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SBORNIK PRACI FILOSOFICKE FAKULTY BRNENSKE UNIVERSITY
1965, A 13

JOSEF VACHEK

PHONEMIC REMARKS ON THE “LONG MIXED VOWEL”
OF MODERN ENGLISH

In one of our earlier paperst we discussed the problem of the phonemic value
of ModE [6]. We arrived at the conclusion that the ModE ‘short mixed vowel’ cannot
be denied independent phonemic status but that the /o/-phoneme, whose occurrence
is virtually confined to unstressed syllables (the only instances of /o/ in stressed syllables
being those found in the centring diphthongs), begins to loom as a kind of systemic
anomaly (L. c., p. 86).

In the present paper we would like to take up the problem of the phonemic value
of what the phoneticians regard as the long counterpart of [s], viz. [o:]. One might
be tempted to class [o] with [o:] as its allophone in view of the fact that the positions
of occurrence of the two sounds are mutually exclusive, the former of the two being
found only in unstressed, the latter only in the stressed syllables.? This solution
of the problem, however, does not appear feasible, as it would be completely isolated
in the system of ModE vocalic phonemes where the ‘short’ (more exactly, checked)
and the corresponding ‘long’ (more exactly, free} vowels regularly implement separate
phonemes each. As, moreover, some evidence can be detected in the Southern
British standard of ModE (to be further abbreviated as SB) to the effect that [o]
tends to be phonemically merged with [4],® it appears that [¢] and [o:] will have to
be treated as implementations of separate phonemic entities,? in other words, that
the problem of the phonemic value of [o:] will have to be tackled independently
from that of [¢]. (Oddly enough, the problem of the phonemic interpretation of [o:]
has, by now, escaped the attention of the phonemic analysis of ModE.)

First of all, it will be useful to restate our earlier evaluation of the general phonemic
situation in the system of ModE stressed vowels. In some of our papers® we schemat-
ized it as follows:

noofl g fe jouf
el ol et o/ o]
lef ] Jaf  Jaf  fav]
(+ /ot/ outside the system)

The so-called centring diphthongs are not entered in the scheme, as they clearly
implement biphonemic groups, viz. [18/, [ue/, [eo/ (or, possibly, [=9/.5)

A glance at the above scheme reveals that the members of the central column
of the sub-group of the ‘long’ vowel phonemes differ from the rest of the phonemes
of that sub-group by their purely monophthongal implementation, since all other
members of that sub-group are more or less regularly implemented by diphthongs.
Moreover, not all the members of the central column can be more or less safely
assigned to some of the ‘short’ vowel phonemes as their correlative partners. The
only safe pair appears to be [o/ — /o:/. The checked /=®/, in view of its palatal quality,
should be correlated rather to /a1/ than to /a:/, while /o] is probably a partner of /au/

- {though some arguments might be adduced in favour of the correlative relation
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of [a] — [a:[). The most difficult problem, however, appears to be connected exactly
with establishing the correlative partner of [s:/.

It has already been noted above that the short [s]-vowel, whlch in itself presents
some difficult phonemic problems, cannot be correlated to [9:]. As the occurrence
of the former is, for the greatest part, confined to unstressed syllables, it cannot even
be unconditionally qualified as a checked vowel, because the opposition ‘free’
vs. ‘checked’ can only assert itself in stressed syllables. The other short vowel,
relatively close in quality to [e:], is the [a]-vowel which, besides, might claim the
partnership of [a:] by its undoubtedly checked quality. It has been shown, however,
that A/ is much more probably the correlative partner of some other free phoneme,
viz. [au/ (not to speak of the claims of /a:/, which would certainly, too, have preference
over those of [a:/).

Thus the phonemic value of ModE (especially SB) [9:] remains an urgent problem
of phonemic research. It seems that [o:] might be interpreted as another anomalous
phoneme, such as are frequently found in the phonological systems of modern
cultured languages, in which rigid normalization prevents the abclishment of some
of the structural deficiencies of the pattern.” Such an interpretation, however, should
only be resorted to when all other attempts at the phonemic explanation of the
examined fact have failed. And it might indeed appear that in the case of ModE [a:]
another possibility of a phonemic interpretation still exists which, to our knowledge,
has not yet been duly considered by phonological research.

