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Vowel reduction is a well-known phonological phenomenon. The idea that certain
vowels might undergo qualitative changes in unstressed positions is likely to be familiar
to anyone who has taken an introductory phonology course. Because this phenomenon
can be so succinctly described—i.e., "unstressed vowels undergo neutralization"—it is
often assumed that vowel reduction is a unitary phenomenon, with a single formal
analysis. In this chapter, I take the contrary position that vowel reduction has two
different mechanisms.

Acknowledging the bipartite nature of vowel reduction is key to explaining what [
refer to as “reduction paradoxes”—cases in which vowel reduction patterns indicate that
one and the same vowel is both highly marked (i.e., tends to be subject to reduction
cross-linguistically) and highly unmarked (i.e., often serves as a reduction vowel,
replacing other vowel qualities that are subject to reduction). This sort of paradox can be
resolved by recognizing two types of constraints that focus on unstressed vowel qualities,
but that have separate teleologies. One type of constraint is based on the idea of
PROMINENCE, and is implemented using Prominence Reduction constraints (Prince and
Smolensky 1993). With respect to prominence-reducing vowel reduction, unstressed /a/
is disfavored, being a highly sonorous vowel. The other is based on the idea of
CONTRAST, and is implemented using Licensing constraints; specifically, Licensing
constraints focussing on avoiding unstressed noncorner vowels. In this sort of vowel
reduction, unstressed /a/ is favored, since /a/ is one of the three corner vowels /i,u,a/. 1
lay out the constraints motivating these two types of reduction, their phonetic
motivations, and examples of how they work.



