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Understanding Phonology is described by the authors in the preface as an introduction to the 

field of phonology and as such it assumes little or no background knowledge of phonology. 

However, it would not be accurate to describe the book as solely a basic treatment of its subject 

as it packs a lot of detail into its 284 pages and quickly moves the reader through the 

fundamentals of phonological study and on to more complex issues. One major feature of the 

book is its use of many practical exercises (for which a key is provided) to lead the reader 

through these issues. A reader who chose to skip over these exercises would be missing a large 

part of what the authors have to say as the exercises are not included simply to check on the 

reader’s understanding, but also to reveal new questions and issues. 

A basic review of the mechanics of speech production is provided in the first chapter and 

thereafter the discussion of phonology begins. The authors take a topic-based approach to the 

subject and rather than considering theories in chronological order, allow questions of data 

interpretation to determine when and how a theory is introduced into the discussion. This 

combination of a theoretical and practical approach is particularly helpful for showing how and 

why different theories developed.  

The authors choose as their starting point the implications of the existence of structured sound 

systems, universals and typological differences (chapter 2). This leads into a discussion in 

chapter 3 of how the adaptation of loanwords into languages can reveal differences in 

phonologies, and how rule-based and constraint-based approaches to phonological analysis deal 

with such adjustment processes. The authors present the traditional rule-based approach briefly 

and give more time to the constraint-based approach offered by optimality theory. Chapter 4 

gives briefly but clearly the arguments in favor of positing two levels of representation in 

phonology, an underlying one and a surface one. The following chapter presents the case for 

distinctive features in some depth and includes many exercises. For the field linguist, the level of 

detail in this chapter is perhaps unnecessarily high, considering the limitations of distinctive 

feature theory when applied to phonological phenomena. As the authors themselves note at the 

end of the chapter, segments are more than lists of features. 

Chapter 6 discusses the nature of phonological rules, and in particular their ordering. The formal 

notation of The Sound Pattern of English (Chomsky and Halle 1968) is exemplified, along with 



 

 

notions such as extrinsic and intrinsic ordering, and feeding, counterfeeding, bleeding and 

counterbleeding. This chapter in particular often refers to the history of phonological theory, 

showing how over time the analysis of a certain issue changed and explaining which parts of 

earlier theories were kept and which parts were rejected. One possible practical application of 

this chapter for the field linguist is that different kinds of rule terminology and notation are 

explained in such a way as to facilitate the understanding of older treatments of phonological 

phenomena in the language he may be studying. 

The following chapter represents a diversion from the main content of the book as it contains a 

case study of the diminutive suffix in Dutch. This is a useful chapter for the reader to check his 

understanding of the issues covered so far. In particular, it shows how rules can be adjusted and 

reordered to account for dialect differences. Chapter 8 then returns to the issue of levels of 

representation, giving the arguments for an intermediate level of representation between the 

underlying level and the surface one, and thereby introducing the theory of lexical phonology. 

The usefulness of the distinction between lexical and postlexical rules is clearly illustrated by a 

number of examples. 

A field linguist working on a tone language will probably find chapter 9, on representing tone, 

something of a disappointment, simply because of its brevity. A good deal of the latter part of the 

book is devoted to the representation of stress and, in comparison, tone seems to be passed over 

very quickly. However, the chapter on tone is a well-structured one and functions as a good 

introduction to the theory of autosegmental phonology. The inadequacy of a linear model of 

segmental structure is clearly shown and in the process of arguing for an autosegmental model, 

the authors briefly cover such important concepts as tone melodies, contour tones, the tone-

bearing unit and tone spreading. In addition, the obligatory contour principle is presented in 

some detail. 

Chapter 10 continues the presentation of autosegmental theory by means of discussing how 

segments are organized into syllables and introducing the concepts of the CV tier and the mora. I 

found the treatment of compensatory lengthening particularly helpful as it put into a wider 

context a phenomenon I had only known with respect to Bantu languages. Other field linguists 

reading this book may experience similar revelations with respect to other phonological 

phenomena.  

It is worth noting that by this point in the book (approximately two thirds of the way through), 

the exercises have reached a fairly high level of complexity. Working through the exercises is 

quite time-consuming, but, as already noted, the reader who decides to skip the exercises also 

misses out on fully understanding the phenomena under discussion. 

The discussion of autosegmental theory continues in chapter 11 with a presentation of the 

arguments for replacing unstructured lists of features with a feature tree. The motivation for 

natural feature classes and articulator nodes is explained and exemplified. The notions of 

spreading and delinking are introduced and the implications of underspecification are discussed. 

Chapter 12 moves on to show how the feature tree can be used in characterizing long-distance 

assimilations, such as vowel harmony. I found it interesting to see how a phenomenon with 

which I am familiar from fieldwork (vowel harmony) provides empirical support for a theoretical 



 

 

concept such as the feature tree. Complex segments are also treated within this chapter, and it is 

shown how the feature tree allows for a natural representation of such segments. 

Chapters 13 and 14 are on stress. The first of these chapters begins with a comparison of the 

linear and nonlinear representation of stress and then introduces various parameters along which 

languages may differ within a nonlinear approach. The concepts of dominance, boundedness, 

direction and quantity-sensitivity are explained and then illustrated with language data. Chapter 

14 presents Hayes’ (1995) revised metrical theory for stress and introduces the three basic 

metrical units within the theory (the syllabic trochee, the iamb and the moraic trochee). Foot-

based rules and the interaction between stress and morphology are also considered. Finally, an 

optimality theory approach to stress distribution is given in some detail. The final chapter (15) 

considers phonology beyond the word-level and discusses and illustrates the phonological 

utterance, the intonational phrase, the phonological phrase and the phonological word. 

Each chapter of Understanding Phonology contains a short introduction setting out what topics 

and questions will be addressed in the chapter and then ends with a conclusion which 

summarizes how the chapter has advanced the theoretical discussion. This structure is helpful as 

it periodically reminds the reader of the wider context of the phonological phenomena under 

discussion. The way in which the book contextualizes the theories under discussion is one of its 

strongest features. By not being restricted to a chronological treatment of the theories, the 

authors allow themselves the freedom of putting the theories in a thematic context, which is often 

more useful than putting them in a historical context would be.  

The level of detail contained in Understanding Phonology is for the most part unlikely to be high 

enough for the field linguist looking for help on a particular phonological problem. This is not 

surprising since the book is intended to be an introduction and overview of what is after all a 

very big subject. However, there is a clear benefit to reading the book for the field linguist who 

wants to understand how the phenomena of his particular language fit into a wider context. 

The discussion of phonology in the book builds up from the segment level through the syllable 

and the word to larger prosodic constituents, and at the same time the authors build up our 

understanding of phonology in a similar way by starting with simple concepts and gradually 

adding on more complex ones. As such this is a book that merits a thorough reading from start to 

finish, rather than a dipping in and out. Furthermore, the exercises contained in the book should 

not be treated as optional if the reader wishes to benefit fully from the book. The length and 

complexity of the exercises (particularly the later ones) mean that a good deal of time and effort 

is needed to work through the book, but if the reader is keen to gain a good general 

understanding of phonology, it is my opinion that this time and effort will be well spent.  
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