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ABSTRACT

This paper discusses the recent debate in phonology between for-
mally-criented and finctionally-oriented approaches (generative
porology and natural phonology). It claims that both views have
inspiring insights and drawbacks, pleading for a substantial neu-
trality of phoneticians with respect to the phonological research
In particular, it is stressed that phonology is a fundamentally
astract discipline: its proper goal is to avoid arbitrariness,
rather than attain concreteness, accarding to the now prevailing
(and mich too ambiguous) weve. However, it is to be hoped that
same recent developments both in phonology and phonetics might
frovide the ground for a fruitful convergence of these discipli-
nes, within their own domains.

1. The theoretical debate of the last fifteen years
or so among phonologists was largely, albeit not ex-
chwively, centered around the problem of natural-
ness, or 'concreteness' (as I will show below, the
%o terms should not be confused). Although the de-
bate was held on a multipolar basis, one of its most
Intriguing aspects was the confrontation between MIT
inspireq phonology and natural phonology (3 la Stam-
P¢ and Co., but also & la Hooper and Co.). I shall
devote my attention to this problem, trying as much

8 possible to take a neutral viewpoint, namely the
‘lewpoint of a phonetician who keeps an eye on pho-
fology in order to get fruitful inspiration for his
on research,

The confrontation between generative phonology
d natural phonology (henceforth, GP and NP) on the
theme of naturalness/concreteness does not represent
acompletely new phenomenon. Quite on the contrary,
this ig Just the latest episode of a more general,
and much older, contraposition between formally-
friented and (so to say) functionally-oriented pho-
Tological theories, which has characterized the who-
le of Phonology since its very beginning. This has
"1 in fact a constant feature in the history of
%ediscipline, much before the advent of GP. Indeed,
1 vieweq from the corner of naturalness, many
Streans of structuralist phonology, both in Europe
0 in the USA, look much more abstract than ortho-
X GP. g an example, think of Bloomfield's /2/ a-
"lysis of Menomini, where an underlying /w/ is arbi
Parily Postulated only to the effect of blocking

® expecteq palatalization of the sequence /tj/ in

oS¢ worgs which exceptionally escape this process.

Yet, Bloomfield's approach does not represent the
most extreme case of abstraction in structuralist
phonology: for that matter, just think of such scho-
lars as Hjelmslev or Z. Harris. Needless to say, not
all structuralist phonologists show this extreme ne—
glect for the phonetic substance: Jakobson is a very
clear example of a phonologist with a sharp interest
in the physical support of language. However, in so-
me sense it can be said that GP yielded a substan—
tial change in the orientation of phonological stu-
dies. Even the well-known Hallean paradox, concerning
the absence of a level of autonomous phonemics in
Russian (and in phonological theory), can be under-
stood in this light: the intermediate level of auto-
nomous phonemics is rejected in as much as it does
not add any relevant piece of information on the link
between the abstract morphophonemic level and the
concrete allophonic level.

Curiously enough, then, the kind of objections
which NP raises against GP are partly of the saume
kind as the objections which GP raised against struc-
turalist phonology: namely, the undue neglect of the
phonetic substance. There is ground to say, therefo-
re, that GP and NP appear to be very different, or
quite similar, to each other, according to the distaﬂ
ce from which they are looked at. If compared to the
most abstract among the structuralist approaches,
they both look quite concrete; if compared to each o-
ther, NP looks much more substance-oriented than GP.

In what follows, I shall try to consider the topic
of naturalness, and the confrontation of GP and NP,
from the viewpoint of phonetics. Tow questions are of
particular interest in this context:

1) Who did prevail in the recent theoretical debate

(the formally-oriented, or the substance-oriented)?

2) Is there any special lesson to be learned for pho-

neticians?
The answers to these questions will be tentatively gi
ven in sections 3 and 4 below; in section 2, I shall
be concerned again with the topic of concreteness/fuﬂ
ctionality, claiming that too much of an emphasis has
been put on this concept in recent works.

2. There is no doubt that the discussions which took
place on the matter of naturalness were in the whole
very instructive and fruitful. For one thing, it ap-

pears to me that these discussions forced the adhe-
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rents to GP to reanalyse their own positions, and to
pay more attention than ever before to this issue.
However, not everything went on as smoothly as that.
I would like to provide a couple of examples.

