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Abstract. Neutralization in Korean involves a large number of oppositions, and
affects a significant portion of the lexicon. Nonetheless, it induces remarkably
little homophony. I propose herein that these highly divergent facts may be
related: the neutralization of so many values in Korean is tolerated exactly
because it has a negligible effect on the amount of derived homophony.
Understanding how this came to pass requires an investigation of the history of
Korean, especially in the context of its extensive contact with Middle Chinese.
The present findings suggest a reconsideration of the role that ‘functional load’
(Martinet 1952, Hockett 1967) plays in patterns of sound change.

... There is no doubt that in some way or other, linguistic systems respond to change in ways that
maintain meaning—more or less -William Labov (1994:569)

e Silverman (2006): a primary origin of allophonic (i.e. non-neutralizing) alternation is
selectional pressures acting on sound systems: perceptually unambiguous speech tokens are
more likely perceived with the meaning intended by speakers, and so are more likely to be
reproduced as these listeners become speakers (see also Wedel 2006).

e The obvious question: whence neutralization and merger?

e According to Martinet (1952), the tendency toward merger of an opposition is favored to the
extent that

1) The values in opposition are phonetically similar

2) The number of minimal morpheme pairs that the opposition is responsible for is low

3) The number of minimal pairs within a correlated opposition is low (or the opposition
is uncorrelated; “correlated”: a series that is opposed to another by one feature
(Trubetskoy 1939))

4) The minimal pairs belong to different syntactic categories

5) The token frequency of one or both members of the minimal pairs is low

6) The presence of additional morphological markers serves a disambiguating function

e If sounds are to merge, the result—across the lexicon in use—should not yield a
significant increase in the amount of communicative confusion.

e The proposal: neutralizing alternations are more likely arise in a language if they do not
significantly increase the level of homophony: derived homophony is not excessive.

e The wording of this hypothesis is intentionally vague, because | do not pretend to be able
to zero in on a numerical upper limit of derived homophony
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Neutralization in Korean

¢ In Korean, many patterns of neutralization are tolerated and continue to expand because
derived homophony is remarkably meager.

e Source for this study: The Sejong Project, a database of 1.5 million words gathered from
written sources (http://sejong.or.kr/).

e Seven routes to C+C / C# neutralization (Martin 1992):

(A)Aplosivization

(B) Nasal lateralization

(C) Liquid nasalization

(D) Nasal assimilation

(E) Coronal assibilation

(F) Cluster reinforcement
(G)Coronal assimilation (variable)

(1) Korean intervocalic values (shaded cells are variably implemented; adapted from Martin

1992)

elp|pt|p |t s ||ttt |k|k|K | m|n|c|h|D
b|p [pt|p [pt’ |pttpt’ |ps’ |ps [pt] [ptft|pt)’ |k’ | k2| K |m:|mn|mn|p?|b
p{p’ | p" [p’ |pt’|pt*|pt’ |ps’|ps’ |pt[’ |pt[t|pt]’ [k | k? | K® | m: /mn mn|ph |ph
dip’ |ptlp |t || |s |8 |t [tf|e¢ |K[K|K [m| I |L|t]|d
tlp’ [ pt|p |t ||t s |8 [t [¢tfo|ef |K|K|K |mu]n|n|th|th
sl ipt|p |t [t s | [t |tfo|¢f |[K|[K|K min|n|s|s
sSiplptlp |t ||t || [t [t KKK mn n|s|[
Glp’ | ptp |t [t | s | [ttt |K[K|K mn|n|tfh|d3
thlp’ [(phlp’ |t [t | | [t [¢fo|¢f |K|K|K |mu|n|ni| e[t
g |kp’ | kp" |kp’ |kt’ |kt | kt’ |ks’ |ks’ |kt]’ |kt[P|kt]’ |k’ | kP |k’ |[gm|qgn [gn |k |g
kb |kp"| kp® | kp® |kt’ | kt® | kt’ |ks’ | ks’ |kt[’ |ke[? |kt[’ |k’ | kP | kK’ [ym|nn [gn | kP kb
k’ [kp’ | kp® |kp’ |kt’ |kt |kt’ |ks’ |ks’ |kt]’ |ktfb kt]’ |k’ | kP | K’ |[gm|qgn [gn | k? K
m [mb mp" mb |md |mt?\mt’|ms’ |ms’ mt[’\mt[*mt[’ [nk’| nk2 gk’ | m: |mn [mn|mh| m
n |mb/mp®mp’|nd |nt® |nt’ |ns’ |ns’ |nt[’ |nt[?|ntf’ [gk’|gk?|gk’ {mi| n: | n: [nh|n
n |nb |np*(np’ |ng |nt" |nt’ |ns’ |ns’ [nt[” | nt/* nt[’ nk’ | gk |nk’ nm| gn | gl [gh| g
1|1 |1pt|Ip’ [1d |12 |16 |1’ |18 |1t |12 |1t | 1g |1kR | 1K’ [Im| L | L [Th |1
glo|ptip |d|tt|t|s|s |d3|tf|tf|g|kt|kK |m|n|r |D|D

