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Palatalization of Apicals Before /j/
It has been observed that the apical sounds /t/, /d/, /s/, and /z/, when pronounced before the palatal glide /j/, may undergo the phonological phenomenon of palatalization.  Palatalization causes a backing of the sounds, and they are then realized in speech as [tš], [dž], [š], and [ž], respectively.  For my senior thesis, I decided to conduct a study to determine more accurately the linguistic and social factors that govern this sound change.
This phenomenon is most prevalent in fast speech or casual speech.  It was expected that more palatalization would occur during reading of the short passage than during reading of the phrase list.  Trudgill and Chambers write that “reading out one word [or phrase] at a time is a much simpler reading task than coping with a passage of connected prose, and informants are therefore correspondingly able to direct even more attention to their speech, rather than to what they are reading” (Trudgill & Chambers 60).  Studies done on fast speech and casual speech tell us that the speech of men is less careful than that of women – that “women tend on average to use more higher-status variants than men do.”  This finding has, in fact, been called “the most strikingly consistent finding of all to emerge from sociolinguistic dialect studies in the industrialized western world” (Trudgill & Chambers 61).  They likewise have shown that the speech of the very young and very old is less careful, and that those in the middle age groups have the most precise pronunciation.  “For younger speakers the most important social pressures come from the peer group, and that linguistically they are more strongly influenced by their friends than by anybody else.  Influence from the standard language is relatively weak.  Then, as speakers get older and begin working, they move into wider and less cohesive social networks, and ... are also, consequently, more influenced linguistically by the standard language” (Trudgill & Chambers 79).  Based on these findings and the assumption that palatalized variants of the apicals were considered lower-status variants, I expected my data to show that men palatalized more than women did, and that younger people more often had palatalized sounds in their speech than did older age groups.

I created a phrase list and a short reading passage containing, together, twelve instances of an apical sound before the palatal glide, providing participants with twelve opportunities – three for each sound – to palatalize or not to palatalize /t/, /d/, /s/, and /z/.  The phrase list contained four instances of this sound combination; one for each sound.  The reading passage had two instances of each sound for a total of eight palatalization tokens.   

A few of my participants were friends, co-workers, or other acquaintances.  Others were strangers I approached in public places.  After obtaining the willful consent of each subject to participate, I used a small tape recorder to capture a short interview with each participant, determining demographic characteristics, and then each participant read aloud the phrase list and reading passage.  I accepted male and female subjects ages 18-60.  Only subjects whose primary language was English were selected, because of the difficulties possible in being asked to read a foreign language.  Only subjects whose ethnic background was primarily Caucasian were selected, to minimize interference with other socially determined varieties of English.  Participants were divided then into six groups by social factors:  two groups by sex and three groups by age.  Ages 18-28 were age group A, ages 29-45 were age group B, and ages 46-61 were age group C.

Once data was collected, demographic data on each participant was entered into a spreadsheet, as well as values for each speaker’s twelve tokens.  For each sound, tokens were marked palatalized or unpalatalized.  It became necessary, as data was examined, to also include the option glottalized for /t/.  

Analyses of the data in regards to social variables yielded results that did not usually correspond with my hypotheses about what would be found.  Some results show an opposite pattern of variation than what was expected; some show no significant variation at all.  Linguistic analyses showed results about which I had made no predictions.

In an analysis of the data based on sex, the results show no significant variation between men and women where palatalization is concerned.  A bar chart below shows the distribution of percentage of tokens palatalized by both men and women.  We see that the values are very nearly equal.
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This result was unexpected because of such strong findings of vast differences between men and women in studies similar in the past.  These results make me believe that as a society, people are not generally aware of the phenomenon of palatalization.  They may not notice it in their speech or in the speech of those around them, and for that reason do not follow standard sociolinguistic patterns based on the social status of certain variants.