The first example concerns the by now very well-
known case of the k-@ alternation in Turkish, which
unpredictably characterizes the declension of a cer-
tain class of nouns. The traditional analysis perfor-
med by Lees /15/, attributes the alternation to the
lexical differentiation between underlying /g/, which
regularly devoices in syllable-final position and de-
letes intervocalically (in the Istanbul dialect), and
underlying /k/ which is preserved. This seems to be
in accord with the historical facts. However, as was
suggested by Zimmer /20/ and Zimmer & Abbott /21/,
the historical explanation does not account for the
synchronic data, since /k/ deletion tends to operate
in monosyllabic roots only, to the exclusion of poly-
syllabic ones. Actually, the situation is probably
more complicated than that, according to Sezer /17/,
because /k/ is preserved also in polysyllabic roots
when it follows a long vowel (Zimmer & Abbott notice
this fact mainly in connection with the behaviour of
Arabic loanwords, which often retain /k/). Whatever
is the real explanation of this phenomenon, I would
like to call attention to a particular aspect of this
_debate, which has been unduly taken for granted by
all participants. Namely, the solution put forth by
Zimmer, based on syllabic count, was labelled the

'functional' solution, following an explicit state-
ment by Zimmer himself. This is enhanced even in the
title of a notorious paper by Halle /8/, which cor-
rectly criticizes Zimmer's claim that his own solu-
tion is to be preferred (on the ground of simplicity)
to the 'formal’ solution based on the underlying al-
ternation between /g/ and /k/. Now, it is difficult
to understand just what the term 'functional' means
in this case. No doubt, polysyllabic words are longer
than monosyllabic ones; consequently, a deletion pro
cess which concerns polysyllabic words only, might be
regarded as a tendency to equalize the length of the
words in the language. However, in the present case
this explanation looks quite suspicious: why on earth
should Turkish speakers make recourse to this 'func-
tional' tendency only in the case of polysyllabic
roots ending in /k/, to the exclusion of those ending
in /p,t...y? I believe Halle is perfectly right in
claiming that Zimmer's solution is on the same level,
from the point of view of simplicity, as the more ab-
stract approach consisting in postulating a lexically
idiosyncratic morphophonemic alternation between /e/
and /k/. For that matter, Zimmer's proposal should be
accepted rather on the ground of being more 'concre-
te' than the alternative proposal, although I am not
sure that this argument is really compelling in the
face of the whole system of Turkish morphophonology,
where the alternation between voiced and voiceless
stops has to be postulated anyway on independent
grounds.

In conclusion, the Turkish case provides a good
example of the distorted usage, which is sometimes
to be observed, of the word 'functional'. A similar
example is provided by Stemberger's /18/ analysis of
the so-called empty consonants of French: where the
author claims that his analysis is more concrete than
the traditional approach (consisting in the postula-
tion of underlying consonants, to be deleted in some
particular contexts). The new solution consists in
suggesting that the relevant words of French which
undergo this phonological process show an extrasylla-
bic C in their CV-skeleton, which is eventually dele-
ted whenever it is not captured by a process of re-
syllabification. Here it is very difficult for me to
understand what is the meaning of the term 'concre-
te'. True, a C position in the CV-skeleton does not
need to be filled with any phonetic content, whereas
an abstract consonant should be provided with a ful-
ly specified distinctive feature matrix, at least
according to the current view. However, why on earth
should a phonological representation look more concre-
te as a consequence of the insertion of an underlying
C slot? If anything which is postulated by a given
phonological theory deserved the qualification of
tconcrete' just because it has been postulated, then
any phonological object would be concrete! Stember-
ger & Marlett /16/ go so far as to claim that their
treatment of empty consonants in Seri (basically si-
milar to the one proposed for French by Stemberger)
is even consistent with Venneman's 'Strong Natural-
ness Condition', which states that underlying repre-
sentations should coincide with some surface form;
but I just fail to see how any French consonant can
be said to 'concretely' exhibit a C position in its
surface form (apart from the fact that the Strong
Naturalness Condition does not seem to be tenable on
theoretical grounds, as pointed out e.g. by Kensto-
wicz & Kisseberth /12/. ’

It appears to me that what is involved here is &
category mistake: Stemberger and coworkers seem to be
strongly biased towards concrete analyses, and do not
hesitate to call 'concrete' their own analysis of em-
pty consonants, neglecting the simple fact that the
CV-skeleton cannot on principled grounds be regarded
as a concrete object. Understandably, Klausenburger
/14/ argues that Stemberger's analysis of French em-
pty consonants strains the concept of concreteness
"beyond recognition'".