The said possibility seems to be suggested by a number of phonetic and phonemic
facts of ModE. First, it is the above-mentioned presence in the ModE phonemic
pattern of blphonemlc centring diphthongs /19, €9, ve/. There appears to be room
in the pattern for other such biphonemic items, e. g. /29, ao/. As is well known, some
speakers of the SB standard still pronounce the diphthong [09] in words like more,
door, in other words, still have the cluster /oe/ in their phonemic patterns. — Another
fact that may be mentioned in this context 1s the obvious tendency of SB to a pho-
nemic merger of the stressed /a/ and the unstressed /o (see our paper quoted here
above, Note 1). One might thus consider, at least as a theoretical possibility, the
phonemic evaluation of the [a:]-vowel as a biphonemic cluster /as/. An interpretation
of the kind might be propped up, positively, by the presence of several clusters of the
type “vowel phoneme + [o/” in the vocalic pattern of SB phonemes, and negatively,
by the complete absence of the opposition of [e:] — [48] in SB contexts.

On the other hand, the suggested interpretation appears to be contradicted by
the unquestionably monophthongal articulation of [s:]. It might be argued, that is,
that a monophthong cannot be interpreted biphonemically unless a very urgent
reason can be adduced for such interpretation. That occasionally such urgent reasons
do exist in languages, has been demonstrated in our monograph (quoted above,
Note 7) with regard to the consonants [W] and [n]. In these two instances, the
biphonemic interpretation appears to be indicated by important structural considera-
tions. It remains to be seen whether analogous weighty circumstances can be ascer-
tained that might justify the biphonemic interpretation of [o:].

The two above-mentioned facts (two positive and one negative) might, indeed,
be regarded as structural evidence of the kind but by themselves they do not carry
so much weight as to decide the problem definitely. It indeed appears that the
facts of SB are hardly able to throw very much light on the whole problem. Some help
can perhaps be obtained here from the comparison of the SB situation with that
found in General American (to be further abbreviated as GA).
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As is well known, GA differs from 8B, among other things, in two important
points. First, the stressed [a]-vowel of GA is virtually identical in quality to the
unstressed [e]-vowel, so that one can safely regard the two vowels as allophones
of one and the same phoneme. (Some scholars, especially the followers of L. Bloom-
field, have also derived due consequences from this fact by transcribing the stressed
[a)-vowel as [¢].) — The other important specific feature of GA is that the non-pre-
vocalic consonant [r] has not disappeared in it without leaving any trace, as it
indeed has in SB. The [r] has left its trace in the inverted articulation of the mixed
vowel originally followed by [r]; see instances like further [f255:], fear [f12:], for [foa1],
fare [fea] and even far [faa].% In SB, as is well known, these words are pronounced,
respectively, as [fo:59], [f10], [fo:], [fea], and [fa:].

From the phonemic point-of-view it is clear that in GA the (inverted) consonant [2]
and the [2:]-vowel, equally characterized by inverted articulation, constitute allo-
phones of one and the same phoneme /r/, so that words like better, fear, fare, far should
be phonemically transcribed there as /betr, fir, fer; far/.? If this is so, then a question
emerges of how is to be phonemically evaluated the GA ‘long mixed vowel’ [2],
equally ‘‘r-coloured” (i.e. characterized by the inverted articulation).

One answer to this question is suggested by some American contributors to Le
Maitre Phonétique, who transcribe the r-coloured long mixed vowel as /r:/. This
solution of the problem might be prompted by the fact that the actual difference
between the GA vowels []] and [2] appears to be mainly one of quantity. To this
it should be objected, however, first, that even in pure (i.e., not r-coloured) GA
vowels the quantitative differences obviously do not constitute the dominant op-
positive feature of pairs like [1 — i}, [U — u], etc.; it is the qualitative difference
that manifestly plays the leading part here.!® Thus the difference between the sounds
[#] and [] cannot be reduced to quantitative factors only.

Besides, there is another objection that may be raised against the phonemic
interpretation of the difference between [o7] and [3] done exclusively in terms of
quantity. Such quantitative phonemic difference would not only be contrary to
what is known about GA differences in quantity in general, but in addition to that
it would constitute the only GA case in which the quantitative difference of conson-
ants would be utilized for phonemic purposes. It thus appears most improbable that
the suggested interpretation /r — r:/ could be upheld; it is only too obvious that
some other phonemic evaluation of the GA difference must be attempted.