The data also show, in further social analysis with regards to age, that younger people palatalize apical sounds far less often than do older people.  A bar chart below shows that those in the first age group palatalized apical sounds only 24% of the time, while participants in the two older age groups showed approximately 50% palatalization.
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This result is quite different from what I had expected.  Most studies like this one discover opposite patterns than mine and use the quite plausible explanation of societal pressures involving socially stigmatized variants in language.  My results once again lead me to hypothesize that this phenomenon is not one many people are aware of in the speech of themselves or others.

As expected, in a social analysis of style participants tended to palatalize more while reading the short story than while reading the list.  While palatalization occurred in only 30% of the tokens in the phrase list, 45% of the tokens in the reading passage were palatalized.


[image: image3.wmf]0.00%

20.00%

40.00%

60.00%

80.00%

percentage of tokens

list

story

token location

Palatalization by Location of Token

palatalized

unpalatalized


This result corresponds to my hypothesis easily, showing that a more formal style, as is found with word and phrase lists, involves less of a lower-status variant.  Such variants are more likely to be found in casual conversation or in a reading of prose, as the data supports.

A linguistic analysis of the data showed that a variation existed in the palatalization of voiced sounds and voiceless sounds.  A chart below shows the results of a comparative analysis:
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Where a majority of voiceless tokens are palatalized (when glottalized tokens for /t/ are removed), a majority of voiced tokens are unpalatalized.  I hadn’t expected any variation with regards to voicing or other linguistic variables, and consider this finding very interesting.

Finally, as data was analyzed, it became clear that a variation in the pronunciation of /t/ existed and must be addressed.  Instead of a palatalized [tš] or an unaffected [t], the /t/ sound was often realized as the glottal stop [ ].  This phenomenon, hereafter referred to as glottalization, preempted palatalization and can be treated in this case as simply a third variant of /t/.  Here follows a graph of the three variants of /t/ which occur in my data:
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As can be seen, glottalization often preempted palatalization altogether.  Almost no sound /t/ occurred unaffected by one or the other phenomenon at work in these data.
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The above charts demonstrate that the glottalized variant of /t/ does not vary very much over the factors of age and sex.  The variation we do see fits with the original hypotheses that women and older people will have more careful speech.  The only tokens of unaffected [t] are from female participants in age group C.  It can be assumed, then, that although participants as a whole did not seem affected by social stigmas surrounding palatalization, small effects from stigmas involving glottalization versus overt [t] pronunciation exist in these data.

Due to the difficulty of hearing its palatalization, the apical nasal /n/ was not included in this study.  Members of ethnic backgrounds not Caucasian were not surveyed for this study due to difficulties involving interference with the phenomenon of palatalization.  Only native speakers of Standard American English were asked to participate, again due to difficulties involving interference.  This study applied for and received approval from Michigan State University’s University Committee for Research Involving Human Subjects (UCRIHS), chaired by Ashir Kumar, M.D.  This study is meant only to be an expository and preliminary inquiry into the social and linguistic factors affecting palatalization, and does not present any heavily conclusive data.

While several results did not correspond directly with the original expectations, these data can be interpreted for meaning in several ways.  My study showed that men and women palatalize apicals before the palatal glide an equal amount; that younger people are less likely to palatalize apicals before /j/; that palatalization is indeed more likely to occur in more casual speech, and that voiced sounds, regardless of social variables, are less likely to be palatalized than voiceless sounds.  A variant of the pronunciation of /t/ also was discovered and studied.  New hypotheses can be drawn from these results as well.  Further study could be done on whether or not people are aware of palatalization as a linguistic phenomenon, which people are aware of it, and how such knowledge does or does not affect their pronunciation.  Intriguing data on linguistic factors affecting palatalization invite further consideration and study.  Further study could also be completed on variants of /t/.  As an introductory look at the palatalization of apicals before the palatal glide, this study served well its purpose and was quite successful.

Sources
Trudgill, Peter and J.K. Chambers.  Dialectology, second edition.  Cambridge:  University of Cambridge Press, 1998.
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