I chose these two examples (the Turkish and the
French one) in order to show two different instances
of a quite common fallacy, namely the exasperated
need to adhere to the by now prevailing wave of con-
creteness. This is a characteristically new phenome-
non in the history of phonology: fifteen years 2ago,
or so, most phonologists would have regarded as inap-
propriate any appeal to concreteness in their analy-
ses. Now, things have gone so far, that concreteness
is invoked even in the wrong cases. Although it might
look funny to do so, it seems to be time for a phoné-
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tician (as I mainly consider myself) to remind phono-
logists of the essentially abstract nature of their
om?domain of research. As a matter of principle, no-
thing can be objected against people who incline to-
vards abstract phonological analyses, provided they
refrain from taking arbitrary steps: what should be
avoided, as a source of confusion, is the undue ap~
peal to concreteness or 'functionality'. Pushing
things a little bit further, one might in fact claim
that the very idea of concreteness looks quite mea-
ningless as applied to phonology. I bet M. le Prince
Trubeckoj turns in his grave every time the word
'concreteness' is uttered in the context of phonolo-
gy. Alternatively, and choosing a milder formulation,
one might claim that too often the polarity 'abstract
l!§_concrete' is mistakingly understood as the dicho-
tomy 'arbitrary vs motivated', where the illegitima-
te term is of course arbitrariness, not abstraction.

3. Let us now try to consider the first of the two
questions announced above. From what I said in the
preceding section, it might appear that the functio-
tally-oriented stream of phonology has prevailed over
the alternative one during the theoretical debate of
the last decade: indeed, as was noted, never before
vas there such a pervasive acceptence of the concre-
témssAissue. However, things are not as neat as they
might appear. The now overwhelming acceptence of the
'concrete! vocation of phonology is just the newest
Vg%ion of the so-called 'naturalness condition',
vhich has always been a topic in most versions of GP.
Any analysis which minimizes the number of distincti-
V?fbatures necessary to express a given generaliza-
tion has always been regarded as the most highly va-
hmd, and termed a natural. solution. The very search
for a set of distinctive features was largely motiva-
ted by the goal of capturing as many natural classes
of sounds with as few features as possible. Neverthe-
i:j.é:his concer? never prevented GP from assuming
Wahmtétra?t positions, nor from taking the step of
chaucaing its own results gn the basis of fairly mé-
Hy for features' computations (thus showing a strigc
ole ::1.'rather than functional attitude). On the
t&1p;id i'lssue of concreteness/naturalness was.of—
woulg e mfttle more than mere lip service..SoT it
Sing a g lsFaken to say that NP succeeded in impo-

. unctional perspective on contemporary phonolo
fz;:::ntheo?etical issues it raised were undoubted-
tiaes I‘ansirlou?ly, but (as we saw above) they somé—
tion. he risk of being strained beyond recogni-
o :::cioint is that the stance of GP on the.matter‘

O the oe eness has always been somewhat amb%guéus‘.
Vefeatu:e h?nd, GP has defined its set of élstlnctl—
%sonianei ln,q?lte physical terms (following the Ja
link bon radition), thus suggesting a fundamental
hand (g een phonology and phonetics; on the other
stteng, S Roted), GP has devoted great deal of
to purely formal matters, such as the ‘sim-

plicity metrics', based on the mechanical computation
of features. In addition to this, GP has very often
shown little concern for the distinction between syn
chronic and diachronic processes. One such example -
is Kisseberth's /13/ analysis of Yawelmani, which
brilliantly reconstructs an underlying vowel system,
on the basis of which all the apparently misterious
anomalies of the surface phonetic form can be explai
ned. But if one locks at it from the point of view -
of NP, then one cannot escape the following question:
namely, is the postulated underlying /u:/, which ne-
ver surfaces in any word of contemporary Yawelmani,
really present to the phonological competence of the
native speaker, or is it nothing more than an histo=
rical fact, devoid of any synchronic validity? To

put it in other words, is there ground to postulate
synchronic rules which derive surface forms such as
c'omhun from the underlying /c'u:mhin/ (where the

i/u alternation in the final syllable is due to vowel
harmony), or should one regard this as a purely mor-
phologized and lexicalized process, largely opague

to the contemporary speaker?