e 304 possible combinations reduce to 75 values

(A) Aplosivization induces very little homophony

e Laryngeal neutralization is quite prevalent among non-prevocalic stops, and virtually
unattested among prevocalic ones (Lombardi 1991, Steriade 1995, 1997, 2000). This
position of neutralization typically involves the loss of stop release, or aplosivization.

e For aerodynamic and auditory reasons, stop releases are the optimal location for
laryngeally-based cues (Kingston 1985, 1990, Bladon 1986, Silverman 1995, 1996,
Wright 2004).
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e Non-prevocalically, the perceptual distinction among contrastive laryngeal states may be
extinguished completely. This is laryngeal neutralization due to aplosivization.

(2) Alternation with aplosives (shaded values don’t alternate; they never appear morpheme-

finally.)
Lexically prevocalic Lexically :
non-prevocalic
Plain Voiced | Aspirated | Tensed Aplosive
Labial: p b pP p’ p
h ; >
- h t — 2 1
Coronal: tf dz tf tf 5 3 t
S (h) s’ @
Dorsal: k g kb K’ K
(3) Examples of neutralization due to aplosivization (from Jun 2007)
Plosive: Aplosive: Gloss:
(a) Locative (-e) | (b) Nominative (-i) (c) Isolation Form '
Labial: pab-e pab-i pap’ rice
' ipP-e iph-i ip’ leaf
0s-€ of-i g ot’ clothes
Coronal: path-¢ pat[t-i 3 pat’ field
' nadz-e nadz-i = nat’ day
pit[*-e pit[*-i < pi light
kug-e kug-i S kuk' soup
Dorsal: puokh-¢ puokt-i pusk’ Kitchen
pak’-e pak’-i pak’ outside

The Sejong Project corpus lists 34,803 different nouns.
10,138 nouns possess aplosive alternants
5,299 are word-final
4,839 are word-internal
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(4) Distribution of word-final (#) and morpheme-final (+) obstruents/h for 10,138 nouns.

Labials Coronals Dorsals
Non- Number of Non- Number of Non- Number of
neutralized words neutralized words neutralized words
value value value
b# 1,154 d# 3 g# 3,522
b+ 762 d+ 0 g+ 3,272
ph# 189 th 63 kh# 12
ph+ 33 th+ 60 kh+ 1
p'# 0 t'# 0 kK'# 15
p+ 0 t'+ 0 kK'+ 8
dz# 10
dz+ 41
t[h 74
t[h+ 43
tf’# 0
t[’+ 0
s# 257
s+ 612
(h)# 0
(h)+ 5
s'# 0
s’ + 2
pH# 1,343 t'# 407 k'# 3,549
p+ 795 t'+ 763 k'+ 3,281
Total: 2,138 Total: 1,170 Total: 6,830
5299 nouns possess word-final neutralized aplosive alternants;
4839 nouns possess neutralized word-internal aplosive alternants;
10,138 out of 34,803 nouns; 29% of all nouns

e 19.2% consists of g-final elements, and there are only 35 words with which these words

might alternate.

e 6% are b-final, which potentially neutralize with only 72 other forms.

