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Contrastive Hierarchy Theory (CHT; Dresher 2009, 2018; Hall 2007; 2011) builds on 
Jakobson’s (1941) basic insight that the contrasts of a language are organized in a 
hierarchical order. CHT assumes that phonological primes are binary features, and in this 
sense parts company with versions of Element Theory (ET) and related approaches. 
Nevertheless, there are a number of affinities between CHT and ET. I will set out the main 
tenets of CHT and discuss how they compare with ET. 

In addition to hierarchy, a basic principle of CHT is the Contrastivist Hypothesis (Hall 2007), 
which holds that only contrastive features can be computed by the phonology. The hypothesis 
makes a strong connection between the phonological primes that classify segments and how 
they pattern. Thus, phonological features in CHT have a connection to phonetics (i.e., they 
are not ‘substance free’), while keeping a distance from phonetics in being cognitive entities.  
I have proposed (Dresher 2014a) that it is the concept of a contrastive hierarchy that is 
universal, not the features that participate in the hierarchy or their ordering. On this 
conception, it is the language learner's task to arrive at a set of ordered contrastive features 
that account for the phonological patterning of the input language. This requirement puts 
strong constraints on phonological representations, and accounts for why phonological 
systems resemble each other, even without assuming that features (the phonological primes) 
are innate. For example, a three-vowel system requires exactly two contrastive features; four-
vowel systems may have two features if symmetrical, or maximally three, if not; five-vowel 
systems can have from three to four features. Though proceeding from different assumptions 
than those that underpin ET, we nevertheless arrive at a similar conclusion that phonological 
inventories are made up of a relatively small number of phonological primes. 

Finally, CHT and ET can be combined by ordering elements into a hierarchy (see Dresher 
2014b; Voeltzel 2016; van der Hulst 2018). Thus, the main difference between CHT and ET 
concerns binary versus unary primitives. Other potential differences—depending on the 
version of ET—are the role of contrast and head-dependent relations of primes.  
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