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Oh, Kwan Young. “English Palatalization in Leniting Processes Revisited.” Studies in English 

Language & Literature 47.4 (2021): 331-354. The purpose of this paper is to re-examine palatalization in 

terms of lenition, and to demonstrate the validity of separating palatalization into two types, classical 

palatalization and affrication, and of seeing them differently. To support our arguments for such a view, 

we explored affricates and affrication from the viewpoints of segmental property and phonological 

processes as well as consonant strength scale, effort-based articulation, and consonant duration. Thus, we 

assured that affricates could be categorized into strong segments and that palatalization is lenition, 

whereas affrication should be treated as fortition. To prove this claim, we adopted OCP to explain its two 

important roles in the processes of applying spirantization and affrication rules, and, as a result, we 

perceived the result of affrication as dissimilation which has usually been regarded as fortition. Finally, 

we accounted for the resulting palatalized and affricated segments, simply and compositively, through a 

level-based approach. (Chonnam National University)
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I. Introduction

Lenition is sound changes occurring cross-linguistically. The term lenition was 

first introduced in Thurneysen (1898), and since then it has been a large topic in the 

literature. Accordingly, the character of lenition has been examined and analyses of 

its processes have been performed from diverse respects. However, on review, 
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studies of lenition can be classified into six areas as follows:

First, research on lenition is mainly conducted in relation to the environments of 

segments. Such environments are then affiliated with the distribution of those 

segments, which has been studied in areas such as intervocalic positions, segmental 

frequency, and word final positions (Escure 1977, Hock 1991, Lavoie 1996, Cho 

2004, Gurevich 2011).

Second, lenition has been examined with respect to segmental properties, and 

such analyses are perceived as classic in approaches to lenition. In fact, most 

analyses relating to the lenition phenomena fall under this category. The issues 

involved in lenition’s segmental properties are as follows: sonority scale (Lavoie 

1996), segmental weakening (Hyman 1975, Trask 1996), sequential segment strength 

(Honeybone 2001), and parameter analyses with intensity and duration (Kaze 2016).

Third, there are phonetically-based approaches, in which one is conducted in 

terms of articulation to consonant lenition called an effort-based approach (Kirchner 

1998). Another one is that when articulating, the inability to reach the target that is 

phonetically specified is viewed as a kind of lenition (Bauer 2008). A third one is 

concerned with acoustics and perception, in which both speakers and hearers engage 

in lenition. The lenition in this case occurs more frequently in intervocalic than in 

prevocalic contexts or pre-consonantal ones (Silverman 1995). Such contextual 

differences cause a perceptual gap corresponding to certain environments between a 

sound and its lenited counterpart (Kaplan 2008).

Fourth, there are analytical studies using a small corpus of Liverpool English and 

the Buckeye corpus, seemingly usage-based approaches, which consider a 

word-internal alveolar or velar stop-deletion as lenition (Honeybone 2001, Raymond, 

Dautricourt, and Hume 2006). 

Fifth, lenition is viewed from a diachronic perspective. In this type of study, the 

phenomena labelled lenition are classified into five categories according to melodic 

and prosodic parameters, and these two parameters determine the lenition scale as in 

lenition promotion or lenition inhibition (Honeybone 2001).
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Finally, lenition is approached from a perspective of the levels. According to 

Honeybone (2001: 223), the lenition processes need to be observed on two levels, 

underlying representation (UR) and surface representation (SR). That is, the lenition 

processes affect underlying segments in order to derive surface segments. Also, there 

is a rather vague view that lenition takes place in the indeterminate UR (Kirchner 

1998:93). 

Meanwhile, the phonological phenomena covered by lenition are also diverse. 

According to Gurevich (2011:9), the types of lenition are as follows: degemination, 

deaspiration, devoicing, spirantization, flapping, debuccalization, and gliding. 

However, when we survey the literature related to lenition, other processes also fall 

under the same category, such as assimilation, monophthongization, neutralization, 

velar softening, vowel laxing, labialized vowel, and deletion. (Donegan & Stampe 

1979, Kirchner 1998, Harris 2003, Bauer 2008, Kul & Jaworski 2009, Burzio 2011, 

Ernestus 2011, Katz 2016).

Also, there are several phonological approaches to lenition. A generative method 

is described by formalizing lenition using theoretical devices such as rules, 

constraints, and preference or frequency statements (Kul & Jaworski 2009). For this 

reason, the generative framework is regarded as the formal approach, in which there 

are modes of sonority promotion and simplification (Gurevich 2011:13). As for 

sonority promotion, this refers to the types of rule applications, spirantization and 

gliding. In these processes, sounds are changed by replacing more sonorous ones in 

specific environments by the leniting rules (Hock 1991, Lavoie 1996). Simplification 

describes a process of reducing the number of features contained in a consonant by 

simply delinking some of its features (Gurevich 2011). In an autosegmental 

approach, lenition is the spreading of one feature of a sound to a neighboring sound 

(Jacobs & Wetzels 2020). In addition, there is an optimality theoretic approach to 

lenition in which the notion of ‘articulary ease’ is represented as ‘lazy’ constraints 

ranked with relation to faithfulness constraints (Kirchner 1998).