(5) Examples of homophony due to aplosivization

nadsz-i day (subject) nat’-k’wa day and
nat[b-i face (subject) nat’-k’wa face and
naf-i sickle (subject) nat’-k’wa sickle and

e The Sejong Project corpus tallies inflected words across the lexicon in use, and not

simply bare roots.

It is not the case that all potential derived homophonic roots are documented here.
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(6) Exhaustive list of homophones due to aplosivization (throughout, shaded sets are false
positives due to spelling errors)

Homophonous Non-neutralized
Set number words allomorphs Word number Hangul Token count Gloss
1 A tfadz 1 A 44 breast/milk
= tas 2 oy 5 salted fish

5 iy ib 9 2 1,139 mouth
iph 10 o 158 leaf
6 KAt kas 11 Zﬂ 40,544 one
- kath 12 d 120 surface
7 mat mas 13 of 392 taste
- math 14 2t 3 nearby place
e mil-tfip 15 2UE 21 crowd
8 e A 16 EIES 2 straw
nad3 17 =t 294 day
9 nat’ nat[® 18 E 91 face
nas 19 ot 25 sickle

. pag 22 el 581 gourd
1 -
1 pak’ pak’ 23 gt 1,568 exterior
. path 24 El 380 heritage
12 -
pat pad 25 a 2 field
pit[® 26 EL 726 light
13 pit’ pids 27 El 128 debt
pis 28 P 6 comb
_ pat 29 4 32 sunshine
14 pAt’ - - crest (of
PAS 30 < 6 fowl)
sut[® 33 = 14 charcoal
16 t’ - -
St suth 34 = 7 hair density

5
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h =
17 tat’ t;gs; 32 ; 3;11 a sh:)rriaime
. ol
18 the-ip’ t;.:% 2; 3:8,; S untjs)ewn
19 tfipt’an &{Eznn 23 ;jg 4102O sheagilﬂlrc?]iJ Etraw
; FRxF
20 nat[’ak’ 1:;t£—tt11 :: j,; I;’:":* 2 un::?](fwn
21 pit[”ulgi pﬁ&t{}ﬂlkﬁl ji ;ﬁé;: l26 S:]ae;sfso: ;I:
’ CHCk i
2| wwa Wl 4 HE 5 sodng
15 actual sets (7 due to spelling errors); 32 nouns out of 34,803; 46,781 tokens out of
1,234,323

Each set possesses at least one Native Korean noun. This is to be expected, because Sino-
Korean forms do not possess root-final release and/or laryngeal distinctions, and so are
not subject to neutralizing aplosivization.

The token frequency of one or more members of the homophonic sets is usually low: the
mean token count among nouns is 35, but eight of the 15 homophonic sets possess at
least one member with a token count below ten.

While there are 46,781 homophonous tokens, a full 40,544 are of one word (ZJ) (“one”),
while its homophone (&) (“surface”) has a token count of 120. If we exclude this one
set—which, due to the high frequency of one word, and the low frequency of its
homophone, is scarcely likely to induce confusion—then...

...0Out of 1,234,323 noun tokens there are 6,117 homophonous tokens due to
aplosivization.

This is a very low level of homophony.

Interim summary:

(i) Korean aplosivization induces the neutralization of a remarkably high number
of oppositions: twelve values neutralize to three. 29% of the nouns are subject to
neutralizing aplosivization.

(i1) Korean aplosivization induces the homophony of a remarkably low number of
nouns: 15 sets of nouns are homophonous (32 nouns out of 34,803—<0.1%; 6,117
noun tokens out of 1,234,323 tokens—<0.1%).