It is clear enough that the answer to these que-
stions cannot be given without taking a strong theo-
retical position (i.e. a position which far exceeds
the available evidence and represents a guess as to
the proper basis to develop a framework of investiga
tion and research). Generative phonologists tend to_
consider the objections raised by NP as irrelevant.
They do not deny that morphological alternations e-
xist; however, they believe there is nn compelling
evidence that these alternations (except for a minor
portion of them) are mere reflexes of historical de-
velopments, rather than synchronic processes located
in the brain of the speaker. After all, who knows
how large the human capacity for fairly complex on-
line computations is? The counterobjection of NP is
that there are observable differences between proces
ses which are directly reflected in the speakers' -
phonetic behaviour, and processes which do not surfa
ce explicitly. For instance, the speaker of a langua
ge with final obstruent devoicing will tend to apply
this process also to foreign and nonsense words, whe
reas it would be quite surprising if the Yawelmani
speaker produced (in the appropriate context) /o/
instead of /u:/ when pronouncing a foreign or a non-
sense word. Thus, the NP claim that synchronic and
diachronic processes must be kept apart from each o-
ther seems to be substantiated by observational evi-
dence; and indeed, this is the strongest point in fa
vour of NP. Yet, even this kind of argument does not
solve the dispute. The charge which is usually made
by generative phonologists against natural phonolo-
gists is that the latter reduce the relevance of the
phonological component by .depriving it of part of its
content: and although this deprivation is done to the
benefit of morphology, the splitting weakens the pre
dictive power of the theory, since many phono-morpho
logical phenomena are no more considered to be direc
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tly linked by a single line of derivation. And one
could hardly deny that the theoretical assumptions
defended by GP enabled it to provide several imspi-
ring and fully developed pieces of desoription of the
phonological component of many different languages.

As I said, there does not seem to be a neutral or
pretheoretical point of view about these matters. And
indeed, even if we consider the problem from the point
of view of phonetics, it should appear that either
answer is perfectly legitimate. There is no reason
why a phonetician should be bothered by the possibili
ty that the phonological component is structured in
such a way as to contain a fairly abstract set of ru-
les, provided they do not suffer from arbitrariness,
and provided of course that the output coincides with
what is actually pronounced by the native speaker.

This last consideration might remind us of the po-
sition of those phonologists (adhering to GP) who de-
fended the claim of the unnaturalness of phonology,
in sharp. contraposition to NP (cf., e.g., Anderson
/1/ or Hellberg /11/). However, I do not regard tho-
se criticisms as -especially harmful to NP. Indeed,
NP never claimed that every phonological process is
natural, for one must take into consideration the of-
ten unpredictable development of human languages, sub
ject to the contribution of many diverse factors,
such as contact with other languages, or morphologi-
cal patterning. In fact, a great deal of the sound
structure of any languagé is under the control of
morphology, rather than phonology, and this has to be
reckoned by any phonological theory. This is not to
deny, though, the importance of Anderson's contribu-
tion, and of those who made the same move. On the con
trary, their warning reminds us that any attempt to
squash phonology onto phonetics is bound-to failure;
and it is a fact that NP, admittedly, has but a weak
explanatory power: it does not tell us why a given
phonological procéss occurs, rather it tells us whe-
fher that process is to be expected on phonetic
grounds.Also,it is a fact that the first attempt to
develop a comprehensive framework to motivate'morpho-
phonological patternings along the lines of NP is
Pressler's /4/, which appeared long after the birth
of NP.

4. With this caveat in mind, we can finally address
the second question put forth in section 1. Let us
recapitulate some of the observations which’ were ad-
vanced so far:

(i) phonology is an abstract domain of research;

(ii) in order to avoid the risk of arbitrariness in
the analysis, some restriction must be posited,
the most reasonable one being a restriction of pho
netic naturalness (i.e. plausibility);

(iii) however, the pursuit of naturalness must not be
carried out at the expense of principle (i).

