
M A R K E D N E S S

‘Markedness’ refers to the tendency of languages to show a preference for
particular structures or sounds. This bias towards ‘unmarked’ elements is
consistent within and across languages, and tells us a great deal about what
languages can and cannot do. This pioneering study presents a groundbreaking
theory of markedness in phonology. De Lacy argues that markedness is part
of our linguistic Competence, and is determined by three conflicting mecha-
nisms in the brain: (a) pressure to preserve marked sounds (‘preservation’),
(b) pressure to turn marked sounds into unmarked sounds (‘reduction’), and
(c) a mechanism allowing the distinction between marked and unmarked
sounds to be collapsed (‘conflation’). He shows that, due to these mechanisms,
markedness occurs only when preservation is irrelevant. Drawing on examples
of phenomena such as epenthesis, neutralization, assimilation, vowel reduc-
tion, and sonority-driven stress, Markedness offers an important new insight
into this essential concept in the understanding of human language.

paul de lacy is Assistant Professor in the Department of Linguistics,
Rutgers University. He has contributed to a wide range of books and journals,
and is editor of the forthcoming Cambridge Handbook of Phonology (to be
published by Cambridge University Press, 2006).
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Preface

This book presents a new theory of markedness, a concept that is central to
understanding human language. The domain of discussion is phonology (the
mental representation and computation of speech sounds), but the theory applies
to syntax and morphology as well.

Many linguistic phenomena show a bias towards certain segments or struc-
tures. For example, consonants are often inserted to meet prosodic requirements.
Such epenthetic consonants always have coronal or glottal place of articulation
(e.g. [t ʔ h] and so on); they are never dorsal (e.g. [k � x ŋ]) or labial
(e.g. [p b m]). Other phenomena like neutralization also produce glottals and
coronals, but never labials and dorsals. To explain this consistent bias there is
often an appeal to a concept of ‘markedness’: dorsals and labials are designated
as ‘marked’, glottals and coronals are ‘unmarked’, and phonological processes
can only ever turn marked segments and structures into unmarked ones.

Three leading ideas about markedness are presented in this book. One is that
the term ‘markedness’ has often been used to refer to very different phenomena.
This book is about the human Language Faculty, so a major aim is to distinguish
markedness as it relates to grammatical Competence from other uses of the term.

Another central proposal is that there is pressure to preserve marked elements.
This principle of ‘Preservation of the Marked’ (PoM) can prevent highly marked
elements from being eliminated in phonological phenomena like neutralization
and assimilation. PoM has a significant effect: it allows markedness to only be
apparent when preservation is irrelevant. For example, epenthetic consonants
have no corresponding input form so preservation is irrelevant; markedness
will therefore be evident in consonant epenthesis. The practical effect of PoM
is that many phenomena thought to show markedness effects actually do not,
including segmental inventories and undergoers of processes like neutralization
and assimilation.

The third central proposal is ‘conflation’: that is, distinctions between
markedness categories can be collapsed. For example, dorsals are more marked
than coronals, so some languages may favour coronals over dorsals, while others

xi
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xii Preface

may treat them as equally marked. However, hierarchical markedness relations
can never be reversed, so no language will favour dorsals over coronals. Con-
flation is crucial to understanding markedness. It explains why markedness is
apparently ignored in a variety of situations.

One final point that recurs throughout the book is that there is no such thing as
the ‘least-marked segment’. Neither [t], [ʔ], or [b] is the least marked consonant,
and neither [a] nor [ə] is the least-marked vowel. Markedness does not impose
relations at the segmental level, but rather among feature values. In addition,
there is no meta-restriction that all markedness hierarchies be consistent at the
segmental level. So, while glottal is the least-marked place of articulation, other
markedness hierarchies favour non-glottals over glottals. Whether glottals or
coronals are treated as least marked in a language depends on which marked-
ness hierarchy dominates. In addition, some markedness hierarchies vary with
prosodic context. The result is that there is variation in terms of what may be
the least-marked segment in a particular language, even though that variation
is limited.