(B) Nasal lateralization induces very little homophony

n+r, 1+, 1+n 2 1I: (Kim-Renaud 1975, Martin 1992, Davis & Shin 1999). This process
entered the language about 400 years ago (Martin 1992: 52).
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(7) Number of nouns subject to nasal lateralization neutralization

Number of derived

Sequence Homophonic sets
sequences
681 (from n+r)
I: 316 (from 1+r) 10
4 (from 1+n)
Totals: 1001 10

1001 nasal-nasal sequences in the set of 34,803 nouns

10 homophonic sets

(8) Homophonic sets due to nasal lateralization

Homophonous Non-neutralized
Set number Word number Hangul Token count Gloss
words allomorphs
thal- 1 el 5 unknown
1 tfhalia Hi — J
t[bal-na 2 Lt 22 a moment
5 hwalio hwan-ro 3 HE 2 file
wa hwal-ro 4 g2 11 bow
3 in-rju 5 RIF 179 humanity
6 UF 32 peculiarity
il-sa-pun-ran 7 UALEE 3 unknown
4 ilsabulan | S = being in
= -sa-pul- k
el < dArEd ! perfect order
- kan-rib 9 HEl 55 building
> Kaliip kal-rib 10 4l 9 alms rounds
. deep
- 24
6 kwalijan kwan-gan 11 = 2 affection
kwal-tjan 12 T 10 cigarette
. i 15 = 124 separation
puk 16 Ez 7 handicap
. pun-rjan 17 2 61 quantity
8 puljag pul-rjan 18 = 40 inferiority
9 I san-rim 19 AR 35 woodland
salim sal-rim 20 A 179 lifestyle
. fresh
i NE
10 Jiliok® Jin-rog 2 - 3 verdure
22 AE 6 chronicle
A smell of
= .
11 sulie 23 =ch 20 liquor
24 =LY 4 tagger
o jAn-rag 25 Q1= 220 connection
12 jakiak jal-rag 26 =E, 2 joy

10 actual sets (2 due to spelling errors); 20 words; 1,001 tokens

7
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There are ten homophonic sets. Two additional cases are false positives due to
documented spelling errors.
Eight of the actual sets possess at least one member with a token count under ten.

Out of 1,234,323 tokens there are 1,001 homophonous tokens due to nasal lateralization
This is a very low level of homophony

(C) Liquid nasalization induces very little homophony
p+r — mn, k+r — gn (Kim-Renaud 1975, Martin 1992, Davis & Shin 1999).

There is no phonetic motivation for the pattern. Rather, this alternation has the ‘feel” of
being analogically derived from nasal assimilation.

(9) Number of nouns subject to liquid nasalization neutralization

Number of non-

Number of derived

Sequence . Homophonic sets
derived sequences sequences
m+n 74 45 (from p+r) 0
n+n 394 182 (from k+r) 6
Totals: 468 227 6

695 nasal-nasal sequences in the set of 34,803 nouns
6 homophonic sets

In all, there are six homophonic sets of nouns, and two which may be the result of
spelling errors in the corpus. Excluding these two sets, a total of 520 nouns tokens (out of
1,234,323) are homophonous, which verges on 0% of the total.

(10) Homophonic sets due to liquid nasalization
Homophonous Non-neutralized
Set number Word number Hangul Token count Gloss
words allomorphs
. t[An-ri 1 == 287 arrangement
1 {agni tJAg-ri 2 S 3 dysentery
. triangular
; 43|
2 t[Annip’ {An-rid 3 c- i position
tfag-rib 4 ME 4 accumulation
kan-ron 5 a8 8 sermon
3 kannon i detailed
kag-ron 6 = 4 exposition
Py =Lt unemploy-
4 kudzignan ku-tfig-nan ! ke 2 ment problem
ku-tfig-ran 8 T &|gt 2 unknown
. kjAn-ri 9 4ael 14 unknown
> kjanni kjag-i 10 EZE] 37 quarantine
. peg-rjAn 11 HH 2 15 white lotus
0 pepman peg-njAn 12 2 5 century
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PjAn-rjag 13 FEEE] 90 rep:;':lcement
jAnnjak’ epot
7 pjannjak
piAg-rjAg 14 b 24 4 thunder and
lightning
ian-ri ok solar
° jagojak it o ° 26 calender
jag-rjag 16 oFa4 3 vita

