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PREFACE
TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION

In the preface to the original edition of this book we remarked that no treatment "that we
have proposed has survived a course of lectures unchanged and we do not doubt that the same fate
awaits the grammatical sketch that we develop here." While our record as prophets is in general
rather unimpressive, in the present instance we were right on the money: few of the matters treated
in this 1968 book have remained unaffected by the developments in phonology that have taken
place in the past twenty years. In the light of this the question inevitably arises as to what reasons,
other than vanity, cupidity, and/or lack of critical judgment on the part of the authors or our
publisher, might justify reprinting this book at this time. Our answer is that while the solutions
to many particular problems proposed in SPE are out of date, many of the theoretical issues raised
there remain critical to phonology to this day, and in quite a number of instances the solutions
proposed in SPE have yet to be improved upon. Moreover, there are few works in phonology that
have quite the scope of SPE: it deals both with matters of broad theoretical importance as well as
with numerous questions of detail; it attempts to contribute to the theoretical foundations of
phonetics as well as of phonology and it embeds its central empirical topic—the phonology of
modern English (General American)—on the one hand, in a discussion of parallel phenomena in
other languages, and on the other hand, in an account of the historical evolution of the English
vowel system.

Itis for these reasons, we believe, that SPE remains—and will for some time in the future
remain—a book that students of phonology should find worth reading and pondering and arguing
with. And the existence of a potential audience of this kind justifies the reprinting of the book at
this time.

NoAM CHOMSKY
MORRIS HALLE
AUGUST 1990



PREFACE

This study of English sound structure is an interim report on work in progress rather
than an attempt to present a definitive and exhaustive study of phonological processes in
English. We feel that our work in this area has reached a point where the general outlines
and major theoretical principles are fairly clear and where we can identify the areas requiring
additional intensive study with a reasonable expectation that further investigation within
the same general framework will not significantly alter the overall picture we have presented,
although it may well be that new and different insights—perhaps along the lines discussed
in Chapter Nine—will lead to significant modifications. We have decided to publish this
study in its present intermediate stage in the hope that it will stimulate criticism and dis-
cussion of basic issues and perhaps involve other investigators in the immense task of
extending this sketch to the whole of English, providing the same sort of description for
other languages, and enriching and sharpening (and, no doubt, revising in many ways) the
phonological theory on which it is based.

This book is organized in the following way. Part I opens with an introductory
chapter, Chapter One, in which background assumptions are briefly sketched. In Chapter
Two of Part I our major conclusions with respect to phonological theory and the phonology
of English are outlined. Also discussed are the possible implications of this work with regard
to perceptual processes and the conditions under which knowledge of a language (and,
presumably, knowledge of other sorts) can be acquired. We have tried in Part I to present
an informal account of the main conclusions that we reach and to illustrate the kinds of
data that support them. Thus, readers interested only in general conclusions may wish to
read no further.

Part II of the book is an elaboration of the topics treated in Chapter Two of Part I.
Chapters Three and Four examine in considerable detail two aspects of English sound
structure which were only sketched in Chapter Two. In the course of this detailed investi-
gation of English sound patterns and their underlying structure, certain rules of English
phonology are developed. These rules are restated in Chapter Five, which concludes Part
Two. The primary emphasis in Part II is on the phonology of English; theory is developed
informally as needed for the exposition and analysis.

Part III deals with certain aspects of the historical evolution of the sound patterns
revealed in the synchronic study in Part II.

Part IV is devoted to phonological theory. The informal discussion in Part I is ex-
panded upon, and the theory presented in an ad hoc manner in Part II is systematically

vii
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developed. The first chapter of Part IV—Chapter Seven—is concerned with universal pho-
netics, that is, with the general theory of linguistic representation of speech signals. Chapter
Eight deals with the principles of organization of the phonological component of the gram-
mar, that is, with the rules that relate syntactic structures to phonetically represented speech
signals. In the ninth and concluding chapter, a proposal is presented for an extension of
phonological theory that takes into account the intrinsic content of features. Part IV is not
concerned with the structure of English but is intended rather as a contribution to universal
grammar.

We have made no attempt to avoid redundancy or repetitiousness where we felt that
this would assist the reader in following the analysis or argument. Thus, much of the dis-
cussion in Part I is repeated in Part II, with additional detail and analysis, and Part IV
recapitulates, more systematically, much of the contents of Parts I and II. Each of the four
parts of the book is very nearly self-contained. In particular, readers familiar with the general
background of this work and its major conclusions as outlined in lectures and publications
during the last few years might prefer to skip Part I altogether.

