
(Im)possible opacity patterns in containment theory

Phonological opacity (Kiparsky 1973, Bakovič 2011) is the pervasive 
phenomenon that phonological processes apply where they are not longer 
motivated (so-called counter-bleeding e.g. in vowel harmony triggered by a 
vowel which is deleted on the surface) or fail to apply even where they should 
receive input by another process (so-called counter-feeding as in vowel 
harmony which applies to lexical, but not to epenthetic vowels). Opacity has 
been a central argument for  ordered phonological rules and  a major challenge 
for fully parallell Optimality Theory (McCarthy 2007).  

In this talk, we investigate which types of opacity can and which cannot be 
modeled in a version of OT employing the Containment Hypothesis (Prince & 
Smolensky 1993, van Oostendorp 2007, 2008), i.e., the assumption that all 
phonological representations from the input remain accessible to output 
constraints even if they are not overtly pronounced  (as in segmental deletion 
or featural neutralization).  More concretely we evaluate the predictions of a 
containment-based approach where all markedness constraints exist in two 
versions: one restricts the phonetically pronounced structure and a generalized 
version is sensitive to all phonological structure, including underlying structure 
that remains phonetically uninterpreted (Trommer2011, 2015, Zimmermann & 
Trommer 2014).

We show that this approach, while allowing to capture many of the classical 
opacity data, systematically excludes specific patterns which are apparently 
unattested such as counterbleeding of local assimilation processes by 
epenthesis of intervening segments. Rule-based accounts consequently 
overgenerate since they allow in principle all imaginable orderings of attested 
phonological processes. 



References

Bakovič, E. (2011) Opacity and Ordering. In: J. A. Goldsmith, J. Riggle & A. C. 
L. Yu (eds.) The Handbook of Phonological Theory.  Oxford: Oxford University 
Press,  40-67.

Kiparsky, P. (1973). Abstractness, opacity, and global rules. In Fujimura, O., 
editor, Three Dimensions of Linguistic Theory. TEC, Tokyo, 57–86.

McCarthy, J. (2007) Hidden Generalizations: Phonological Opacity in Optimality 
Theory. London: Equinox.

Prince, Alan & Paul Smolensky (1993) Optimality Theory: Constraint Interaction 
in Generative Grammar. Ms., Rutgers University and
University of Colorado at Boulder.

Trommer, J. (2011) Phonological Aspects of Western Nilotic Mutation 
Morphology. Habilitytion Thesis, University of Leipzig.         

Trommer, J. (2015) Moraic Affixes and Morphological Colors in Dinka.   
Linguistic Inquiry 46(1):177-112.

van Oostendorp, M. (2007) Derived Environment Effects and Consistency of 
Exponence. In: S. Blaho, P. Bye & M. Krämer (eds.) Freedom of Analysis?  
Berlin:  Mouton de Gruyter, 123-148.

van Oostendorp, M. (2008) Incomplete Devoicing in Formal Phonology.   
Lingua 118(9):1362-1374.

Zimmermann, E. & Trommer, J. (2014) Generalized Mora Affixation and 
Quantity-Manipulating Morphology. Phonology 31:463-510.