6 actual sets (2 due to spelling errors); 12 words; 520 tokens

e Outof 1,234,323 tokens there are 520 homophonous tokens due to liquid nasalization
e Thisis a very low level of homophony

(D) Nasal assimilation induces very little homophony

e Stops nasalize before nasals: p+N = mN, t+N - nN, k+N - N

Word-internal nasal assimilation induces very little homophony

e Regarding word internal nasal sequences, 559 are derived consequence of nasal

assimilation: 46 nouns possess m+m, 102 n+m, 271 n+m, 18 m+n, 47 n+n;, and 75 g+n.
e There are 1,734 non-derived nasal+nasal sequences: 127 m+m, 473 n+m, 459 n+m,
97 m+n, 184 n+n, and 394 n+n. In all then, there are 2,293 nasal-nasal sequences in the

set of 34,803 nouns.

(11)  Number of nouns subject to nasal assimilation neutralization
sequence Non-derived Derived Homophonic sets
m+m 127 46 0
n+m 437 102 2
n+m 459 271 6
m+n 97 18 0
n+n 184 47 0
n+n 394 75 2
Totals: 1,734 559 10
2,293 nasal-nasal sequences in the set of 34,803 nouns
10 homophonic sets
(12) Homophonic noun sets due to word-internal nasal assimilation
Homophonous Non-neutralized
Set number Word number Hangul Token count Gloss
words allomorphs
a poor night
1 tfanmok’ tJag-mog . il ! vision
tfan-mog 2 3 3 lumber
) ’ tfag-mul 3 A= 35 crops
tagmu tfan-mul 4 2 14 loot
3 tfagmun tfag-mun 5 = 24 composition
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} X2 wide-open
t[an-mun 6 ST 5 gate
. tfag-njan 7 & 267 yesteryear
4 t - -
Jagnjan tfan-njan 8 & 8 prime of life
t[Pan-mul 9 = 26 cold water
> {/*anmul t[bas-mul 10 = 2 tea
5 hanmun hag-mun 11 iy 234 scholarship
A han-mun 12 B 9 anus
. tonmul kog-mul 13 == 20 corn
o kon-mul 14 S= 3 tribute

white lotus
century

. oFm medicinal
14 janmul Jag-mul 27 = 42 waters
jan-mul 28 &= 7 penis

10 actual sets (4 due to spelling errors); 20 words; 732 tokens.
*non-unique—already listed with lateral nasalization

¢ Inall, there are ten homophonic sets out of 2,293 neutralized nouns in the list of 34,803
nouns (732 out of 1,234,323 tokens), and four probable spelling errors.

e Out of 1,234,323 tokens there are 732 homophonous tokens due to word-internal nasal
assimilation

e This is a very low level of homophony

Cross-word boundary nasal assimilation induces very little homophony

e Hwang (2008) investigates the amount of potential noun homophony due to the word
boundary process.

e 51% of all nouns (17,763 out of 34,803) are potentially subject to neutralizing nasal
assimilation (P=Ilabial obstruent, T=coronal obstruent, K=dorsal obstruent).

10
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(13) Potential word-final nasal-assimilated nouns
Labials Coronals Dorsals

Value | Number % of Value | Number % of Value | Number % of
of words total of words total of words total
m# 1,913 5.3 n# 5477 15.3 n# 5,074 14.15

P# 1,343 3 T# 407 1 K# 3,549 10
Total: 3,256 8.7 Total: 5,884 16.4 Total: 8,623 23.9

17,763 out of 34,803 nouns; 51% of all nouns

e Despite the enormous amount of potential neutralization here, Hwang shows that a mere
2.8% of the noun inventory is potentially subject to derived homophony as a consequence
of nasal neutralization.

(14) Potential word-final nasal-assimilated homophones
Labials Coronals Dorsals
Value | Number % of Value | Number % of Value | Number % of
of words total of words total of words total
mi 87 2 n# 44 0.1 n# 354 1.0
P# 89 2 T# 59 0.1 K# 355 1.0
Total: 176 A Total: 103 0.25 Total: 709 2.0
988 words out of 34,803 nouns; 2.8% of all nouns

e Any noun that might be subject to derived homophony as a consequence of nasal

assimilation must be immediately followed by a nasal in the next word. This being the

case, the amount of actual homophony is likely to be extremely low indeed.
e To get a sense of this value, there are 3,404 nouns in the corpus that are nasal-initial.