Now, at first glance, one might advance the view
that the general trend of contemporary phonology to-
wards the naturalness/concreteness issue goes very

much in the same direction (despite the equivocal e-
pisodes described above in section 2) towards which
phonetics is intrinsically oriented. I would like to
claim, though, that this is not entirely ‘true. No
doubt, an 'unnatural' phonetics is hardly conceiva-
ble; furthermore, it is a fact that a purely abstract
(which amounts to saying: arbitrary) phonology would
be of no help to phonetic:sciences. Nevertheless, I
do not think that -phoneticians (putting aside perso-
nal predilections) should encourage NP any more than
GP, or in general functionally-oriented theories a%
the expense of formally-oriented ones. The basic con
tribution of phonology to phonetics is to be sought
in its propensity to provide theories which can occa
sionally be tested experimentally, or inspire the
conception of new ideas about the production of
speech. In this respect, a formally-minded phonology
might even provide better material for phonetic spe-
culation, just because of its more provocative cha-
racter. The search for phonetic motivation for abs-
tract phonological processes is, after all, the fun-
damental challenge to phoneticians.

From this point of view, non-linear phonologies
might easily prove to be more challenging than any
version of NP. An interesting example of this can be
found in Clements /3/, who explicitly tries to deve-
lop a phonetically motivated theory of autosegmental
phonology, where each articulatory dimension corre-
sponds to an individual autosegment, all this lea-
ding to a hierarchic conception of the feature con-
tent of phonemes. It is envisageable that this view
of the phoneme will induce a new stream of research
in phonetics, just as the traditional view of the
phoneme as an internally unstructured matrix of di-
stinctive features inspired important works. And it
might be that something of this sort will be even-
tually triggered by a specific branch of non-linear
phonology I alluded to above, namely CV-phonology,
although the first attempt at experimental verifica-
tion carried out by Stemberger & Mc Whinney /19/ is
far from successful. A much more successful one is
Hayes's/10/, which accumulates empirical evidence (in
terms of reactions to a number of phonological pro-
cesses) for the existence of multiple vs biunivocal
linkings between the segmental and the CV tier (thus
substantiating with new and convincing arguments the
old view that geminates behave differently in the v2
rious languages); however, Hayes's approach is not
experimental.

It is quite instructive, in any case, to see how
often CV-phonologists try to provide a physical ba-
sis to the abstract entities they postulate: indeed,
this is another instance of the concreteness trend
now prevailing in phonological research (but recall
the criticisms put forth in section 2 above). CV po-
sitions (or x positions, depending on the particular
framework) are very often said to be 'timing units'
and Marlett & Stemberger /16/ even speak of empty
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consonant:positions as something which prdduces conse
quences on_the level of motor programming, although -
they admit that more work has to be done "on the low-
level phonetic facts of empty syllable positions" (p.
§37). Honestly, I think all this goes a bit too far.
I have ‘the impression that most phonologists did not
notice what has been going on in phonetics during the
last decade, in particular in the area known as 'ac-
tion theory', where the issue of timing was extensi-
vely reexamined in the light of new acquisitions in
physiology and psychology (cf. Journal of Phonetics
14,1,1986:for a recent debate on this topic). Of cour
se; some phonologists did notice it, and even raised_
severe objections: cf. Hammarberg's /9/ polemics a-
gainst Fowler /5,6/. However, I believe Hammarberg's
emphasis on mentalism as opposed to physicalism is
ill-founded: the recognition of the articulatory-
acoustic correlates of phonemes, and of the intrin-
sic need for coarticulation (possibly in terms of co-
production, as suggested in Fowler:& Smith /7/), does
not exclude the fundamentally abstract nature of pho-
nemes as mental entities responsible of the phonolo-
gical patterns of natural languages. Besides, the phy
sical properties of the speech mechanism are connec-
ted to higher-level principles, which themselves de-
pend on the functional properties of the organism. If
looked at from this ecological perspective, phonetics
is no more a merely concrete domain of research; raz
ther, it becomes a field which incorporates a notable
degree of abstraction.

The elucidation of these topics is the matter of
future research. Let me just say, to conclude, that
I entertain- the hope that some recent developments in
phonology, as illustrated by Clements /3/, will provi
de the theoretical basis for a fruitful rendez-vous
of phonetics and phonology, and possibly (why not?)
for the convergence of NP and GP (or at least the
most influential version of the latter) on the common
ground of ‘phonetic motivation (and plausibility) of
Phonological processes.
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