In writing the book we have had two classes of potential readers in mind: first,
readers who are concerned only with the general properties of English sound structure, with
the consequences of these properties for general linguistic theory, and with the implications
of general linguistic theory for other fields; second, readers who are concerned with the
detailed development of phonological theory and the theory of English, that is, English
grammar. Part I of the book is directed to the first class of readers; Parts II, III, and IV,
to the second.

One other point of clarification is needed. We have investigated certain topics in
considerable detail and have neglected certain others in what might appear to be a rather
idiosyncratic and unmotivated pattern. For example, we have studied the stress contours of
English in some detail, but we say nothing about the gradations of aspiration that can easily
be observed for English stop consonants. For one concerned solely with the facts of English,
the gradations of stress may not seem more important than the gradations of aspiration.
Our reason for concentrating on the former and neglecting the latter is that we are not, in
this work, concerned exclusively or even primarily with the facts of English as such. We are
interested in these facts for the light they shed on linguistic theory (on what, in an earlier
period, would have been called “ universal grammar ’’) and for what they suggest about the
nature of mental processes in general. It seems to us that the gradations of stress in English
can be explained on the basis of very deep-seated and nontrivial assumptions about universal
grammar and that this conclusion is highly suggestive for psychology, in many ways that
we will sketch. On the other hand, gradations of aspiration seem to shed no light on these
questions, and we therefore devote no attention to them. We intend no value judgment here;
we are not asserting that one should be primarily concerned with universal grammar and
take an interest in the particular grammar of English only insofar as it provides insight into
universal grammar and psychological theory. We merely want to make it clear that this is
our point of departure in the present work ; these are the considerations that have determined
our choice of topics and the relative importance given to various phenomena.

This general aim of our book also explains why we have not included a full discussion
of exceptions and irregularities. Had our primary concern been the grammar of English,
we would have said very little about the principle of the “transformational cycle” (see
Chapters Two and Three) and its consequences (in particular, the properties of English
stress contours), but we would have provided a complete account of irregular verbs, ir-
regular plurals, exceptions to rules of stress placement and vowel alternation, etc. Since our
main interest is, rather, in universal grammar, we have followed exactly the opposite course.
We discuss the transformational cycle and its consequences in detail and we do not include
an account of irregularities and exceptions, except insofar as these phenomena seem relevant
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to the formulation of general principles of English phonology. Given the goals of the research
reported on here, exceptions to rules are of interest only if they suggest a different general
framework or the formulation of deeper rules. In themselves they are of no interest.

We do not doubt that the segment of English phonology that we develop in detail is
inaccurate in certain respects, perhaps in fundamental respects; and it is a near certainty
that the phonological theory we propose will be shown to require substantial revision as
research progresses. We mention many difficulties, inadequacies, and exceptions as we pro-
ceed. It would be a time-consuming but straightforward task to compile a complete list of
exceptions, at least for the rules of word-level phonology. Given the purpose of this study
such an effort would be beside the point unless it were to lead to the formulation of new and
deeper rules that explained the exceptions or to a different theory that accounted both for
the regularities that our rules express and for some of their defects and limitations. We see
no reason to give up rules of great generality because they are not of even greater generality,
to sacrifice generality where it can be attained. It seems hardly necessary to stress that if we
are faced with the choice between a grammar G, that contains a general rule along with
certain special rules governing exceptions and a grammar G, that gives up the general rule
and lists everything as an exception, then we will prefer G,. For this reason, citation of
exceptions is in itself of very little interest. Counterexamples to a grammatical rule are of
interest only if they lead to the construction of a new grammar of even greater generality or
if they show some underlying principle is fallacious or misformulated. Otherwise, citation
of counterexamples is beside the point.

We stress this point because of what seems to us a persistent misinterpretation, in
linguistic discussion, of the significance of exceptions to rules—a misinterpretation which in
part reflects a deeper misunderstanding as to the status of grammars or of linguistic theory.
A grammar is a theory of a language. It is obvious that any theory of a particular language
or any general theory of language that can be proposed today will be far from adequate, in
scope and in depth. One of the best reasons for presenting a theory of a particular language
in the precise form of a generative grammar, or for presenting a hypothesis concerning general
linguistic theory in very explicit terms, is that only such precise and explicit formulation can
lead to the discovery of serious inadequacies and to an understanding of how they can be
remedied. In contrast, a system of transcription or terminology, a list of examples, or a
rearrangement of the data in a corpus is not *“refutable” by evidence (apart from inad-
vertence—errors that are on the level of proofreading mistakes). It is for just this reason
that such exercises are of very limited interest for linguistics as a field of rational inquiry.