Now, this study will revisit palatalization, previously referred to as one example 
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of lenition. Since reconsidering palatalization in terms of acoustic measurement, it 

causes us to encounter a paradox to treat all of palatalization as just lenition. 

Accordingly, for this issue, we try to assume that the phenomenon of palatalization 

is classified into two categories, classical palatalization and affrication, which we 

will elaborate on later.

Also, when having reviewed the approaches to the lenition phenomena as well as 

the leniting processes, it is necessary to consider lenition through the relationship 

between levels for the following reasons: The first is due to the fact that it is more 

appropriate to approach the process of lenition not through derivation, but rather in 

a correlation between morphophonemic and phonetic levels. The second is that on 

considering palatalization, the previous descriptions have mainly been done in 

phonological aspects, including affrication. However, affrication is different from 

palatalization not only in its attribution but also in its greater relevance to phonetics. 

Thus we are trying to explain such complex phenomena through a level-based 

approach. 

II. Approaches from the Angle of Lenition

2.1 Palatalization

Palatalization, which itself is complicated compared to other phenomena, occurs 

within words or across words such as relation, pass you. Generally, it can be set in 

the following two definitions. One is that from articulatory phonetics, it refers to the 

secondary articulation in front of /y/ in which the front of the tongue rises toward 

the palatal region during the primary articulation for a stop or fricative sound. 

(Schane 1973). The other definition is that from a phonological viewpoint, ‘an 

underlying alveolar fricative followed by a /j/(=/y/) becomes postalveolar or a /j/ 

preceded by an alveolar stop becomes a postalveolar fricative’ (Shockey 2003:44) 
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such as [ʃ] or [ʒ]. Examples in which palatalization happens are as in (1).

(1) a. /t/+y> [ʃ]

confident confidential – 

different differential– 

evident evidential– 

relate relation– 

affect affection– 

adopt adoption – 

collect collection– 

b. /d/+y> [ʒ]

invade invasion– 

collide collision– 

decide decision– 

evade evasion– 

persuade persuasion– 

conclude conclusion– 

provide provision– 

c. /s/+y> [ʃ]

confess confession– 

aggress aggression– 

digress digression– 

express expression – 

commerce commercial– 

face facial – 

province provincial – 
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d. /z/+y> [ʒ]

supervise supervision– 

confuse confusion– 

effuse effusion– 

incise incision– 

diffuse diffusion– 

infuse infusion– 

revise revision– 

As a phonological approach, the generative grammar SPE(230) formalizes the rule 

of palatalization as in (2)1, in which alveolars /t/ and /s/, /d/ and /z/ become changed 

into palato-alveolar fricatives [ʃ] and [ʒ], respectively. 

(2)                               -back

       -son        -ant            -vocl      V

       +cor   +strid  / ___     -cons   →  -stress 

However, before the application of rule (2), SPE(225) introduces another rule (3), 

which is called a glide-forming rule. Since the vowel /i/ of the suffixes -ion, -ial is 

a stem forming augment, it should be transferred to the glide /y/, and this rule must 

precede rule (2). Furthermore, SPE(231) gives another rule, a glide-deletion rule, 

after the rule of palatalization (2) for a final realized form, and the two rules can be 

shown in (3) and (4). 

(3)   i y /   +cor   +  ______   →   V

                 C                [-stress]

  1 Although the rule contains [ʧ] and [ʤ] in the output, here we refer to merely [ʃ] and [ʒ], and the 

reason for this will be discussed in detail later. 
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(4)                      +cor

     [-cons] Ø /      -ant   _____→  

                        -son

Unlike generative grammar, now let us consider palatalization in terms of the 

leniting process. To do that, we have to turn to the phonological strength. Many 

linguists, as we considered above, treat the lenition processes as segmental 

weakening (Hyman 1975, Trask 1996) or sequential segment strength reduction 

(Honeybone 2001). A phonological definition of lenition in line with segment 

weakening, which originates from Vennemann (1988), is cited by Hyman (1975:165) 

as follows:

(5) ‘A segment Z is said to be weaker than a segment Y if Y goes through an 

X stage on its way to zero.’

In fact, such a definition seems to be based on articulatory gestures. According to 

Spencer (1996:61), strong segments tend to be articulated with more tense and 

energetic gestures. Then, on the contrary, if segments are articulated with minimized 

efforts due to lack of resistance of airflow in the vocal tract (Bauer 1988, Kirchner 

1998), this would mean that the segments undergo weakening processes. 

In short, the definition of lenition as segmental weakening can be illustrated as in 

Figure 1 (Hock 1991:83), which presents the hierarchy of segmental weakening and 

possible weakening pathways of more inclusive segments. In the figure, the dotted 

lines indicate possible, but unproved cases.

But for our easy understanding, Figure 1 can be represented as in (6) again. 

