CHAPTER FIVE

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS



My goal in this dissertation has been to show the importance of phonetic factors and the role of the listener in historical sound change. I showed that these intuitive notions were susceptible of incorporation into the constraint-based approach adopted here via the process of lexicon optimization and grammar simplification. The analyses presented bear out the hypothesis that the role of perception and reinterpretation by the listener is crucial in driving historical change. We also saw that when reinterpretation does occur it may trigger further profound changes. 

In Chapter 2 we saw that this was the case of the perception of quality distinctions that accompanied ‘length,’ leading to the elimination of the more marked feature duration. In turn, the loss of long vowels motivated the gradual rise of a prohibition against moraic consonants. The effects of this step-wise ‘repair’ were the elimination of the moraic status of obstruents, producing simplification of obstruent geminates and vocalization of syllable-final velars.

Chapter 3 showed the continued effects of the loss of distinctive vowel length from Latin. In the first part of the chapter I argued that a major concomitant of loss of phonological length was reanalysis of the Latin Stress Rule as the imposition of a constraint requiring that tonic syllables be bimoraic. At first, Late Spoken Latin allowed all tonic vowels to lengthen, but in Castilian territory a constraint disfavoring long lax vowels came to dominate, perhaps due to the influence of the invading Germanic tribes. This caused the diphthongization of tonic /(, (/, which by dissimilation and lexicon optimization became /je, we/.

In the second part of Chapter 3 I addressed the continued rise of *C(, which now affected the evolution of the next-most sonorous geminates, /nn, ll/. In Galician/Portuguese, intervocalic /n, l/ had been lost, and the simplification of geminates yielded new /n, l/. Old Spanish retained Latin /n, l/, however, and the possibility of merger that would have resulted from simplification of /nn, ll/ appears to have inclined speakers to modify the original articulation of the geminates. The alteration and simplification that resulted was hypothesized to have occurred via the gradual loss of length accompanied by a correspondingly gradual increase in palatality. This was argued to be due to the spreading out of the region of contact between the tongue and the roof of the mouth in order to maintain the energy originally associated with the geminates, apparently in order to avoid merger with simple /n, l/.

Chapter 4 presented another case in which the listener could play a role in determining historical change in addition to optimizing the lexicon. Just as the perception of differences in vowel quality of the originally long vowels led to the loss of quantity and a reduction in markedness, so does the interpretation of acoustic equivalency between [c((] and [t(] lead to the selection of the less-marked underlying representation ch for original Cl. 

The difference between Old Spanish initial ll- and Galician/Portuguese initial ch- was posited to be due to the more conservative spread of the initial step in the creation of [t(], assimilation of /Cl/ to /*C(/. When these sequences were simplified in early Hispano-Romance, initial Galician/Portuguese /Cl/ was not affected. However, after the constraint disfavoring complexity was demoted because it no longer had any inputs to simplify and in a sense was ‘inactive,’ the spread of /*C(/ does reach initial position, and conditions in the grammar again yield [t(]. 

I also showed that an Optimality-Theoretic formulation of the Uniformity Condition (here, the conjoined {MaxSegment & MaxPlace}) impeded simplification of /*-NC(-/, allowing further phonetic tendencies to have an effect, leading to the perception of [-t(-].

Taken as a whole, the results obtained here lend ample support to the assumption that the listener is a significant source of sound change. Specifically, the listener is intimately involved in a cycle of change that typically follows the order phonetics > phonology > lexicon optimization > grammar optimization. We also saw that this process may impact the acquisition of the rankings of the constraints in the grammar of speakers of newer generations. 

Though I necessarily left certain issues aside and did not pursue exhaustively some of the implications of the analysis, an overall picture has begun to take shape that this intuitive notion may be incorporated successfully into theoretical approaches to phonology. It is the adoption of the constraint-based Optimality Theory that has allowed for the establishment of a relation between many of the changes discussed here. The analyses here are innovative, and I hope elegant, in that sense, though they rely heavily on traditional argumentation to sustain them. 

In conclusion, the incorporation of phonetics and the role of the listener into the explanation of historical sound change provides us with a firmer base for understanding the phenomena analyzed here, and suggests that this is an area for further fruitful investigation.
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