The leading ideas in this book are implemented within Optimality Theory
(Prince & Smolensky 1993; McCarthy & Prince 1995). The theory of marked-
ness presented here consists of proposals about the form of feature values and
restrictions on the constraint component CON. In essence, a markedness hier-
archy is realized as two different sets of constraints. One set places restrictions
on output structures: for every element in the hierarchy, there is an output con-
straint that bans that element and every more marked element. The other set
restricts the input → output mapping: specific constraints preserve marked ele-
ments, and there is no constraint that preserves a relatively unmarked element
without also preserving all more marked elements. All the constraints can be
ranked freely.

The empirical phenomena discussed and analysed in this book include
epenthesis, neutralization, assimilation, vowel reduction, and sonority-driven
stress. Diachronic processes, loanword adaptation, language acquisition, and
disordered phonology are not discussed as they fall outside the bounds of a
Competence theory of markedness, as explained in chapter 1.

Audience

Even a cursory examination of linguistic phenomena reveals numerous
asymmetries; the theory presented in this book provides a way to explain
them. This book will therefore be relevant to any scholar interested in human
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Preface xiii

language, from the perspective of theoretical or descriptive linguistics, or in
allied fields such as anthropology, computer science, neurology, psychology,
and philosophy.

While this book is accessible to anyone with a general background in linguis-
tics and for adherents of any phonological theory, a full understanding of the
approach requires knowledge of current linguistic theory, especially Optimality
Theory (for introductions, see Kager 1999 and McCarthy 2001b). Those who
are interested in syntax will also find this book useful; the proposals in their
most general form apply to syntactic mechanisms as well as phonological ones.
It is important to point out that this book is not a history of markedness (cf.
Battistella 1990, Rice in prep.); the aim here is to present a theory.

Use

As it discusses a central idea in phonological theory, this book can be used in
advanced courses in phonology and Optimality Theory. Parts of it can also be
used in courses on general linguistics.

History of this book

This book comes at a particularly contentious time for markedness theory.
There are several competing theories of markedness set in Optimality Theory
(e.g. Prince & Smolensky 1993; Rice 1999a,b, 2004a,b, 2006) and many set in
other frameworks (e.g. underspecification theory). In addition, recent work has
also questioned whether markedness even exists, or at least whether it is relevant
for a theory of linguistic Competence (Hume 2003, 2004; Blevins 2004).

A good deal of my work over the past five years has focused on markedness.
For my previous work on markedness hierarchies, see de Lacy 2000a, 2000b.
For conflation and stringent constraint form, see de Lacy 2000a, 2002a, 2004.
Some of the central theoretical proposals in this book were developed at the
University of Massachusetts, Amherst, and formed part of my doctoral disser-
tation (de Lacy 2002a). However, a great deal of this book reports new research
I undertook at the University of Cambridge and Rutgers University. Unlike
my previous work, this book focuses on the Competence-Performance distinc-
tion, determining markedness diagnostics, vowel markedness in neutralization
and epenthesis, conflation in place of articulation, and comparison with other
theories of markedness. For the phenomena discussed in previous work (e.g.
consonant epenthesis), much of the empirical base has been extended. A great
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xiv Preface

deal of new and important work for markedness has emerged very recently, and
I have attempted to discuss and refer to as much of it as possible, including
Blevins 2004, Howe & Pulleyblank 2004, Hume 2003, 2004, Kiparsky 2004,
and Rice 1999a,b, 2004a,b, 2006, in prep.
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Symbols and abbreviations

/ / = underlying form
[ ] = surface form
| | = encloses a markedness hierarchy
|| || = encloses a constraint ranking
〉 = ‘is more marked than’
� = ‘outranks’
�� = ‘universally outranks’ (i.e. outranks in every grammar)
DTE = Designated Terminal Element
MoA = manner of articulation
OT = Optimality Theory
PoM = Preservation of the Marked
PoA = place of articulation
CoMP = an abbreviation for the theory proposed in this book (i.e.

Competence, Conflation, Hierarchy Conflict, Markedness, and
Preservation of the Marked)

☞ = the winner in a tableau
� = a winner that is not the attested form in a particular language
� = a winner that is never the attested form in any language
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