In addition to features of English phonology which seem of no general systematic
importance, we have omitted from our discussion many topics about which we have not
been able to learn enough, though they may very well be of considerable importance. For
example, we have omitted pitch from consideration because we have nothing to add to the
study of the phonetics of intonation and have not yet attempted to deal with the still quite
open question of the systematic role of pitch contours or levels within the general framework
of syntactic and phonological theory as we so far understand it. (See Stockwell (1960),
Bierwisch (1966), Lieberman (1966) for discussion of these topics.) Thus pitch and terminal
juncture will never be marked in the examples we present. As far as we have been able to
determine, the various omissions and gaps have no serious bearing on the questions that we
have dealt with, although, clearly, one must keep an open mind on this matter.

The dialect of English that we study is essentially that described by Kenyon and Knott
(1944). We depart from their transcriptions occasionally, in ways that will be noted, and
we also discuss some matters (e.g., stress contours beyond the word level) not included in
their transcriptions. For the most part, however, we have used very familiar data of the sort
presented in Kenyon and Knott. In fact, their transcriptions are very close to our own speech,
apart from certain dialectal idiosyncrasies of no general interest, which we omit. It seems to
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us that the rules we propose carry over, without major modification, to many other dialects
of English, though it goes without saying that we have not undertaken the vast and intricate
study of dialectal variation. For reasons that we will discuss in detail, it seems to us very
likely that the underlying lexical (or phonological) representations must be common to all
English dialects, with rare exceptions, and that much of the basic framework of rules must
be common as well. Of course, this is an empirical question, which must be left to future
research. We will make only a few remarks about dialectal variation, where this seems to
have some bearing on the problems we discuss.

The general point of view that underlies this descriptive study is one that several of
us have been developing for more than fifteen years, at M.I.T. and elsewhere, at first inde-
pendently, but increasingly as a joint effort. It is represented in such publications as Chom-
sky, Syntactic Structures (1957a); Halle, The Sound Pattern of Russian (1959); Chomsky,
Current Issues in Linguistic Theory (1964) ; Katz and Postal, An Integrated Theory of Linguistic
Descriptions (1964); Chomsky, Aspects of the Theory of Syntax (1965); Matthews, Hidatsa
Syntax (1965); Katz, The Philosophy of Language (1966); Postal, Aspects of Phonological
Theory (1968); and in many articles, reports, and dissertations. Much of the apparent novelty
of this point of view is the result of historical accident. Although it naturally owes very much
to the important studies, both of general linguistics and of English, that have been carried
on during the past thirty or forty years, the approach that is developed in the works cited
and that we follow here has much deeper roots in an older, largely forgotten, and widely
disparaged tradition. (See Chomsky (1964, 1966a) and Postal (1964b) for discussion.) It
seems to us accurate to describe the study of generative grammar, as it has developed during
recent years, as fundamentally a continuation of this very rich tradition, rather than as an
entirely novel departure.

We have been working on this book, with varying degrees of intensity, for about ten
years, and have discussed and presented various aspects of this work at several stages of
development. One or the other of us has lectured on this material at M.I.T. for the past
seven years. No system of rules that we have proposed has survived a course of lectures
unchanged, and we do not doubt that the same fate awaits the grammatical sketch that we
develop here.

The research for this book was conducted largely at the Research Laboratory of
Electronics, M.I.T., and has been partly assisted by grants from the National Science
Foundation and, more recently, from the National Institute of Health (Grant 1 PO1 MH
13390-01).

It would be impossible for us, at this point, to acknowledge in detail the contribution
that our students and colleagues have made to the clarification and modification of our
ideas. We would like to thank Robert Lees and Paul Postal for their many invaluable com-
ments and suggestions; Paul Kiparsky, Theodore Lightner, and John Ross for the questions
they have raised and the answers they have supplied or forced us to find; Richard Carter,
S. Jay Keyser, S. Y. Kuroda, James Sledd, Richard Stanley, and Robert Stockwell for
reading and criticizing various parts of the book in different stages of its evolution. We owe
thanks to Patricia Wanner, who has been in charge of typing the numerous versions of the
manuscript, to Karen Ostapenko, Deborah MacPhail, and Michael Brame, who have pre-
pared the Bibliography and Indexes, and to Florence Warshawsky Harris, our editor and
former student, who has devoted a major part of her life during these last two years to seeing
our difficult and forever unfinished manuscript through the press.

We dedicate the book to Roman Jakobson to mark, albeit belatedly, his seventieth
birthday and to express our admiration and gratitude for his inspired teaching and his
warm friendship which for so many years have enriched our lives.

NoaM CHOMSKY
MORRIS HALLE
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