Assuming this is representative of the language as a whole, this constitutes about 10% of

the

lexicon.

e This suggests that the likelihood of derived homophony is likely to be one-tenth of 2.8%,
or .28%.
e This result is in full keeping with the remarkably low levels of derived homophony found
elsewhere.

(E) Coronal assibilation induces very little homophony
e Coronal obstruents assibilate before s and s’, resulting in (neutralized) s’ (Martin 1992).
e Out of the 34,803 nouns in the corpus, 131 words possess the relevant value: 41 lexical,

90 derived. There is a total of one homophonic set as a result of this alternation.

(F) Homophonic noun set due to coronal assibilation

Homophonous Non-neutralized
Set number Word number Hangul Token count Gloss
words allomorphs
1 a1 pit[t-sal 1 E] 12 light ray
1S a .
P1S. pis-sal 2 S & 2 comb teeth

1 set; 2 words; 14 tokens

11
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(F) Cluster reinforcement induces no homophony

(G)Homophonic noun sets due to cluster reinforcement

Out of 1,234,323 tokens there are 14 homophonous tokens due to coronal assibilation
This is a very low level of homophony

When a non-aspirated obstruent comes to follow another obstruent, the second value
tenses (Kim-Renaud 1975, Martin 1992).
There are 4,048 nouns in the corpus that possess word-medial tensed obstruents: 449 p’,
476 t’, 1017 t[’, 1090 s’, and 1016 k’.
All three sets of derived homophones are false positives.

Homophonous Non-neutralized
Set number Word number Hangul Token count Gloss
words allomorphs
. t[’ag-k’un 1 =3 3 buddy
! akug t[’ag-kun 2 w3 2 unknown
k’ag-tu-ki 3 o= 7| 7 radish kimchi
2 Kaktugi [ o e
k’ag-t’u-ki 4 ZHEE T | 4 unknown
kob-pe-ki 5 = HH 7| 3 unknown
3 kop’egi ZPe =
kob-p’e-ki 6 =it 7| 3 double shot

no actual set (all due to spelling errors); 0 words; 0 tokens

Out of 1,234,323 tokens there are no homophonous tokens due to cluster reinforcement
This is a very low level of homophony

(G)Variable assimilation might induce more homophony (but might not...)
In colloguial Korean speech, coronals (excluding the lateral) variably assimilate to a
following consonant (Kim-Renaud 1975, Martin 1992), and labials variably assimilate to

a following dorsal.

This assimilation process has the potential to induce a non-negligible amount of

homophony.
(16) Potential homophony due to variable assimilation

o Variable value Number of b. Non-variable Number of ¢ 212:1?;: of

' nouns value nouns P . y
homophonic sets

t+P ~p+P 126 p+P 92 No sets
n+P ~ m+P 683 m+P 385 15 sets
n+m ~ m+m 575 m+m 173 No sets
t+K ~k+K 171

ptK ~k+K 177 k+K 688 14 sets
n+tK ~g+K 1217

m+K ~n+K 249 n+K 1,324 62 sets

5,680 nouns

12
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91 potentially homophonic sets |

This is a variable pattern of neutralization: sometimes neutralization occurs (more often
in casual speech), and sometimes it doesn’t (more often in formal speech).

Jun (1995):gestural reduction of labials (in p+k sequences) occurs about 35% of the time
in casual speech, and about 15% of the time in formal speech. (See also Willis 2009)
This variable pattern does not vary between discrete values k: versus pk. Rather the
variation is gradient, such that tokens may, in theory, fall anywhere on the phonetic
continuum between these two endpoints.

