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One striking pattern that may be gleaned from the literature on vowel harmony is that the 

element U, denoting labial articulations, is the least likely to spread of all harmonic elements. 

Indeed, Ko (2012) notes that labial harmony may be characterized as ‘parasitic’, emphasizing 

the fact that it always co-occurs with some other type of harmony that is more widespread in a 

given language. The disadvantaged status of U with regard to vowel harmony has been 

observed in diverse language families, as is summarized in (1) 

 

(1) U-related harmony handicaps 

 Turkic (e.g. Charette & Göksel 1996): U-harmony restricted relative to I-harmony 

 Niger-Congo (e.g. Akan; O’Keefe 2003): U-harmony restricted relative to ATR-harmony 

 Tungusic (e.g. Ko 2012): U-harmony does not appear in all languages; Tongue Root 

harmony does 

 Semitic (Tigre; Faust 2017): A-harmony is obligatory in a number of environments; U-

harmony always optional  

 

Charette & Göksel (1996) attribute such behavior to licensing constraints. For example, they 

propose a restriction that U must appear in head position to explain some of the restrictions on 

labial harmony in Turkic languages. That is, U is only allowed to spread if it becomes the 

head of the harmonizing expression. 

 One common motif in the Element Theory literature is the attempt to define elements 

in terms of acoustic and/or perceptual properties (Harris 1994; Harris & Lindsey 1995; 

Backley 2011; Backley 2017). From this perspective, Charette & Göksel’s licensing 

constraints are inadequate since they offer no acoustic story for why U-harmony is 

handicapped. At the same time, more phonetically inclined proposals in ET are somewhat 

vague, and apparently are unable to explain the origins of restrictions on U-harmony. For 

example, Backley (2017) suggests that U is a ‘dark’ element. In principle, then, one could 

invoke ‘darkness’ as the source for the harmony handicap of U. However, this would not 

explain Tongue Root harmony patterns in a language like Even (Aralova 2015), in which 

pharyngealization (Retracted Tongue Root; RTR), also a ‘dark’ feature according to Backley, 

harmonizes without restriction.  

 This presentation will consider the restrictions on U harmony in a more phonetically 

explicit manner, exposing two distinct types of harmony with regard to phonetic motivation. 

While other harmonizing features spread because they are characterized by robust phonetic 

properties that typically spread out over an extended portion of the signal, U is different in 

that its spreading appears to be compensatory – increasing the domain of labialization to 

render it more perceptible (cf. Kaun 2004). This distinction appears to be related to height-

based generalizations associated with labial harmony, as well as the ability of U-harmony to 

jump over a transparent /i/ in languages such as Buryat (Vaux 1994). Each of these patterns 

may be explained in terms of speakers seeking to increase the likelihood that labialization, a 

relatively weak acoustic feature, will be perceptually recoverable.  
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 This type of acoustic asymmetry between U-harmony and I-harmony may be 

attributed to the auditory distinction between single formants and spectral convergences 

(Schwartz 2017). Convergences may be assumed to be more perceptually robust, occupying a 

wider portion of the frequency spectrum. While I is characterized by a convergence of F2 and 

F3 regardless of vowel height, the only cue present in all instantiations of U is a single 

formant (low F2). This cue is weaker in non-high vowels, motivating height-based 

asymmetries in labial harmony. This general perspective can also explain restrictions on U 

with regard to ATR harmony.  

 Additional phonetic principles must be invoked to explain why U may be 

disadvantaged relative to A-harmony and RTR-harmony. Both lowness and tongue root 

retraction are associated with a raised F1, and often a stiffer phonation type, resulting in less 

of a drop-off in spectral tilt which has been identified as a cue to stress in many languages 

(e.g. Sluijter & van Heuven 1996). Thus, it is likely that A/RTR harmony is perceptually 

licensed as the spreading not of a formant convergence, but of the acoustic prominence 

associated with raised spectral tilt, with additional articulatory motivation in the significant 

mass of the tongue root that yields more effortful and slower articulatory gestures.  

 U’s harmony handicap represents a case in which phonetic considerations may be 

invoked to explain cross-linguistic differences phonological behavior of individual elements. 

The most logical interpretation of such differences is that elements are not universal building 

blocks of phonological representation, but rather may emerge differently in different 

languages. An important goal for Element Theory must therefore be to explain the origins of 

patterns in which the ‘same’ element behaves differently across languages. This presentation 

will offer a vision of phonological representation that is conducive to the pursuit of this goal. 
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