This other evaluation is prompted by an interesting fact registered by phonetic
descriptions of American English (see, e.g., Kenyon, §309): Words like hurry,
current, worry, pronounced by SB speakers as [harr], [karent], [wari], have the
GA forms [har], [ksent], [wa1]. If one confronts these forms with the GA pronunci-
ations of words like spirit, very (which is, respectively, [sp1a1t], [vead]), it is seen
that the GA [2]-vowel here takes the place of the combination [42']. Here it should
be recalled that the GA [a]-vowel and the unstressed not r-coloured [s] virtually
coincide in quality and their positional distribution is perfectly complementary, so
that one may safely conclude that the two (A vowels are allophones of one and
the same phoneme /a/.11 If this interpretation of GA [A] is correct, then it is clear
that the sound combination [a9], referred to above, would stand for the phonemic
combination [or/. Further, if GA regularly replaces [42] by [3], it may be concluded .
that the correct phonemic evaluation of the GA long mixed vowel is again [or/.
To put the thing differently, GA words like first, church, word appear to have the
phonemic structures [forst, tfartf, word/, respectively.
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The above analysis of the phonemic status of the long mixed vowel of GA is able
to throw some light at the phonemic status of its SB opposite number, the vowel [o:].
One should naturally beware of mechanical analogies and of drawing hasty conclusions,
because the situation found in the SB phonemic pattern cannot be unconditionally
identified with that found in the pattern of GA. Yet, some analogies do exist and
they can be profitably employed in solving our problem.

The difference between the SB and the GA states of things is, first, that the 8B [a]
and [o] are qualitatively not so similar as their GA opposite numbers. This is closely
connected with the fact that the two SB vowels are only tending to be phonemically
merged, while in the corresponding GA vowels the merger has already been effected.
Second, the non-prevocalic [r]-sound has left distinet traces in the GA pronunciation,
while in the SB pronunciation it has disappeared completely.!? As a consequence,
there is no possibility in SB of identifying any of the articulatory features of the
[o:]-vowel with the consonantal phoneme [r/ (as shown above, such possibility
actually exists in GA, where the inverted articulation, most impressive also acoustic-
elly, invariably implements the /r/-phoneme).’® Admittedly, the two phonemic items
implemented by the GA. ‘long mixed vowel’ are clearly discernible within the articul-
atory and acoustic structures of the sound, while in the corresponding SB sound
no such clear distinction, pointing to the presence of the two supposed phonemic
components (/a/ and [of), can be ascertained.

To turn now to the analogies existing between the SB-and GA situations, the
most essential one appears to be the parallel origin of the ‘long mixed vowel’ in
both standards. Clearly, the common source of both has been the combination of
some a-like vowel with the consonant » (of inverted articulation); between the two
sounds there was an o-like glide. The stage [or] is believed to have been incipient
in the 16th century and general in the late 17th century.} At this stage, both the SB
and the GA [or] were obviously evaluated as biphonemic groups. From then on,
however, each of the two standards went its own way in developing the group.

In GA the inverted articulation was extended so as to cover the whole of the
vowel ([¢°2'] > [3]), while in SB the consonantal articulation was to be dropped
altogether with the result that the vowel [o] and the original glide [*] coalesced into
the monophthongal [o:]. As the loss of [r] must have taken place in the 18th century,®
the rise of [a:], Tesulting from the loss, must have taken place immediately after it.

" It should be noted that at the time of the coalescence of [#] and [°] the other
a-vowel, going back to ME «, had not yet been lowered to the degree revealed by
the present-day [a]-sound: according to Gimson, 1. c., “a half-open stage (probably
somewhat fronted from true back) may be postulated for the eighteenth century’.
Consequently, this other s-sound (which perhaps had already entered the sphere
of what is now denoted as [a], even if its quality could not yet be identified with
that of present-day [4]) may have been, at that time, somewhat related in quality
to the a-sound of the original group [er]. This being so, one might have expected
the group to be phonemically evaluated as */ar/. Such an evaluation would have
added another specimen to the group of the kind represented, at that time, by [as/
and /oe/. The two last-mentioned groups were later simplified into /a:/ and, respect-
ively, fo:/ (atleast with the majority of SB speakers). The said simplification was
obviously due to the fact that the sounds implementing /a/ and /o] were more sonorous
than the sound implementing /a/. If this was so, then an analogously built group */aa/
(in which the phoneme /A/, too, was soon to be implemented by a sound more sonorous
than [o]) might likewise have been expected to become soon simplified into */a:/f.
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Since, however, no such simplification ever took place, it can be safely assumed that
the first component of the group [#°] has, in fact, never become phonemically associated
with the 18th century s-sound which was soon to be lowered to [a]. With the near
qualitative closeness of the two component parts of [9°] it may only seem too natural
for them to have coalesced into [9:], and any further comment might seem super-
fluous. Yet there are some circumstances here that call for the analyst’s attention.

First, by the said 18th century coalescence the original ME u of SB words like
church, hurt was to become definitely separated from the original ME « of words
like curry, hurry, courage, ete., while in GA the development of the #-sound in both
word-groups has been parallel. The reason of this different development again
appears to be that in SB the above-mentioned extension of the inverted articulation
of [r] so as to cover the whole of the vowel has never taken place, probably because
the very inverted articulation of [r] was given up. Thus, the not r-coloured mixed
vowel in the SB combination [or] in words like curry, hurry, courage could have
developed more independently of the following [r] than its GA opposite number.