Segments can undergo different weakening processes depending on their types. 
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tt

dd

t

d ɵ ʔ

ð      h

      ɦ

r, l

y

ø

             Figure 1. Segmental Hierarchy of Weakness

(6)  tt t d ʔ→ → →

        ɵ       h

   dd d ð        ɦ→ →

          r, l     y     ø

By the way, with regard to palatalization, Hock’s hierarchy weakening model 

does not refer to any stages of alveolars /t/ and /s/, /d/ and /z/ proceeding to 

palato-alveolar fricatives [ʃ] and [ʒ], respectively. However, if we consider 

palatalization in a broad lenition hierarchy (Jasanoff 1994, Honeybone 2001), the 

phenomenon can be understood in a series of stages in (7).

(7)     voiceless fricatives

    voiceless stops                  voiced fricatives    glides   zero

                      voiced stops

In fact, based on the leniting stages (7), spirantization is a weakening 

phenomenon, such as in decide-decisive, theocrat-theocracy (Honeybone 2001:226). 

As another example, let us look at velar softening. The word-final segment of critic
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is /k/, but in criticism the segment /k/ is converted to /s/ in front of the /i/ of -ism. 

Therefore we confirm that the velar softening process is also another type of lenition 

like spirantization.

On the other hand, there is a different view of palatalization. Lavoie (2001:169, 

170) stated that the palatalization process occurs in a consonant assimilating to the 

place of articulation of a following high front vowel, and ‘insofar as palatalization 

increases the vocalic nature of a consonant, it is weakening. But since palatalized 

consonants are more marked, palatalization could be considered as strengthening.’ 

However, there are some problems with the Lavoie’s assertion. Firstly, Lavoie 

seems to misunderstand the meaning of a process. The term process connotes 

phonetic motivation, thus the fact that palatalization was viewed as assimilation is 

based on the premise that the articulatory gestures were already seen as a weakening 

process. Secondly, Lavoie’s view of markedness may stem from an incomplete 

understanding of the concept. For a more clear understanding of markedness, let us 

see the example Katamba (1989:102) referred to. That is, although a nasalized vowel 

is marked, the nasalized vowel in the case of [mæn] is unmarked. However, if we ͂

articulate [mæn], the vowel [æ] is marked. The same logic would be applied to 

palatalization. The point is that the environment must not be ignored to fully 

perceive markedness. Consequently, it makes sense that the processes for palatalized 

consonants [ʃ] or [ʒ] should not be regarded as strengthening but rather weakening. 

Hence it is inconsistent that although Lavoie has regarded the phenomenon of 

palatalization as lenition from consonant strength, she views the same phenomenon 

differently from the process and the outcome.

Finally, we look into an articulatory but different approach to lenition Donegan 

and Stampes presented (1979:142). Their description of lenition also makes us view 

palatalization as a lenition process. Donegan and Stampes note that lenition is a 

process which decreases in the articulatory distance between the segment itself and 

its adjacent segment to facilitate those segments’ articulation. Based on their 

arguments, it is possible for us to interpret palatalization like this: When an alveolar 
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obstruent is immediately followed by the segment /y/, the two segments decrease in 

their articulatory distance, and the alveolar obstruent results in a palatalized sound.

Having considered palatalization, we can come to the conclusion that it should be 

viewed as a lenition process. But, as mentioned above, if we revisit palatalization 

from acoustic aspects, we encounter another complex situation. The examples listed 

in (1) above show palatalization in which alveolars /t/ and /s/, /d/ and /z/ are 

changed into palato-alveolar fricatives [ʃ] and [ʒ], respectively, in front of /y/. 

Incidentally, there are some circumstances in which alveolars /t/ and /d/ are 

converted into affricates /ʧ/ and /ʤ/ in similar contexts. Even in those instances, 

most linguists have consistently treated such cases as the same palatalization. 

However, in this study we divide palatalization into two kinds, classical 

palatalization and affrication. Furthermore, we assume that the former corresponds to 

what we have previously considered as palatalization and that the latter is mainly 

concerned with the phenomenon occurring in words such as digestion. We will 

consider the latter cases in the next section. 

2.2 Affrication

Affrication is the same as palatalization in terms of the process of articulation 

which is made in its phonological contexts. Consequentially, most of the literature 

has treated affrication as the same category as palatalization. However, accessing 

affrication as a leniting phenomenon may cause us to have reservations about 

equating affrication with palatalization, especially from perspectives of consonant 

strength, phonological analysis, and acoustic phonetics. Hence, this study would like 

to see affrication otherwise in the sense that its nature is different from 

palatalization. Let us see some examples in which affrication happens. Some of the 

examples in (8) and (9) are cited from Oh (2008:176, 2011:101). 
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(8) /t/+y> [ʧ]

a. depart departure– 

conjunct conjuncture– 

fact factual– 

habit habitual– 

effect effectual– 

spirit spiritual– 

intellect intellectual– 

b. text textual– 

context contextual– 

moist moisture– 

digest digestion– 

quest question– 

combust combustion–

exhaust exhaustion– 

(9) /d/+y> [ʤ]

fraud fraudulent– 

proceed procedure– 

supersede supersedure– 

reside residual– 

would you

need your help

could you

The examples in (8a) and (9) demonstrate that alveolars /t/ and /d/ are changed 

into affricate forms [ʧ] and [ʤ] in front of /y/ either within or across words. But in 

(8b), two phonological processes are seen as involved in the process of affrication. 
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In this study, we are primarily concerned with such affricated sounds.

