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4 Allophonic sound substitution

Consider the nasal sounds in the two words ‘runs’ and ‘runner’.
Whether written in English or transcribed phonetically, the same
nasal symbol is used for both words, that is, ‘n’. These two sounds
are indeed quite similar, as both are made with the tongue tip up,
the soft palate down, and the vocal folds vibrating. The major differ-
ences between them are that (1) the [n] of ‘runs’ is longer than the [n]
of ‘runner’, and (2) the [n] in ‘runs’ is followed by another consonant,
whereas the [n] in ‘runner’ is released into the following vowel.
These articulatory differences, as we now know, have acouslic conse-
quences. Specifically, the ‘n’ of ‘runner’ has formant transitions as the
following vowel begins, whereas the ‘n’ of ‘runs’ lacks such transitions,
since another consonant immediately follows. But although these two
‘n’s have systematic phonetic differences, most phonologists do not
characterize them as alternants of each other. Instead, they regard them
as one and the same sound, and would objecl to a characterization of
this pattern as a genuine sound substitution. Nonetheless, 1 maintain
that any systematic phonetic distinction that results from combining
morphemes qualifies as a sound substitution, since there is inevitably
some sort of phonetic change that sounds undergo as they combine
with morphemes of distinct shapes. Moreover, the ‘runs’—‘runner’
nasal alternation should be regarded as a specifically allophonic
substitution, not a neutralizing substitution, since there are no words
with which either form of ‘run’ might be confused. That is, this sound
substitution maintains meaning.

From such minor, seemingly negligible phonetic differences,
greater differences may ultimately emerge somewhere down the gener-
ations of language use. Indeed, although these two nasal sounds are
indeed quite similar, L argue in this chapter that articulatory or acoustic

similarity between sounds is neither a prerequisite, nor a diagnostic,
for allophonic relatedness. Due to the gradual way sounds change over
the generations, most sounds that alternate with each other are indeed
quite similar in their phonetic characteristics. But whether these
sounds are phonetically similar or not, all that matters to learners is
the consequences their substitution have for word meaning: whether
it changes word meaning, eliminates word meaning distinctions, or
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