The other circumstance that deserves to be noted here is the fact that the non-
emergence in SB of the centring diphthong *[ae] may be regarded as connected,
in a way, with the tendency aimed at the abolishment of the centring diphthongs
in SB. This tendency, commentedsupon in our paper quoted here above (Note 1),
obviously aims at the elimination of those cases in which the anomalous phoneme /of
occurs in stressed syllables, and so at making that phoneme an exclusive affair
of the unstressed syllables. Though one certainly cannot affirm that this tendency
was responsible for the non-emergence of 8B *[ao] (the coalescence of [9°] to [o:]
had taken place too early to admit of such an explanation), it certainly appears
as though this non-emergence had made easier the operation of the said tendency
in the following stages of development. The said coalescence thus appears to have
played an important part in the re-arrangement of the SB phonemic pattern, in the
situation called forth by the phonemicization of the [9]-sound after the ultimate loss
of the non-prevocalic [r] in the 18th century. (That the loss of [r] was indeed respon-
sible for the phonemic difficulties is clearly shown, negatively, by the fact that in GA,
where the non-prevocalic [r] has been phonemically preserved, the structural dif-
ficulties have not arisen.) The tax that had to be paid for the re-arrangement, however
partial, of the pattern, was the emergence of another free phoneme lacking its
checked counterpart in the vocalic phonemic pattern, viz. /e:/ which, manifestly,
cannot be evaluated in SB as a biphonemic group of the [as/-type.

To the above argumentation it might be objected that it only proves the inadequacy
of the biphonemic interpretation of 8B [a:] for the end of the 18th century, not for
the present-day period. One might argue that in present-day SB [o:] can be interpreted
as [aa/, Just as 8B [o:] may be interpreted as an implementation of o0/, and 8B [a:],
perhaps, as [ea/.'® In an earlier paper of ours it was shown that the last-mentioned
Interpretation cannot be endorsed, as /®o/ should much more probably be imple-
mented by [ea] (with its variant [@e]) than by [a:].'" Also the phonemic relationship
of [9] and [o:] appears to be too evident to admit of any other phonemic interpreta-
tion of [9:] than [o:/. It thus seems that the two SB free non-diphthongal vowels [o:]
and [e:] indeed implement phonemes which stand isolated in the 8B vocalic pattern,
lacking any checked counterparts. Both these phonemes, however, are not on the
same level, It is to be noted that /e:/ constitutes what R. Jakobsoa calls “voyelle
neutre”, ie. a vowel opposed to all other vowels of its group (in this case, to all
other free vowels) by its lack of all qualities possessed by them,!® being non-front
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as well as nonrback, non-high as well as non-low. The /a:/-phoneme, on the other
hand, is positively characterized at least as a ‘low’ phoneme (it cannot be classed
as ‘back’ because SB possesses no ‘front’ {#:] or [a:] — the [a:] < [a10] is stylistically
placed on a level different from that of [a:], see our paper quoted in Note 5).

Thus the tentative solution of the phonemic problem of SB [o:], as suggested in the
early part of the present paper, appears to be essentially correct. SB /o:/ implements
a separate phoneme, neutral with regard to all other phonemes with which it forms
the sub-group of free vowel phonemes. It indeed stands isolated in the pattern but,
on the other hand, can hardly be denoted as a ‘“‘peripheral” element of the system:
by being neutral with regard to all the other items it rather constitutes something
like the centre of the sub-group.

As far as SB /a:/ is concerned, it equally lacks a checked phonemic counterpart
but, unlike /9:/, is not a neutral element of the sub-group and thus cannot claim
a place in the centre of the latter. Thus it must indeed be evaluated as an anomalous
case and (as already stated in our paper quoted above, Note 5) as a peripheral element
of the SB phonemic system.

