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Distinctive Features 
 
 
Announcements 
Reading for this week: Spencer pp105-121, W&J pp58-70 
Homework 4 is due next Tuesday 29 Sept, 2003  
Quiz 1 will be Tuesday Oct 7 – mainly on distinctive features 
I’ve put the Swadesh list of 200 words on my website www.stanford.edu/~colleenr/ling113 
 
 
What are features? 
Sounds can be broken down into their basic phonetic characteristics – called (distinctive) 
features.  Most of phonetic terms we already use to describe sounds transfer directly into 
features: [±voiced], [±consonantal], [±nasal], [±labial], etc.  Features are sort of the building 
blocks of sounds.     
 
Why use features? 
To make rules more general – rules apply to natural classes of sounds 
To make writing rules more precise 
 
When to use features? 
To capture a natural class of sounds 
To capture an assimilation 
To show that the change only involves one or two features 
 
 
Example 1: the feature [±voiced] 
Recall the case of voicing assimilation for the English –ed suffix (excluding following [t],[d]): 

 
voiceless obstruents voiced obstruents (voiced) nasals (voiced) approximants (voiced) vowels 
rip ripp[t] rob robb[d] ram ram[d] call call[d] play play[d] 
back back[t] bag bagg[d] bang bang[d] bar barr[d] tie tie[d] 
race race[t] raise raise[d] ban bann[d]   show show[d] 

  
We said that the suffix –ed in English assimilates in voicing to the preceding sound. 
So far we have had two options for writing this assimilation rule: 
(a) State the environment in words:   -ed  → [t] after voiceless consonants 
       → [d] elsewhere 
 
(b) List all the sounds in the environment:  -ed  → [t] / {p, k, f, +, s, -}___ 
       → [d] elsewhere 
 
Distinctive features allow you to capture the generalization in (a) in a more formal way: 

-ed  → [t] / [-voiced] ___ 
  → [d] elsewhere 
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Example 2: the feature [±sonorant] 
Recall the Russian preposition s meaning ‘with’ or ‘from’ 
 
Vowels, Approximants, Nasals Voiceless Obstruents Voiced Obstruents 
s ann0j  with Anna s pap0j  with dad z babu-k0j with grandma 

s 5van0m with Ivan s t89t8:j  with aunt z d8æd8:j with uncle 

s l8ub9v8ju with love s kat9m with the cat z =9r80 from grief 

s mam0j with mom s f0t0=raf8ijej with a photo z z9nt8ik0m with an umbrella 

s n9s0m with a nose s s8:str9j with sister A A5n9j with (my) wife 

s r8is0m with rice s xr8Cn0m with horseradish   

s j9d0m with iodine - -ub0j with a fur coat   
 
The preposition s does not assimilate to all following sounds, only obstruents. 
Assuming the s~-, z~A alternation is a later change, we could: 
(a) State the environment in words:   s → [z] before voiced stops & fricatives 
       → [s] elsewhere 
 
(b) List all the sounds in the environment:  s  → [z] / ___ {b, d, =, z, A, -} 
       → [s] elsewhere 
 
(c) Use distinctive features:   s  → [z] / [-sonorant, +voiced] ___ 

  → [s] elsewhere 
 
[+son] sounds are vowels, approximants, glides, nasals, laterals, trills 
[-son] sounds are stops, fricatives, affricates 
 
This chart lists distinctive features used to describe manner of articulation.  The shaded cells 
have a positive value for the given feature; unshaded cells have a negative value. 
 
Other Manner Features: 
Feature Vowels Glides Trills, taps, D Laterals Nasals Fricatives Stops, Affricates 

[syllabic]        
[consonantal]        
[sonorant]        
[continuant]        
[lateral]        
[nasal]        
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Example 3: the feature [±coronal] 
Fill in the American pronunciations, noting whether the /j/ is present: 
 

Labial, Velar, Glottal Dental, Alveolar  
Gloss British American Gloss British American 
pure pEju0  enthuse :n+juz  
abuse 0bjuz  tune tEjun  
muse mjuz  dues djuz  
few fju  new nju  
view vju  lewd ljud  
cute kEjut  suit sjut  
argue aF=ju  resume r:zjum  
hue hju     
 
Instead of listing all the sounds after which j is deleted, we combine them into a natural class 
called coronals.  Coronals are any sound articulated with the blade of the tongue: dental, 
alveolar, retroflex, palato-alveolar.  
 

j → ∅  / [+coronal] ___ 
 
 
Example 4: [±labial] and [±dorsal] 
Recall the place assimilation of the English prefix in- 
 

[:m] [:n] [:H] 
i[m]potent i[n]direct i[H]conclusive 
i[m]partial i[n]dependent i[H]considerate 
i[m]possible i[n]tolerance i[H]correct 
i[m]practical i[n]sufferable i[H]complete 
i[m]mature i[n]sufficient i[H]convenient 
i[m]balance  i[H]gratitude 
 

/:n/  → [:m] / [+labial] ___ 
  → [:H] / [+dorsal] ___ 

 → [:n] elsewhere 
Major place features: 
Feature Bilabial Labiodental Dental Alveolar Alveolar-

Palatal 
Retroflex Palatal Velar Uvular 

[labial]          
[coronal]          
[dorsal]          
 