This sort of variation sets up a situation in which near-neutralizations are practically
inevitable: some speech tokens are nearly—but, crucially, not completely—neutralized,
and so contrasts may remain recoverable despite the near-obliteration of their acoustic
distinctiveness (for example, Dinnsen & Charles-Luce 1984, and Charles-Luce 1985 on
Catalan, Port & O’Dell 1985, Charles-Luce 1985, Port & Crawford 1989 on German,
Slowiaczek & Dinnsen 1985 on Polish, Pye 1986 on Russian, Warner, Jongman, Sereno,
and Kemps 2004 on Dutch, Bishop 2007 on Andalusian Spanish).

Charles-Luce (1985): potential homophones in Catalan are more likely to remain
acoustically distinct from each other in semantically ambiguous contexts, in comparison
to both homophones in semantically transparent contexts, and to neutralized
heterophones. Comparable findings are reported for Dutch (Warner, Jongman, Sereno,
and Kemps 2004).

Anecdotally, an informal, non-systematic dictionary investigation of potentially
homophonic sets due to variable coronal assimilation (approximately forty-five minutes
checking an online dictionary ‘Babylon Korean Dictionary’,
http://www.babylon.com/dictionary/1271/Babylon-Korean-English.html) yielded only a
few false-positives for words with optionally assimilated sequences.

Were these sequences genuinely neutralized, we might expect a higher number of false
positives: completely neutralized forms are more likely subject to spelling errors

The documented spelling errors in the Sejong Corpus are not random, but instead, always
reflect accurate pronunciations of the (presumably intended) word.

(17) Summary of neutralizing alternations and derived homophony

Number of nouns, Number of
. both lexical and Number of )
Alternation ) ) homophonic tokens
derived homophonic sets
(out of 34,803) (out of 1,234,323)
(A) Aplosivization 10,138 15 6,117 (46,781-40,664)
(B)Nasal 1,001 10 288
lateralization
(C)Liquid 695 6 520
nasalization
(D)Nasal 7,592 10 732
assimilation
(B) Co_ro_nal_ 131 1 14
assibilation

13



UCSC
17 April 2009
Dan Silverman

(D) Cl_uster 4,048 0 ;
reinforcement
(G)Variable _
assimilation (5,680) (91) (undetermined)
Totals: 13,258 42 7671

e Inrunning Korean speech, out of 1,234,323 noun tokens encountered, chances are that
about 7,671 will be homophonous.
e This is a very low level of homophony

“A very low level of homophony” compared to what?
e Totals such as those presented here acquire greater significance when they are compared
to values that are not eligible for derived homophony (Surendran & Niyogi 2006).

True word-final aplosivization vs. would-be word-initial laryngeal neutralization

e Word-initial values provide a relevant comparison to word-final values, because the set
of contrastive values allowed root-initially is very similar to (though larger than) the set
of values allowed root-finally, and is, of course, not subject to aplosivization.

(18) Would-be homophonic sets due to word-initial laryngeal neutralization versus actual
homophonic sets due to word-final aplosivization

Labials Coronals Dorsals

(Would-be) (True) (Would-be) (True) (Would-be) (True)
Word-initial Word-final Word-initial Word-final Word-initial Word-final

4,323 words | 1,202 words | 15,988 words 408 words 5,814 words | 3,524 words

100 sets 4 sets 1,755 sets 10 sets 57 sets 1 set

1,912 sets of would-be word-initial homophonic sets due to laryngeal neutralization vs.15 true
homophonic true sets due to aplosivization

True stop+nasal assimilation vs. would-be nasal+stop assimilation
(19) Stop+nasal word-internal nasal assimilation versus would-be nasal+stop word-
internal nasal assimilation

(Would-be) N+N (True) N+N (True) Lexical N+N
sequence sequences derived _sequences sequences
from nasal+stop derived stop+nasal
sequences sequences

m+m 512 46 127
n+m 1179 102 473
n+m 1236 271 459
m+n 911 18 97
n+n 3333 47 184
n+n 4571 75 394
m+ 249 - -
n+n 1238 -- --

14
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0+ ‘ 1327 | -- ‘ --
1100 would-be homophonic sets due to nasal-stop assimilation
(1072 without +n) vs. 10 true sets due to stop-nasal assimilation

Speculation: whence Korean neutralization?

e Korean has witnessed a massive influx of Chinese words in its distant past—beginning at
least 1300 hundred years ago, with the greatest amount of borrowing during the Kolye
Dynasty, about 1000 to 600 years ago—which served to supplant a significant portion of
its native vocabulary, particularly its noun inventory.

e The augmentation of the Korean lexicon (due to contact with Chinese) induced
phonotactic changes culminating in massive neutralization.

e Now, the phonotactic regularities seem to be inducing further lexical augmentation,
setting up a “diachronic do-se-do” between the lexicon and the phonotactics.