The phonemic evaluation of the long mixed vowel is not the only point in which
the scheme of the SB vowels presented in the early part of the present paper needs
to be adapted. The other point to be revised is the diphthongal jou/ which has been
replaced, especially by the younger generation, by what is most frequently transcribed
as [ou/. By this change the said diphthong has obviously severed its original phonemic
relationship to short /o/, and is now clearly devoid of any checked counterpart
in the system of vocalic phonemes. One cannot say, however, that the phoneme /ou/
is isolated in the pattern. It appears to have its phonemic counterpart in the diphthon-
gal [o1/ which, for a long time, had been felt as isolated in the system on account
of its foreign (mostly Norman French) provenience. Though this diphthong is still
found, for the greatest part, in synchronically foreign words (and may irdeed be
regarded as a signal of their synchronically foreign status),'® sometimes its presence
may be detected in words which are undoubtedly evaluated as entirely domesticated
(such as, e.g., boy, toy, noise, etc.). Until very recently, the SB dipthong [o1] was
also isolated formally: there was no other diphthong that could be assigned to it
as its symmetrical opposite number (some sort of *[evu]). Viewed in this light, the
replacement of 8B jou/ by /eu/ may be interpreted as due to the tendency aimed
at some integration of the diphthongal phoneme /o1/ in the SB phonemic pattern:
it will be admitted that the said replacement was to provide the diphthong [o1/
with the symmetric partner so long badly missed?’.— The other factor that mayhave
called forth the replacement of jou/ by /eu/ may have been the obvious articulatory
and acoustic closeness of o/ and [o:/ which very urgently suggested the existence
of the correlative link between them. The diphthongal /ou/ may have been felt,
as a consequence, released from the correlative link originally binding it to [of
with the result that the way leading to profound articulatory and acoustic changes
was made wide open.

In this connection, two more details are worth pointing out, both of them noted
very recently by a competent British phonetician.?! First, as regards the diphthong
[e1], it is pointed out that “in advanced RP there may be little or no vocalic glide
in the realization of this phoneme, especially in the fully long allophone, e.g. day,
game, made, with [e:] or [e:]; this monophthongized form may also be heard in cases
where, for thythmic reasons, the quantity is somewhat reduced, e.g. lady, nature,
relation....”. Obviously, this [e:] fits in perfectly as the systemic counterpart of [0:]. —
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Second, among the variants of the /ou/-diphthong is also adduced one that “has
a starting point more forward than the central area, i.e. [somewhat centralized, J. V.]
[e].” This variety is said to be “usually characterized as an affectation”; for all that,
it certainly follows the general trend ascertainable in the vocalic pattern of SB.
It is hardly necessary to dwell on the fact that a diphtong like [eU/ supplies exactly
that kind of systemic counterpart of fo1/ which had been needed for the definite
incorporation of o1/ in the SB vocalic system.

All in all, the SB vocalic pattern of phonemes appears to tend to the following
structure:

i [v] i/ Juz/
[el o] el cf | [2:]

jel |l jarf e jav)

° free phonemes lacking checked counterparts.

The above remarks will have revealed at least one thing with sufﬁclent clearness:
even in modern, strictly normalized cultured languages tendencies appear to be
at work which are aimed at making their phonemic systems more regular, and thus
more efficient.
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NOTE: For technical reasons, the r-coloured long mixed vowel of GA had to be transcri-
bed here as [E].

FONOLOGICKE POZNAMKY 0 ,DLOUHE MIXED VOWEL¢
V NOVE ANGLICTINE

Podrobnym rozborem jak dneSni situace v jihoanglickém fonologickém systému, tak vy-
vojového procesu, ktery tuto situaci pfivodil, dovozuje autor, e jihoangl. [o:] je nepdrovy
,dlouhy‘ (pfesnsji ,volny‘) samohldskovy foném. Stav v jihoangl. standardu je srovnivin se
stavem v nejroz3ifendjdi varianté standardu americké anglittiny, jejiz ,dlouhd‘ mixed vowel
se fonologicky bezpeéné hodnoti, jak autor ukazuje, jako dvojfonémni skupina /or/. Pro jihoangl.
standard vSak takové hodnoceni (prévé tak jako apriorn& moZné hodnoceni /ar/) nepfichazi
v Uvahu, a to pro odli$nou strukturni situaci danou odchylkami ve vyvoji fonologického systému,
hlavné riiznymi osudy souhldskového fonému /r/ v obou standardech. Jihoangl. /e:/ se tak jevi
jako neutrdlni dlouhy* vokalicky foném, odlifeny od ostatnich  dlouhych‘ vokalickych fonémit
nedostatkem pozitivnich ptiznakd. Zaujimd proto ve vokalickém systému jakési centrdlni
postaveni a nelze jej tedy oznadit za foném periferni, jakym je nepochybn? jihoangl. /a:/, charak-
terizované pozitivnim pifznakem otev¥enosti (,low‘).

Zévérem se upozorfiuje na pozoruhodnou tendenci za&lenit do systému jihoangl. diftong o1/,
dosud stojici mimo systém jakoZto fonologickd cizost. Jeho systémovym partnerem se stivd
dosavadni foU/, je% v Gzu mlad8ich generaci ustupuje /ou/.



