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In our talk we consider the phonological status of voiced fricatives in the Nordic languages, in 

particular Icelandic, Danish, and Swedish. We examine their diachronic origin and synchronic 

patterning, and we investigate the implications for the melodic structure of voiced fricatives in 

Element Theory. 

Voiced fricatives present a phonetic challenge. Aerodynamically, their vocal cord vibration 

leads to lower airstream velocity, making it relatively difficult to produce turbulence (Ohala 

1983). Perceptually, the low-frequency energy of voicing masks the lower-amplitude frication 

noise in the higher frequency range (Ladefoged & Maddieson 1996). These observations lead 

us to expect that voiced fricatives are unstable. Indeed, cross-linguistic evidence shows that 

voiced fricatives are susceptible to processes which target their voicing (e.g. devoicing) and 

frication (e.g. lenition and hardening). Furthermore, many sounds which have been described 

as voiced fricatives in the literature in fact involve an approximant-like realization. A case in 

point is /v/ in the Nordic languages (see Árnason (2011) for Icelandic and Faroese, Basbøll 

(2005) for Danish, Kristoffersen (2000) for Norwegian, and Riad (2014) for Swedish). The 

fact that /v/ in these languages is typically realized as [ʋ], viz. as a labiodental approximant, 

raises the question of whether the sound patterns as a voiced fricative (i.e. as an obstruent), as 

an approximant (i.e. as a sonorant), or perhaps as something in-between (e.g. as a ‘sonorant 

obstruent’, in the sense of Rice 1993). In Element Theory, this question takes on a different 

but no less interesting dimension: since the framework lacks major class features such as 

[sonorant], we may wonder whether it offers a better approach for modelling the behaviour of 

‘ambivalent’ segments. 

In Element Theory, the markedness of voiced fricatives has been attributed to their having 

a combination of the elements |H| and |L|, which form an “antagonistic pair” (Backley 2011: 

197). (Other segment types which contain this combination include breathy-voiced stops and 

aspirated nasals.) However, the question of whether voiced fricatives contain |L| as part of 

their melodic structure in fact depends on the laryngeal system of the language. In Backley’s 

approach, |L| (or rather |L|) is present in voiced fricatives only if the language has a ‘true’ 

voicing contrast. In languages without ‘true’ voicing, voiced fricatives lack |L|. We suggest 

that this is the case in the Nordic languages. Consider for example Icelandic, where the 

laryngeal contrast in stops (as well as in nasals and laterals) involves aspiration (i.e. |H|), 

rather than voice. (In what follows we assume the melodic structures in, or as suggested in, 

Backley 2011). 

 

(1) tala [ˈtʰaːla] ‘to talk’ |A ʔ H| 

 dala [ˈtaːla] ‘valley-GEN.PL’ |A ʔ| 

 

There is good reason to suggest that |H| is also active in fricatives. One piece of evidence for 

this comes from a pattern of ‘aspiration throwback’ in southern varieties of Icelandic. (In our 

talk we also consider northern varieties, where the distribution of aspiration is different; see 



e.g. Thráinsson 1978, Voeltzel 2016.) Coda nasals and laterals surface as voiceless when 

preceding an underlyingly aspirated stop, which is itself de-aspirated (2a). In the same context 

dental fricatives surface as voiceless, with the following stop again de-aspirated (2b): 

 

(2) a. lampi [ˈlam̥pi] ‘lamp’ 

 mjólka [ˈmjoul̥ka] ‘milk’ 

 b. maðkur [ˈmaθkur] ‘worm’ 

  blaðka [ˈplaθka] ‘to soften’ 

 

The two phenomena receive a unified analysis on the assumption that |H| spreads leftwards 

and delinks from the stop. Thus, /θ/ is |I H H| and /ð/ is |I H|, making the ‘voiced’ fricative the 

unmarked member of the pair (the two fricatives contrast initially and are in complementary 

distribution elsewhere). 

 Additional evidence comes from the observation that in foot-medial position (this 

includes final position, on the assumption that final consonants occupy the onset position of 

an empty-headed syllable), stops are unaspirated (3a) while fricatives are ‘voiced’ (3b): 

 

(3) a. dýpi [ˈtɪːpɪ] ‘lamp’ 

 sök [ˈsøːk] ‘milk’ 

 b. luða [ˈluːða] ‘worm’ 

  mið [ˈmiːð] ‘to soften’ 

 

The restrictions in (3) receive a unified analysis on the assumption that (i) unaspirated stops 

and ‘voiced’ fricatives are unmarked, and (ii) |H| is banned from the weak position of a foot. 

Similar observations can be made about /f/ and /v/, although we will show that in terms of its 

distribution, /v/ in fact patterns with /j r/, suggesting that its behaviour is not so much that of 

an unmarked fricative, but rather that of an approximant. 

 In Danish, /v/ in foot-medial and final position is realized as a non-nuclear vowel, viz. as 

[ʊ̯], suggesting that here the |H| element has itself disappeared, leaving behind only |U|. 

 

(4) a. trav [ˈt
s
ʁɑʊ̯] ‘trot’ (cf. traf [ˈt

s
ʁɑf] ‘met’) 

 hav [ˈhɑʊ̯] ‘sea’ 

  leve [ˈleːʊ̯] ‘to live’ 

  liv [ˈliʊ̯] ‘life’ 

 b. tæver [ˈt
s
ɛʊ̯ɐ] ‘bitches’ 

 

Data of the kind in (4) lead us to speculate that it is perhaps not so much the combination of 

|H L| that is marked, but rather the element |H| itself. Evidence from the Nordic languages 

shows that voiced fricatives are unstable, regardless of whether their melodic structure has |L|. 

The distribution of voiced fricatives is restricted (the sounds typically derive from the 

intervocalic spirantization of stops or, less commonly, from the hardening of approximants), 

and in those contexts where they do occur, they are prone to undergo further weakening. 
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