The simplification of root-final obstruent values continues into the present day:
Whereas past neutralizing values have primarily been among non-prevocalic alternants,
in present-day Korean there are additional neutralizations among prevocalic root-final
values.

e Jun (2007): among the coronals, s is the favored variant; among the labials (b, pb), b is
the favored variant; among the dorsals (g, k", k’), g is the favored variant.

e These favored variants are also the most frequent in terms of the number of words that
possess them,

e Jun: the token prevalence of some variants over others may be a consequence of the
lexical prevalence of some values over others (See also Kim 2001, Ito 2006, Kang 2006,
and Albright 2008 on this topic).

e The inventory of root-final values in Korean seems to be in a rather constant—if slow-
going—state of attrition.

e The slow-going attrition of the Korean system of root-final values may have been set in
motion by the influx of Sino-Korean forms.

(20) Diachrony of Korean root endings

| Labials | Coronals | Dorsals | Commentary |
Korean consonantal root endings, lexically prevocalic, >600 years ago (bold values are also Sino-Korean):

‘ b ‘ pt | d I th I dz I tsh I S | (h) | g I kb ‘ Chinese compounds enter ‘
Korean consonantal root endings, lexically non-prevocalic, >600 years ago:

‘ 1:)1 | t ‘ S | %, | K | Nasal assimilation begins ‘

Korean consonantal root endings, lexically prevocalic, >400 years ago:

‘ b ‘ ph | d ‘ th ‘ dz I tsh I S | (h) | J I kb ‘ Nasal lateralization begins ‘
Korean consonantal root endings, lexically non-prevocalic, >400 years ago:

L | £ I K | |

Contemporary Korean consonantal root endings, lexically prevocalic (bold cells vary; bold values are preferred variants;

tensed values arose from a collapse of “overstuffed” root endings):
L b [ pr[dft]a|t[s|s]|m|]gl]k | !

Contemporary Korean consonantal root endings, lexically non-prevocalic:

‘ 1) | t’ K | Root-final values merge ‘
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e The attrition of root-final values was offset by the compounding nature of the Sino-
Korean vocabulary. Two heads are better than one: compounding greatly increased the
opportunity for nouns to contrast with each other.

e Proposal: the number of root-final values undergoing both neutralization and merger
increased exactly because of the compounding that was introduced by the Sino-Korean
vocabulary, which offset any counter-functional developments.

Final remarks

e The low level of homophony in Korean becomes especially obvious by comparing actual
homophonic sets to would-be homophonic sets.

e Anti-homophony seems to be a genuine pressure acting on the Korean sound system.

e Even when there is a natural phonetic tendency toward a particular phonetic state, say
non-prevocalic aplosivization among obstruents, a given language will most likely not
evolve toward that state if excessive homophony were to result, for the very speech
tokens that are produced with homophone-inducing aplosives are also the very speech
tokens that would likely confuse listeners.

e Asa natural, passive consequence, such tokens would not be reproduced as these
listeners become speakers.

e There is likely to be a natural, passive maintenance of contrast—either through the
maintenance of plosivization or by some other means—for it is exactly those speech
tokens that are communicated successfully to listeners that are more likely to take hold,
and become conventionalized as the speech norm.

e Successful speech variants, like successful mutations, are naturally selected.

It is not the desire to be understood, but rather the consequence of misunderstanding that
influences language change. This mechanism implies a mismatch between producer and
interpreter: the type of built-in instability that we would expect to find behind long-term
shifts in language behavior. -William Labov (1994:586)
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