this distinction is not apparent in Optimality Theory:

Faith[voice]/Onset � If [−son] then [−voice] � Faith[voice]

No single constraint can be held responsible for the introduction of
any feature.

The only way to distinguish the two types of predictable features is by
looking at the whole constraint ranking.

This is unfortunate, because Modified Contrastive Specification is not
otherwise incompatible with OT (Mackenzie & Dresher 2003).

D. C. Hall (SMU & U of T) Refining the Contrastivist Hypothesis 16 June 2011 13 / 15



Two kinds of predictable features

However, this distinction is not apparent in Optimality Theory:

Paradigmatic predictability: obstruents are voiceless

Faith[voice]/Onset �

If [−son] then [−voice] � Faith[voice]

No single constraint can be held responsible for the introduction of
any feature.

The only way to distinguish the two types of predictable features is by
looking at the whole constraint ranking.

This is unfortunate, because Modified Contrastive Specification is not
otherwise incompatible with OT (Mackenzie & Dresher 2003).

D. C. Hall (SMU & U of T) Refining the Contrastivist Hypothesis 16 June 2011 13 / 15



Two kinds of predictable features

However, this distinction is not apparent in Optimality Theory:

Syntagmatic predictability: coda obstruents are voiceless

Faith[voice]/Onset � If [−son] then [−voice] � Faith[voice]

No single constraint can be held responsible for the introduction of
any feature.

The only way to distinguish the two types of predictable features is by
looking at the whole constraint ranking.

This is unfortunate, because Modified Contrastive Specification is not
otherwise incompatible with OT (Mackenzie & Dresher 2003).

D. C. Hall (SMU & U of T) Refining the Contrastivist Hypothesis 16 June 2011 13 / 15



Two kinds of predictable features

However, this distinction is not apparent in Optimality Theory:

Syntagmatic predictability: coda obstruents are voiceless

Faith[voice]/Onset � If [−son] then [−voice] � Faith[voice]

No single constraint can be held responsible for the introduction of
any feature.

The only way to distinguish the two types of predictable features is by
looking at the whole constraint ranking.

This is unfortunate, because Modified Contrastive Specification is not
otherwise incompatible with OT (Mackenzie & Dresher 2003).

D. C. Hall (SMU & U of T) Refining the Contrastivist Hypothesis 16 June 2011 13 / 15



Two kinds of predictable features

However, this distinction is not apparent in Optimality Theory:

Syntagmatic predictability: coda obstruents are voiceless

Faith[voice]/Onset � If [−son] then [−voice] � Faith[voice]

No single constraint can be held responsible for the introduction of
any feature.

The only way to distinguish the two types of predictable features is by
looking at the whole constraint ranking.

This is unfortunate, because Modified Contrastive Specification is not
otherwise incompatible with OT (Mackenzie & Dresher 2003).

D. C. Hall (SMU & U of T) Refining the Contrastivist Hypothesis 16 June 2011 13 / 15



Two kinds of predictable features

However, this distinction is not apparent in Optimality Theory:

Syntagmatic predictability: coda obstruents are voiceless

Faith[voice]/Onset � If [−son] then [−voice] � Faith[voice]

No single constraint can be held responsible for the introduction of
any feature.

The only way to distinguish the two types of predictable features is by
looking at the whole constraint ranking.

This is unfortunate, because Modified Contrastive Specification is not
otherwise incompatible with OT (Mackenzie & Dresher 2003).

D. C. Hall (SMU & U of T) Refining the Contrastivist Hypothesis 16 June 2011 13 / 15



Two options

There seem to be two options for formalizing the Contrastivist
Hypothesis:

1 All predictable features are phonologically invisible
(and we need to worry about laxing harmony).

2 Only paradigmatically predictable features are invisible
(and we can forget about OT).

The first option is more restrictive in the information it allows the
phonological computation to see. . .

. . . but also less restrictive in that it does not require the computation
to use rules rather than constraints.

 So let’s try that first, then.
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