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Pharyngeals and “Lax” Vowel Quality 
Markus Hiller 

 

Summary 

The present paper reviews gramm-
atical evidence from a surface-level 
phonological regularity, in which a 
property in vowels established as 
[−tense] in Standard German is 
additionally required to be licensed 
by a pharyngeal consonant. 

Hence, “[±tense]” = [±ATR]. 

Background (ii): 

Pharyngeals in Central Sw 

• Same in SwCSG 
• *r > /ʁ̞/, like most of Gm. 
• But allophones:  [ʢ]̞ when not in 
onset — prob. to avoid V space. 

• Note final devoiced allophones 
[ʢ̞͜ʜ ʜ] (obsolescent). 

• Shared feature of [ʁ̞ ʢ]̞ is 
[pharyngeal] (McCarthy 1994). 

• Note: surface min. pairs with 
alternate syllabifications of clitics 
/mʁ̞ n/ “me him” [mʁ̞n̩]∼[mʢ̞n̩]∼… 

Background (iii): 

Vowel system of Swabian 

• Sw and SwCSG share much of 
their vowel system (tbl. 1). 

• Note: SwCSG makes more 
distinctions than the prescriptive 
std.  Relevant here esp.: /e/ ≠ /ɛ/. 

• In both Sw/SwCSG, V quantity is 
distinctive and is not accomp. by 
opposition in tenseness. 

• Most typically, Sw/SwCSG long 
translates to N Std. Gm. tense, 
but systematic exceptions. 

Swabian 

• Branch of West Upper German 
• Discussion here also of regional 
near-standard variety (“Schrift-
deutsch”) or “Swabian-coloured 
Standard German” (SwCSG). 

• Urban speakers use Sw as colloq., 
SwCSG as formal register 
(diglossia). 

Overview: 

“Lax” vowels in Swabian 

• In fact, Vs in Sw/SwCSG have sys-
tematically “lax” qualities (fig. 2) 
in one kind of environment: 

• 3 conditions must be met 
simultaneously: 

[1] Syllable must be closed. 

[2] Vowel must be short. 

[3] A [phar] cons. right 
adjacent. 

• [1]+[2] and esp. comparison of 
Std.Gm. attest to [−tense]. 

• [3] is evidently licensing — by a 
[phar] C, ⇒ V becomes [−ATR]. 

a a 

Fig.2 Sw short V before [ʢ]̞ (red) 

ɛ ə ɛ 

i 

e o 

u 
ᵻ 

ɜ 
ɔ 

ʊ 

Background (i): 

“Lax” in W Germanic Lgs. 

• 2 opposed sets of vowels, here: 
“tense” vs. “lax”. 

• “Lax” correlated with closed 
syllables; also with short duration. 

• Independent characteristic: 
slightly more open (F1 raised). 

Research question: 

• What defines “tense” v. “lax”? 

State of the art: 

• Provisionally: “lax” = centralised 
(caveat: short dur. & syll. cut), 
⇢ Lindau (1979): [±peripheral] 

• More provisionally: that diagnosis 
interpreted as diminished effort 
(caveat: TB in En. /kuk/ vs. /kʊk/ ?) 
⇢ Jakobson/Halle (1963): [±tense] 

Conclusion: 

• “[±tense]” really is [±ATR] 

Data/methods: 

• Ambisyllabicity regular before /ə/, 
exceptionally occurs bef. other V.  
Leads to surface min. pairs. 

• Proves that tense/lax opposition in 
these data is categorial. 

• “Same”/“diff.” jjmts. by native 
speakers can be used (e.g. as 
published by Hiller 1995). 

Further research needed: 

• Testing: articulation imaging, 
sufficient acoustical data, … 

i(ː) y(ː)  u(ː) 

e(ː) ø(ː)  o(ː) 

ɛ(ː)  ə  

  a(ː) ɒː 

Tbl.1 Monophthongs of 
Swabian (shaded) and of SwCSG 
(outline). 