First, let us consider plain affricates in words like chain and jump from consonant 

strength aspects before delving into affrication in terms of lenition. Foley (1970:90) 

introduces the matrix of consonant strength, which originated from the purpose of 

explaining ‘Germanic and Spanish consonant shifts’ (Hyman 1975:166). Foley 

divides the strength scale of consonants from 1 to 3 or 4 according to their types 

‘based on place of articulation, manner of articulation’, and voicing. In his matrix, 

the horizontal and vertical strength scales display the place and manner of 

articulation, respectively, as follows:

      (manner/voicing)

(10)    4    k+  t+   p+

      3    k   t   p

   2    g   d   b

   1    ð   γ   β

              1   2   3  (place)

In the matrix in (10), we try to focus on the elements along the vertical manner 

scale 4, k+, t+, and p+. Foley states that those elements may be realized as phonetic 

forms ‘long stops kk, tt, pp (Italian, Finnish), aspirates kh, th, ph (English), or 

affricates kx, ts, pf (German).’ That is, the phonological forms, k+, t+, p+ possessing 

high strength can be diversely realized as any of the above phonetic variants. In 

fact, when voiceless stops in English are aspirated, such consonants are also 

considered as fortition, a strengthening process (Lavoie 1996:298, Kim and Chin 

2008). As for this, Spencer (1996:62) similarly referred to ‘relative strength of 

consonants’ like ‘aspirated > plain voiceless > voiced.’

With respect to the status of the strengthening process, Hyman (1975:165) 

mentioned that strengthening is a process of reinforcing segments, and the segments 

that undergo such strengthening would be more able to resist weakening processes. 
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Based on Hyman’s assertion that the already strengthened segments would forcefully 

resist weakening, which is also among the characteristics of the category contained 

within Foley’s matrix scale 4, it is possible for us to apply the scale to similar 

variants. 

Hence, as affricates in German, similarly, we will assume that affricates 

themselves in English can be placed in the category of the phonetic segments of 

manner scale 4. To support this assumption, we can reconsider one phonological 

view. It is found in Hyman’s reference to the frequently attested segments of 

weakening, as in ‘ʧ > ʃ > s > h > ø’. Conversely, this can be understood to show 

that the affricate /ʧ/ is already recognized as exhibiting strong segment status, and 

thus it is qualified to be handled like strong segments at the strength scale of the 

matrix. Therefore, based on the above consideration relating to the affricates, we can 

be sure that affricates are not absolutely weak segments.

Another thing supporting our assumption is found in articulatory and acoustic 

phonetics. Kirchner (1998) suggests a mass-spring system in order to prove his 

effort-based approach to consonant reduction.2 The mass-spring system is compared 

to the articulatory processes in the vocal tract through a series of consonant 

constrictions. He calculates the effort of producing consonants on the basis of some 

complicated mathematical methods, which include such elements as constriction 

starting point, speed, and duration, and then time is divided into discrete timesteps 

in his mass-spring model. In short, in his effort-based treatment, strident fricatives, 

stops, non-strident fricatives, and affricates are 65.98, 60.99, 25.64, and 123.07 as in 

[asa], [ata], [aɵa], and [atsa]=([aʧa]) (Kirchner 1998:50, 113, 116). Thus, this shows 

that the articulation of affricates is more effortful than other consonants. And the 

effort relations are established as follows: affricates > strident fricatives > stops > 

nonstrident fricatives.

Meanwhile, there is a comparative study of the duration of consonants in English 

  2 Here the term ‘effort’ means that it requires more physical force in articulation, and so is opposite 

to minimized articulatory effort.
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and Spanish (Lavoie 2001:106). In comparison to the duration ratios of English 

consonants, there is a big difference between consonants. For example, on the 

voiceless /ʧ, ʃ, t, s/ the durations are 133, 121, 118, and 113ms, and for the voiced 

/ʤ, ʒ, d, z/ the duration of each is 92, 86, 75, and 71ms. Thus, when considering 

the duration of consonants, even if it is partly, it seems to be another element in 

categorizing affricates into strong segments as in Kirchner’s effort-based explanation. 

In sum, having considered the issue of regarding affricates themselves as strong 

segments from above, we can affirm that affricates are on line strong segments.

Now, we turn to affrication in terms of segmental processes occurring in such 

words as departure, residual, and combustion. There are three different viewpoints 

on affrication. One is that affrication is seen as lenition, a weakening process like 

spirantization, and such a view is taken by some scholars who look upon affricated 

segments as pure, traditional palatalization (Honeybone 2001, Hall & Hamann 2006, 

Bauer 2008, Gurevich 2011). Another is the opposite position which holds that the 

phenomena in which /t, d/ are changed to /ʧ, ʤ/ are seen as fortition, a 

strengthening process (Foley 1970, Escure 1977, Donegan & Stampe 1979, Kirchner 

1998). Finally, there is the middle ground between lenition and fortition in regard to 

affrication (Lavoie 2001). 

