
Homophony  in  morphology:  The  acoustic  properties  of  English  /s/ 
morphemes

Ingo Plag (Heinrich-Heine-Universität Düsseldorf)

Recent research on lexemes has shown that homophonous lexemes show striking 
phonetic differences (e.g. Gahl 2008, Drager 2011), with important consequences 
for models of speech production such as Levelt et al. (1999). Such models would 
need to be adjusted to accommodate frequency effects at the lemma level and/or 
information  of  fine  phonetic  detail  into  lexical  representations  (e.g.  Johnson 
1997). 

These findings also pose the question of whether similar problems hold for 
allegedly  homophonous  affixes (instead  of  free lexemes).  If  the same kind of 
effects were to be found also with affixes it would seriously challenge traditional 
analyses. A good test case for this is English, which, in the traditional view, has a 
number of homophonous bound {s} morphemes. Thus, plural, genitive, genitive 
plural, the auxiliary forms of has and is can all be realized by /s/ (after voiceless 
segments) or /z/ after voiced segments (cf. plural  boys, genitive singular  boy's, 
genitive plural boys', or cliticized boy's, see e.g. Bauer, Lieber & Plag 2013). The 
underlying  assumption  for  such  analyses  is  that  the  form  of  morphemes  is 
lexically specified only phonologically, i.e. without phonetic specification.

The present investigation challenges this assumption. We will  present a 
reanalysis of the data in Walsh & Parker (1983). The original results of this study 
indicated that morphemic /s/ and non-morphemic /s/ differ in duration, but the 
statistical analysis was only descriptive and therefore not very convincing. We 
reanalyze their  data using mixed effect  regression and show that  the effects 
survive in a model which includes speaker,  item pairs,  experimental condition 
and  frequency  as  additional  variables.  In  a  corpus-based  investigation  of 
morphemic vs. non-morphemic /s/using the Buckeye corpus (Pitt et al. 2007), we 
also find a significant difference in duration between the two kinds of /s/. These 
are first hints that an exclusively phonological representation of morphemic {s} 
is problematic.

We  then  present  an  investigation  of  more  than  500  words  from  the 
Buckeye corpus with the six different {s} morphemes mentioned above. It turns 
out that there are significant durational  differences between at least  some of 
these morphemes. For example, regression models with a number of pertinent 
covariates (e.g. speech rate, position in the phonological phrase, frequency etc.) 
demonstrate that plural {s} is significantly longer than all other {s} morphemes.

At the theoretical level these findings challenge standard assumptions in 
morphological theory, Lexical Phonology and models of speech production.
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