
Vowels as templates: evidence from harmonic processes 
 

1 The problem. Theories based on privative features (Anderson & Ewen 1987, Kaye et al. 
1985, Backley 2011) are built upon 3 elements: A = lowness, I = frontess, and U = rounding. It 
will be argued that this triplet causes the two following problems: 

(1) A "high element" is ruled out – for the sake of the unarist hypothesis, no ¬A element should 
be allowed –, although it is empirically necessary: cf. the many generalizations on high 
vowels missed by monovalent models. 

(2) No difference is predicted between the elements. However, vowel height has an ambiguous 
status: there is aperture harmony, as well as I- and U-harmonies; on the other hand, stress 
often interacts with aperture, never (?) with frontness or rounding. Why? Is A an element 
like I and U, or does it refer to structure? (cf. Pöchtrager 2006) 

2 The proposal: vocalic expressions are templatic. There is, indeed, a "high" component, and 
hence a binary "high"/"low" contrast, BUT features remain monovalent, as "high" and "low" are 
not melodies, but mere slots which may or cannot be filled in by melodic content (like the I/U 
elements) according to whether they are available or not respectively, e.g.: 
 
(3)  a.   V    V    V    = classic linear skeleton 
     ■    □    □    ■/□ = unavailable ("A") / available ("¬A") slots 

         I/U 
/a/     /i u y/   /ɨ/ 

 
  b.    V    V    V    V   V 

    ■    □    □    □   □     = tier 1 
      ■    ■    □    ■   □     = tier 2 

         I/U  I/U 
/a/     /e o ø/    /i u y/   /ə/  /ɨ/ 

 
It follows that (i) the size of the permitted template depends on the extent of height-based 
phonemic contrasts; (ii) markedness depends on template satisfaction requirements (/i u e o/ are 
unmarked vis-à-vis melodically empty /ɨ ə/); (iii) size and template satisfaction explain why the 
higher a vowel is, the more frontness / rounding it shows; (iv) aperture resides on a different 
dimension than frontness and rounding, as will be seen in §4. 
3 What are vocalic templates based on? It will be assumed that the height distinctions in (3b) 
are structured in such a way that languages can show either of the two systems in (4).1 
 
(4)   a.       V        b.     V 
 

  □   ■         □     ■     = tier 1 
 
    □    ■      □    ■      = tier 2 

      /i,u/    /e,o/  /a/       /i,u/      /e,o/     /a/ 
 
Tigre (Faust, to appear) and Chichewa (Mtenje 1985) aperture harmonies (henceforth AH) bring 
strong support for (4a) and (4b) hierarchies respectively. AH will be assumed to involve slot 
"sliding" along tier 2, yielding template alignment. As a result, it obeys strict locality. 
                                                            
1 This is reminiscent of Dresher's (2009) theory of contrastive hierarchy insofar as (4a) and (4b) can be said to 
manifest [±high] >> [±low] and [±low] >> [±high] hierarchies respectively within a binarist framework. 



In Tigre the mid vowel /ə/ undergoes AH triggered by the (following) low vowel; in Chichewa 
the high vowels undergo AH triggered by the (preceding) mid vowels /e,o/. Both languages show 
AH, i.e. ■-sliding yielding templatic alignment, but also the two different hierarchies under 
(4a,b) respectively. 
 
(5)  a. Tigre  ■  ■   ■  ■  b. Chichewa □  □   □  □   tier 1 

□ ← ■   ■  ■       ■ → □   ■  ■   tier 2 
 
4 Why are aperture and frontness/rounding different? AH and I/U-harmonies behave 
differently. Let us take the example of Tigre. 
 
(6)  Tigre vowel system   /i/  [ɨ]  /u/    ([ɨ] = epenthetic vowel) 

/e/  /ə/  /o/ 
/a/ 

 
(7)  a. /ə/ (optionally) surfaces as [o] /_u, o, and [a] /_a (AH: cf. (5a)); 

b. [ɨ] (optionally) surfaces as [u] /_u, o, but does not undergo AH. 
 
AH cannot affect [ɨ], since the result of ■-sliding would violate the height hierarchy in (4a): 
Tigre mid vowels do not have unavailable slots in tier 2. As a result, [ɨ] is also opaque to AH. 
 
(8)    □  ■   *□ ■    tier 1 

    ← ■     ■! ■    tier 2 
  ɨ  a         

 
(For the very same reason, only /a/, and not /e, ə, o/, triggers AH in Tigre, as this harmony takes 
place along tier 2.) 
By contrast, as represented in (9), the U element, which resides in the melodic dimension, spreads 
to any available slot. As a result, [ɨ] is also transparent to U-harmony. 
 
(9)  a.    U   b.    U    c.    U    d.    U 
    □  □      □  ■      ■  □      ■  ■    tier 1 
      □        □      □  □      □  □    tier 2 
   ɨ>u u     ɨ>u o      ə>o u     ə>o o 
 
5 Prospects. ATR harmony can be shown to be like AH: templatic alignment (involving an 
additional tier). Other relevant topics for the proposed approach include (i) parallels between 
aperture-ATRness and length, (ii) aperture (not frontness nor rounding!) visibility to metrics, and 
(iii) vowel reduction as stress-induced templatic decrease. 
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