In the case of Lavoie (2001), she looks on affrication as ambiguous. On viewing 

affricates from a sonority or consonant strength hierarchy, she states that affricates 

have no status in either weakening or strengthening on the strength scale. In 

language of historical change, she argues that affrication often takes a step in the 

progress of stops to fricatives, so in such phonetic structures it may represent 

weakening (2001:45). On the contrary, she mentions that if affrication is specified in 

phonological structures, then affrication is strengthening (2001:46). For instance, 

Lavoie refers to Haitian Creole in which /t/, /d/ before /i/ become /ʧ/, /ʤ/, and 

furthermore argues that in this case affrication might be palatalization, but notes that 

this exhibits a vague case in respect of strength again. Thus her statements about 

affrication seem to be indistinct.
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In this study, however, we will presume affrication to be fortition and account for 

the reasons why we try to see it as a strengthening process. With respect to 

affrication, we mainly focus on the examples presented in (8b). First of all, when 

we review examples such as moist–moisture3, combust–combustion, they are unique 

in that although they are similar environments to spirantization, its application is 

blocked.

As in the contexts of spirantization already considered as lenition, alveolars /t/ or 

/d/ are changed into alveolar fricatives [s] or [z] before /y/ or /i/ of suffixes -ive, 

-ion (Yang 2009:299). But in the case of (8b), if spirantization is applied to 

combustion, exhaustion, contrary to expectations it results in ill-formed types such as 

*[kəmbʌssən], *[ɪgzɔssən]. Hence we need a device to prevent such ineligible forms 

from being produced. We adopt the well-known tool, the Obligatory Contour 

Principle (hereafter OCP) which originates from Leben (1973) and is defined as 

follows:

(11) Obligatory Contour Principle

At the melodic level, adjacent elements are prohibited.

Since OCP’s origination, it has been diversely involved in the application of rules 

as a principle from tone level to segment level (Borowsky 1986, Yip 1988, Oh 

2002, 2008, Yang 2009). From its functional perspective, OCP serves as either a 

blocker or trigger of a rule (Oh 2002). In fact, the order of application between 

those two has not been established, but the OCP is sometimes applied first as a 

blocker and then as a trigger. In light of this, let us reconsider the case of 

combustion. As seen above, if the rule of spirantization is applied to combustion, its 

result comes to be the ill-formed *[kəmbʌssən]. Thus, for a well-formed type to be 

produced, spirantization needs to be blocked prior to its application. At this point, 

  3 With respect to suffixes -ure, -ual, -ulent, in SPE (194) glide /y/(=/j/) is inserted before the vowel /u/ 

and the application of the glide-insertion rule is preceeded by spirantization.
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the OCP acts as a deterrent to the application of the rule, since the OCP prohibits 

the sequential occurrence of the same segments *[ss] (Oh 2002, 2008). 

Next, we need to build a rule in which /t/ and /d/ are transferred to [ʧ] and [ʤ] 

in the environments in which the spirantization rule has been applied previously. In 

such a case, we envisage OCP working as a trigger for a rule to produce affricated 

segments. 

With respect to this, we need to examine the palatalization rule of (2) again, 

since, as Yang (2009:296, 297) indicated, the rule does not exclude the segments /ɵ, 

ð/ from among the segments to be included in the input of the rule. Thus Yang 

segregates the palatalization rule of (2) into two kinds of rules: One is that /t/ and 

/d/ are changed to [ʧ] and [ʤ], and the other is that /s/ and /z/ become [ʃ] and [ʒ]. 

Regarding this, we adopt his first rule, but term it an affrication rule, which is 

formalized as in (12).

(12)  -son        -ant            V

        +cor   +strid  / ___ y →  -stress 

 -cont

That is, in the case of combustion, the above affrication rule is triggered by OCP,

so the well-formed [kəmbʌsʧən] is derived. However, the major concern of this 

study is not just to see what procedures must be implemented in order for 

combustion to have a well-formed output, but rather to demonstrate that it is 

reasonable to see such processes in terms of consonant strength. 

For that reason, the study regards the phenomenon affiliated with combustion as 

dissimilation based on the following: Firstly, let us compare the result of the 

spirantization rule *[ss] with [sʧ] by the application of the affrication rule. As seen 

above, if the segment /t/ is changed into /s/, this is lenition. But if the /t/ of /st/ 

becomes /ʧ/, in the process of /st/ from *[ss] to [sʧ], the changing of [s] to [ʧ] is 

not lenition, but fortition, a strengthening process.
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Secondly, ‘dissimilation refers to the process in which segments change to 

become less like a neighboring segment’ (Wolfram & Johnson 1981:93). That is, 

dissimilation is a process to contrast a segment with its adjacent segment. For 

example, chimney is articulated as chimley in varieties where the nasal /n/ is 

changed into the lateral /l/, and such a change is perceived as dissimilation 

(Wolfram & Johnson 1981). This phenomenon may have originated from a sequence 

of the nasals to which OCP applies. Similarly, we can view the process in which 

/st/ is changed not into *[ss] but [sʧ] as dissimilation (Oh 2002, 2008), which is 

regarded as fortition. In fact, in a traditional typology of phonology, dissimilation 

has been regarded as such fortition processes as diphthongization, syllabification, and 

epenthesis (Donegan and Stampe 1979:142).

