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In the literature (Halle & Mohanan 1985, McMahon 2000, Halle 2005, et passim), velar 

softening is often referred to as a type of palatalisation. In English, for example, the process is 

described by a rule which changes velar /k/ and /ɡ/ to coronal /s/ and /ʤ/ respectively in 

Latinate words when followed by the vowels /i, ɪ, aɪ/ (e.g., electri[k] ~ electri[s]ity, criti[k] ~ 

criti[s]ize, mysti[k] ~ mysti[s]ism; analo[ɡ] ~ analo[ʤ]y, collea[ɡ] ~ colle[ʤ]ial, fun[ɡ]us ~ 

fun[ʤ]i). According to Harris (1994), this process only involves root-level (Level 1) 

morphology—it does not occur with word-level (Level 2) morphology (e.g., pani[k]ing, 

*pani[s]-ing; be[ɡ]-ing, *be[ʤ]-ing) (cf. McCawley 1986, Jaeger 1986). 

 Expressed in terms of phonological features, velar softening is characterised as the 

spreading of palatality from the suffix-initial front vowel to the final consonant of the base. 

The effect of spreading palatality is to expel the original velar place specification from the 

target consonant. Regarding manner of articulation, however, two different types of bahaviour 

are observed: voiceless /k/ alternates with the voiceless fricative /s/ while voiced /ɡ/ becomes 

the voiced affricate /ʤ/ rather than the voiced fricative /z/. To explain these changes, we need 

to find some correlations (i) between voicelessness and fricative (alternatively, noise or 

continuant), and (ii) between voicing and affricate.  

 To account for these relations between laryngeal and manner properties, this paper 

analyses English velar softening as a Root-level morphological operation without referring to 

precedence relations. Within the framework of Precedence-free Phonology I have proposed 

that the process in question may be viewed as an agreement effect involving the |A|-headed 

[|A||I|] set: in velar softening, the elements which are flanked by the highest and lowest 

elements in the C domain of the base are overridden by the |A|-headed [|A||I|] set in the lowest 

part of the suffix.  

 

Velar softening: the /k/~/s/ alternation 

 



 

 

 In addition, velar palatalisation proceeds along the same lines. The only difference 

between the two processes is that velar palatalisation shows an agreement effect involving the 

set of [[|A||I|]A|I|]A: the elements that are sandwiched by the highest and lowest elements in the 

C domain of the base are replaced by the set of [[|A||I|]A|I|]A from the lowest portion of the 

suffix. 
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