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ABSTRACT

The intervocalic voicing of stops in Romance usually
begins by /k/. This seems to be in blatant contradiction
with the fact that velar stops are intrinsically less voiced.
A reassessment of all relevant facts —typological
generalizations, Romance diachronic data and their
traditional interpretation— is the first step towards an
explanation.

1. INTRODUCTION

A classical exercise in Romance linguistics is pouring old
wine into new odders: trying to reconsider well-known
data from new points of view. Sometimes this process
brings to light unexpected conflicts.

2. LONG VOT FOR /k/

When linguists have to point out clear examples of
universals, they come up with a couple of cases. One of
the best candidates to a phonetic universal, which is
mentioned in every survey of the field, e.g., [1], is the
relation between place and VOT.
Cross-linguistically, VOT rises from labials to laminals
and velars. VOT for /k/ is 20% longer than for /p/. This
correlation stems from differences in intraoral pressure
brought about by the characteristics of the different
cavities (their relative volume, the extent of the contact
area, the speed of the articulators [2]).
These phonetic facts have typological correlates: in
languages having both voiceless and voiced stops, /g/ is
frequently missing due either to devoicing or
spirantization [3], [8].

3. ROMANCE VOICING OF VELARS

On principle we would expect that voicing or devoicing
processes would reflect the VOT hierarchy. The least
voiced of the three basic stops /k/ should then be the most
resistant to voicing [4].

As far as we know, Romance velar stops do not behave
differently from those of other languages. As compared to
the dental and labial voiceless stops, they have the longest
VOT, closure duration and burst intensity [5], [6], [7]. The
VOT difference between voiced and voiceless velar stops
is also greater than that between /p/ and /b/ or /t/ and /d/.

Nevertheless, it is common lore that in the Romance
languages voicing always begins by /k/, both in past stages
(e.g., in Vulgar Latin, Medieval French, Medieval
Spanish, Standard Italian,) and in present-day changes in
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conservative forms are unreliable: correct spellings
provide no evidence. Lexical diffusion is further obscured
by the fact that common words tend to be correctly
spelled. Analyses are necessarily impressionistic. But, in
spite of all these difficulties, it seems that some of the best
known cases have been clearly misinterpreted.  Most
evidence in support of the priority of /k/ voicing in
Medieval Spanish comes from ecclesiastical documents
from Leon [11]. Closer data inspection reveals that, in
fact, relative voicing rates for places of articulation vary
and that high token frequency of voicing for /k/ depends
on a single lexical type, eglesia [12].

Spellings
showing
voicing

Oviedo
Cathedral

S.Vicente
Monastery
(Oviedo)

Sahagún
Monastery
(León)

<b> 9,79% 11,57% 8,56%
<d> 15,03% 53,85% 24,67%
<g> 63,26%

311 tokens:
eglesia 50

31,20% 62,38%
204 tokens:
eglesia 101

<v> 4,32% 3,35% 4,28%
K > T > P > F T > K > P > F K > T > P > F

Some troublesome facts, both past and present, fit better in
this scenario: e.g., the earliest cases of voicing in Spanish,
on Visigoth slates, involve /t/, not /k/. Nowadays, lenition
in Sardinian is most advanced for /t/. Cross-linguistically,
/t/ may be as frequent as /k/ [13].

3.3. WEAKENING AND VOICING

Starting from a suggestion of Grammont’s [14], most
authors explain /k/ voicing in Romance on the basis of the
extensive and undefined dorsovelar contact area involved
in the formation of a velar stop closure. However, this is
now seen as a further cause for long VOT. According to
Stevens [15], the rate of change in intraoral pressure
following the release depends on the rate of increase in
cross-sectional area at the constriction. An extensive
contact such as that of /k/ produces a slow increase in
cross-sectional area and hence a longer VOT.
But there might be some truth in the traditional hypothesis.
Articulatory contact area is larger for velars and laminals
than for labials [2] and also larger for voiceless stops than
for   their voiced counterparts [16]. Several phenomena
involved in lenition processes —high speech rate,
temporal compression and gesture reduction— necessarily
reduce articulatory contact. The stops with the largest
articulatory area, /t, k/, would then be the first to exhibit
lenition and, in spite of being less voiced, could voice
earlier.

4. CONCLUSIONS

Arguably, voicing in Romance begins by /t/ and /k/ in
highly frequent words due to a reduction of articulatory
contact in fast or careless speech.
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