III. Structural Approaches to the Correlation between Lenition and Fortition

The structural approaches to the phonological processes that we looked at 

previously correspond to the views of scholars. A traditional classic approach is 

similar to a generative grammar, and sees lenition and fortition as derivations from 

underlying segments to surface segments. On the contrary, as something close to the 

null hypothesis, there is an ambiguous view that the fact that underlying segments 

undergo phonological processes means there is a certain stage before and after those 

phonological processes, but not derivation. Despite that, leniting processes are said to 

be performed on the underlying segments to derive surface segments (Honeybone 

2001:222, 223). That is, Honeybone’s view seems to be limited only to the 

underlying segments. But with respect to phenomena such as spirantization, 

palatalization, and affrication, if looking at such processes as restricted only to 

underlying segments as Honeybone did, the explanations for the complex processes 

would meet difficulties.

Meanwhile, there is a natural phonological position, which considers lenition and 
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fortition in terms of the preceding relationship between feeding and counterfeeding 

(Donegan and Stampe 1979). For example, warmth undergoes the following steps: 

[wɔrmɵ] [wɔrmɵ] [wɔrmpɵ] [wɔrpɵ]. Before the last stage of the → → → ͂ ͂ ͂͂

derivation, [p] is inserted between [m] and [ɵ] and this represents a fortition process, 

but the last stage in which [m] is deleted is a lenition process (Donegan and Stampe 

1979:153). Regarding such processes, Donegan and Stampe insist that it is natural 

that fortition feeds lenition. However, as a different case, they refer to examples in 

which English suffixes [z] and [d] become devoiced after voiceless segments, such 

as clocks [klaks], finished [fɪnɪʃt], and these are lenition. But both busses [bʌsɪz] and 

wanted [wantɪd], into each of which a vowel is inserted, represent fortition, and, as 

a result, the voicing lenition in busses and wanted is blocked. In this regard, they 

state that lenition is bled by fortition and this is absolutely unnatural (Donegan and 

Stampe 1979:155, 158). They present such relations through a diagram as follows: 

(13)  GRAMMAR Fortitions  →   → Lenitions   SPEECH→  

In this study we view spirantization (presidency) and palatalization (evidential) as 

lenition, while affrication (digestion) is seen as fortition. Given those phenomena 

according to the model (13), however, lenitions and fortitions are not found in the 

relationship between feeding and counterfeeding. 

Next, let us consider affrication in the framework of Harmonic grammar, since 

we can represent the processes of affrication as fortition more simply and 

compositely on level structures. Goldsmith (1993:32, 33) suggests three levels in the 

theory: M-level, W-level, and P-level; three types of intralevel rules: (M,M) rules, 

(W,W) rules, and (P,P) rules; and two types of cross-level rules: (M,W) rules and 

(W,P) rules, all of which is presented as follows:
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(14)

       M       (M, M) intralevel (harmonic or nonharmonic)

                    (M, W) cross level‐

       W       (W, W) intralevel (harmonic or nonharmonic)

                    (W, P) cross level ‐

       P        (P, P)  intralevel (harmonic or nonharmonic) 

At first, we review the contents of each level in short. Although Goldsmith 

introduces the three levels, we refer to Oh (2002, 2011, 2012) in which the rules of 

intralevel and cross-level are stated in detail. According to Oh (2012:245), M-level 

is a morphophonemic level in which morphemes are phonologically presented. 

W-level involves phonologically well-formed conditions on syllable, foot, word, 

phrase, and prosodic structures, and at P-level, well-formed representations are 

phonetically accomplished and linked to the peripheral articulatory and acoustic 

devices. 

With respect to level-rules, (M,W) construction supports the application of the 

Epenthesis rule, and (W,W) construction offers the applications of rules, 

Syllabification and Rounding (Lakoff 1993:128). At the (W,P) construction, 

Lowering, Raising, Vowel assimilation, Palatalization, and Flapping are employed 

(Goldsmith 1993:42, Oh 2011:101, 2012:246).

Now, we turn to palatalization occurring in affect-affection in level-structures. At 

first, a Glide-forming rule in which the /i/ of -ion is changed into the glide /y/ is 

applied in (M,W) construction.4 And then Palatalization is employed in (W,P) 

construction with the y-deletion rule, simultaneously (Oh 2012:246). All these 

processes can be shown succinctly as in (15). 

  4 In the cases of confidentiality and referentiality, since we can see that the /t/s of those words have 

already been changed into /ʃ/ by palatalization as in confident+ial and referent+ial, the /t/s need not be 

palatalized again. Thus we don’t view them as violating OCP.
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(15) M-level:  ə f e k t + ɪ ə n

                                     Glide-forming

  W-level:  ə f e k t   y ə n

                                      Palatalization / y-deletion

   P-level:   ə f e k ʃ  ø ə n

Finally, let us look at combustion in hierarchical level-structures. At the M-level, 

the suffix -ion is added to combust, but for a brief description we focus only on the 

segmental cluster of /st/ in (W,P) construction. 

