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Rhotic variability vs. unity
• r sounds notoriously variable cross-linguistically and within
languages (e.g. Spanish (Lipski 1994), German (Ulbrich 1972),
Swedish (Muminovic and Engstrand 2002)
• No phonetic features shared by all rhotics (Lindau 1985,
Ladefoged and Maddieson 1996)

• Phonologically similar behaviour
Challenge: Accounting for the phonological similarity and
phonetic variability
Phonological approach: abstract representation
• /r/ is featurally “empty” (or almost so) (Broadbent 1991, Backley
1993, Harris 1994, Giegerich 1999)

• /r/ is [+rhotic] (Hall 1997)
• /r/ has “dual place node” (Walsh Dickey 1997)
• /r/ is a “point on the sonority scale” (Wiese 2001)
à Ad-hoc, circular (Wiese 2001, Gąsiorowski 2006, Sebregts 2014)
à Not descriptively adequate (Gąsiorowski 2006, Sebregts 2014)
Phonetic approach: “family resemblance” (Lindau 1985)
• r variants connected by shared features to
at least one other, even if no features
shared by all
à Unrestrictive, lacks explanatory adequacy
(Sebregts 2014)

L&M96 approach: giving up the search for rhotic unity, as it
• “seems to rest mostly on the historical connections between
these subgroups and the choice of the letter r to represent
them” (Ladefoged and Maddieson 1996)

à Entirely informal (Gąsiorowski 2006, Sebregts 2014)
Proposal: Formalisation of L&M96 (cf. Barry 1997, Schiller 1998)
• Explore diachronic connections between r variants
• Variants related through sound change in casual speech
(esp. lenition)
• Family relationships, not resemblance
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Dutch r

A diachronic model: Family relationships

Data: HEMA corpus (Sebregts 2014)
• 408 speakers of 10 urban accents
of Dutch
• 53 r-items, various syllabic and
segmental contexts
• 21006 tokens

Establishing the
origin of r
variants
on the basis of
perceptual,
aerodynamic,
& articulatory
processes

Results: 20 r variants in Dutch
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2 ‘zero’: ∅ with/without retraction of following consonant
Major variants (>10% of tokens) in red

Massive variation, geographically and socially, across and
within speakers & changes in progress, e.g.
•
•
•
•

PoA from 90% alveolar (Ant, Bru) to 90% uvular (Nijm)
Individual speakers have either alv or uv, but 16% vary
MoA from 95% consonantal (BE) to 62% (Hag)
Coda [ɻ] on the rise in NL: age and gender effects

But part of the variation shows linguistic conditioning,
related to phonetic casual speech processes, e.g.
• Trills require high precision
and narrow aerodynamic
conditions
• Devoicing and trill failure
most likely in undershoot &
near palatal constrictions
• Weakening of articulatory
gestures general in coda

• Trills most common
word-initially and pretonic intervocalically
• Fricative variants wordfinally and preceding
high vowels
• Vocalic variants confined
to codas

Predictive model in several ways
1. Direction of changes – lenition hierarchy
2. Where sources of evidence don’t align (e.g. phonetic vs.
distributional) = effect of social factors and geographical
dialect formation
Rhotic unity
Phonetically: diachronic links between variants.
Phonologically: forged bottom-up by speakers on basis of
multi-level evidence (e.g. sociolinguistic, allophonic)
No need for top-down featural/structural encoding.
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