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1. Introduction

A key issue in research on vowel harmony is the role of positional privilege.
Vowels in prominent positions are frequently granted a special status in their
function as triggers or targets in harmony. Studies of harmony patterns in which
linguistically-prominent positions display a unique triggering role have identi-
fied positional faithfulness as a source of privilege in strong locations (Beckman
1998, Walker to appear). In these cases, the feature specification is consistently
preserved in the strong position. This paper focuses on the distinct set of patterns
in which the target vowel resides in a prominent site, that is, where a strong
position exhibits alternations via attraction of features. Phenomena of this kind
cannot be attributed to positional faithfulness, because when active, it makes the
contrary prediction that strong positions will resist change.

This paper studies strong target alternations in two height harmonies. The
first is the case of Veneto Italian, where harmony triggered by a suffix vowel
targets a stressed vowel (1a) (Maiden 1991). Only high vowels trigger the har-
mony, as evident by comparing (1b-c). The second case, in (2), is a height
transfer in Esimbi which targets initial syllables (Hyman 1988). In this pattern
the height feature of a non-initial root vowel is transferred to an initial prefix
vowel, and the non-initial vowel is neutralized to high.

(1)  Veneto Italian

a. /tornevi/ >  [tornivi]  ‘return (2 sg. imp. ind.)’
b. /tornevo/ > [tornévo]  ‘return (1 sg. imp. ind.)’
c. /torneva/ > [tornéva]  ‘return (3 sg. imp. ind.)’

(2) Esimbi
a. /u-to/ >  J[otu] ‘insult (inf.)’
b.  /fu-re/ 2> J[ori] ‘daub (inf.)’

Building on a proposal by Zoll (1996, 1998), I argue that such targeting of
strong positions comes about through the activity of positive positional marked-
ness constraints, which call for affiliation of features with linguistically-strong
sites. In this paper I argue that all height features are subject to licensing. How-
ever, licensing requirements are violable, and their conflict and interplay with
other phonological demands can produce different outcomes—results felicitous
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with an optimality-theoretic approach. Two outcomes are analyzed here: (i)
licensing restricted to feature specifications regarded as less marked ([+high];
Veneto), and (ii) licensing of more marked specifications ([-high]; Esimbi).

In the course of examining these patterns, some additional matters of
theoretical interest are explored. One area concerns some intriguing root-affix
asymmetries presented by the harmonies under scrutiny. In Veneto, affixes are
capable of triggering an alternation in roots. In Esimbi, prefix vowels are the
targets and display the full range of vowel heights; although root vowels deter-
mine the height of the prefix, they are consistently realized as high. I argue that
despite these characteristics, the generalization expressed by the Root-Faith >>
Affix-Faith metaconstraint is maintained (McCarthy & Prince 1994). A second
matter concerns featural faithfulness. The transfer of height features in Esimbi is
analyzed here as driven by prioritization of MAXg(F), preventing deletion of
root height features. A brief investigation of the outcomes predicted by a theory
admitting both IDENT(F) and MAX(F) constraints points to some positive results.
The third area relates to the theory of featural markedness. The analysis of
metaphony developed in this work explores the possibility that this phenomenon
involves an assimilation to the unmarked (in the terminology of Bakovi¢ 2000).

This paper is organized as follows. §2 centers on the case of Veneto
metaphony, where spreading of [+high] targets a stressed syllable. In §3 I turn to
Esimbi height transfer, wherein the vowel in the initial syllable attracts height
features from non-initial positions. §3 considers some typological implications
for featural faithfulness growing out of this work. In §4 I present the conclusion.

2. Stressed vowel targets: Veneto Italian

Many dialects of Italian and Spanish display a height harmony, commonly
known as “metaphony”, where stressed stem vowels raise in the context of a
high vowel suffix. I focus here on the pattern observed in Veneto Italian, the
northern dialect(s) spoken in Vicenza, Padova, Rovigo, Verona, and Grado.

2.1  Vowel raising in Veneto Italian

The description of Veneto Italian metaphony is drawn from Rohlfs (1966),
Calabrese (1988), and Maiden (1991). Veneto presents a seven vowel inventory
consisting of [i, e, €, a, 9, 0, u]. Following Calabrese (1988), I assume that [g, a,
o] are [-ATR], and the remaining vowels are [+ATR]. For ease of exposition, I
will assume binary features, but this is not crucial to the analysis.

The data in (3) illustrate the harmony. As shown in (3a), metaphony in
Veneto raises stressed [+ATR] mid vowels to [+high] in the context of a high
vowel suffix. Vowels that are [-ATR] are not affected by metaphony, as in (3b).
Triggers are restricted to high vowels; non-high suffix vowels do not affect the
height of stressed vowels (3c). Sources are indicated at the right: data from
Calabrese is notated “AC”, from Maiden “MM”, and from Rohlfs “GR”.
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