(16) M-level:  combust + ion

W-level:  combustion

                  x    x            Spirantization 

                 *s    s            OCP violation

                  x    x 

                                   Affrication

                  s    ʧ            dissimilated form

   P-level:   [kəmʌsʧən]

Spirantization is applied to the /st/, but the application of the rule results in 

ill-formedness. Consequently, it is blocked by OCP. And also, the OCP triggers 

Affrication to be employed in the cluster. All these processes in which we have 

been considering affrication as fortition can be submitted in level-structures 

synthetically as in (16). As seen in (16), the phonetic form of combustion is 

completed at the P-level.
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IV. Conclusion

This study reconsidered palatalization from the perspective of lenition, and then 

tentatively divided palatalization into two categories: classical palatalization and 

affrication. And based on consonant strength scale, we assumed the former as 

lenition, whereas the latter was regarded as fortition. To support such an assumption 

of palatalization reclassification, we also viewed affricates and affrication in terms of 

segmental property and phonological processes, respectively. 

To start with, we have reviewed many preceding studies on lenition in the 

literature. And then, we classified that research on lenition into six areas depending 

on the lenition character and an analyses of leniting processes. 

Second, in regard to leniting processes, there are not only phonological 

approaches (Jacobs & Wetzels 2020, Kirchner 1998, Gurevich 2011:13), but also 

phonetically-based approaches (Silverman 1995, Kaplan 2008). However, from an 

acoustic perspective, we could ensure that it was a problem to simply view all the 

phenomena of palatalization as lenition, even if most linguists treat the phenomena 

as the same palatalization uniformly. 

Third, with respect to palatalization, we reviewed the generative approach 

proposing a sequence of rules to account for it. After having considered 

palatalization based on segmental properties and articulatory approaches to lenition 

(Donegan and Stampes 1979:142), we assured that it was a lenition phenomenon. 

Still, when revisiting palatalization from acoustic aspects, we encountered another 

complex situation. Hence we categorized palatalization into two types: classical 

palatalization and affrication. 

Fourth, we had doubts about equating affrication with palatalization, so we 

considered affricates from the perspective of Foley’s matrix of consonant strength 

hierarchy, Kirchner’s effort-based approach, and consonant duration. As a result, we 

assumed that affricates could be ranked high such as long stops and aspirates. Thus 

we concluded that affricates themselves could be classified into strong segments.
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Fifth, even if affrication was judged differently depending on the scholars, this 

study presumed affrication to be fortition and explained why by referring to some 

examples. In the case of combustion, we adopted OCP to explain its two roles in 

the processes of the applications of Spirantization and Affrication. In that case, the 

OCP acted as a trigger to produce affricated segments, which resulted in dissimilated 

forms that have usually been seen as fortition. 

Finally, as for structural approaches, we looked at lenition and fortition through 

the relationship between feeding and counterfeeding (Donegan and Stampe 1979), 

but this was insufficient to represent the phenomena of palatalization, spirantization, 

and affrication within the model synthetically. Therefore, this study selected the 

level-based approach of Harmonic grammar, and explained its superiority in 

description of those phenomena. However, this study has restricted lenition and 

fortition to palatalization and affrication, and in order for this study to be more 

persuasive, research into other phenomena is needed. 

Works Cited

Bauer, Laurie. “What is lenition.” Journal of Linguistics 24 (1988): 381-392. Print.

______. “Lenition revisited1.” Journal of Linguistics 44.3 (2008): 605-624. Print.

Borowsky, Toni Jean. Topics in the Lexical Phonology of English. Doctoral dissertation, 

University of Massachusetts Amherst, 1986. Print.

Burzio, Luigi. “Derived environment effects.” The blackwell companion to phonology. 

Wiley-Blackwell, (2011): 1-26. Print.

Cho, Hyung-mook. “The Phonology of flapping in American English.” The Jungang Journal 

of English Language & Literature, 46.1 (2004):163-192. Print.

Chomsky, Noam, and Morris Halle. “The sound pattern of English.” New York: Harper and 

Row, 1968. Print.

Donegan, Patricia J., and David Stampe. “The study of Natural Phonology.” Current 

approaches to phonological theory, 1979: 126-173. Print.

Ernestus, Mirjam. “Gradience and categoricality in phonological theory.” The Blackwell 

companion to phonology. Wiley-Blackwell, 2011: 2115-2136. Print.



353English Palatalization in Leniting Processes Revisited

Escure, Geneviève. “Hierarchies and phonological weakening.” Lingua 43.1 (1977): 55-64. Print.

Foley, James. “Phonological distinctive features.” Folia Linguistica 4 (1970): 87-92. Print.

Goldsmith, John. Harmonic Phonology. In J. Goldsmith (ed.) The Last Phonological Rule. 

Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 1993: 21 60. Print.

Gurevich, Naomi. “Lenition.” The Blackwell companion to phonology. Wiley-Blackwell, 2011. Print.

Jacobs, Haike, and Leo Wetzels. “Early French lenition: A formal account of an integrated 

sound change.” Linguistic Models. De Gruyter Mouton, (2020): 105-130. Print.

Jasanoff, Jay. “Historical linguistics course.” Cornell University, 1994. Print.

Hall, Tracy A., and Silke Hamann. “Towards a typology of stop assibilation.” Journal of the 

International Phonetic Association 36.1 (2006): 1195-1236. Print.

Harris, John. “Grammar-internal and grammar-external assimilation.” Parameters 4 (2003): 5. 

Print.

Hock, Hans Henrich. Principles of historical linguistics. De Gruyter Mouton: Berlin and New 

York, 1991. Print.

Honeybone, Patrick. “Lenition inhibition in Liverpool English.” English Language & 

Linguistics 5.2 (2001): 213-249. Print.

Hyman, Larry. Phonology: theory and analysis. New York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston, 1975. 

Print.

Kaplan, Abby. “Perceptual, articulatory, and systemic influences on lenition.” Ms., University 

of California, Santa Cruz, 2008. Print.

Katamba, Francis. An introduction to phonology. Vol. 48. London: Longman, 1989. Print.

Katz, Jonah. “Lenition, perception and neutralisation.” Phonology 33.1 (2016): 43-85. Print.

Kim, Jungsun, and Steven B. Chin. “Fortition and lenition patterns in the acquisition of 

obstruents by children with cochlear implants.” Clinical linguistics & phonetics 22.3 

(2008): 233-251. Print.

Kirchner, Robert. An effort-based approach to consonant lenition. Doctoral Dissertation, 

University of California, Los Angeles, 1998. Print.

Kul, Małgorzata, and Sylwester Jaworski. “Gurevich, Naomi. Lenition and contrast: The 

functional consequences of certain phonetically conditioned sound changes. 

(Outstanding Dissertations in Linguistics series.) New York and London: Routledge. 

ISBN 0-415-97099-7.” 2009. Print.

Lakoff, George. Cognitive Phonology. In J. Goldsmith (ed.) The last phonological rule. 

Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 1993: 117-145. Print.

Lavoie, Lisa Marie. “Consonant strength: Results of a data base development project.” 

Working Papers of the Cornell Phonetics Laboratory 11 (1996): 269-316. Print.

______. Consonant strength: phonological patterns and phonetic manifestations. New York: 

Routledge, 2001. Print.



354 Kwan Young Oh

Leben, William Ronald. Suprasegmental phonology. Doctoral dissertation. Massachusetts 

Institute of Technology, 1973. Print.

Oh, Kwan-young. “Reanalysis of dissimilation in Harmonic phonology.” English Language & 

Literature Teaching 8.2. (2002):91-104. Print.

______. “A comparison between dissimilation in diachronic approaches and OCP-markedness 

constraint.” English 21. 24.2 (2008): 173-196. Print.

______. “A Harmonic approach to palatalization and labialization in English.” English 21. 

24.2 (2011): 99-122. Print.

______. “Reanalysis of flapping on level approach.” English Language & Linguistics 18.3 

(2012):225-252. Print.

Raymond, William D., Robin Dautricourt, and Elizabeth Hume. “Word-internal/t, d/deletion in 

spontaneous speech: Modeling the effects of extra-linguistic, lexical, and phonological 

factors.” Language variation and change 18.1 (2006): 55-97. Print.

Silverman, Daniel. Phasing and Recoverability. Doctoral dissertation, University of California, 

Los Angeles, 1995. Print.

Schane, Sanford A. Generative phonology. Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall. Print.

Shockey, Linda. Sound patterns of spoken English. UK: Blackwell Publishing, 2003. Print.

Spencer, Andrew. Phonology: theory and description. Cambridge, Mass: Blackwell Publishing, 

1996. Print.

Thurneysen, Rudolf. “Inschriftliches.” Zeitschrift für vergleichende Sprachforschung auf dem 

Gebiete der Indogermanischen Sprachen 35.2. H (1898): 193-226. Print.

Trask, Robert Lawrence. A dictionary of phonetics and phonology. London: Routledge, 1996. 

Print.

Vennemann, Theo. Preference laws for syllable structure and the explanation of sound 

change. Berlin: Mouton de Gruyer, 1988. Print.

Wolfram, Walt and Johnson, Robert. Phonological analysis: Focus on American. Center for 

Applied Linguistics, Prentice Hall, 1981. Print.

Yang, Sun-ki. English phonology. Seoul: HanKukMunhwasa. 2009. Print.

Yip, Moira. “The Obligatory Contour Principle and phonological rules: A loss of identity.” 

Oh,  Kwan Young (Chonnam National University / Professor)

Address: 50 Daehak-ro, Yeosu-si, Jeollanam-do, 59626, Korea

Email: okyoung@jnu.ac.kr 

Received: September 25, 2021 / Revised: November 11, 2021 / Accepted: November 11, 2021


