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Vowel harmony constitutes a type of feature-value agreement. Constraints on feature
specifications within feet and feature value assignment based on feature hierarchies determine
the selection of harmonic feature-values. Vowel harmony typically includes alternations for the
following features (van der Hulst and van de Weijer, 1995: 524; Kramer, 2003): [round], [front]
(or [back]), [high], [low], [ATR], and [RTR].

Harmony “fills in” feature-value specifications for unspecified and phonologically dependent
units. Affixes, clitics, leaners, and non-prominent stem-internal vowels are typically the targets
of vowel harmony. For example, in Papiamentu, only mid vowels in stem-internal non-
prominent positions (L tone) undergo [ATR] vowel harmony (target underlined; [-ATR] vowels
in capitals):

(1) sEtE, b. bOngO (all [-ATR])
‘seven’ 'large marble'

Mid vowels must agree in value for the feature [back] to undergo [ATR] harmony. In other
words, these vowels must have type identity for specifications of the attribute DORSAL. Only
mid vowels have non-redundant [ATR] distinctions (unlike /a/), so underspecification of [ATR]
values in this case is what Goldsmith (1990: 220) calls the second principle of underspecification
theory, which indicates that features are left unspecified if a lexical phonological rule can fill
them in. Underspecification typically applies to non-prominent positions, following a universal
restriction (Morrisette, Dinnsen, and Gierut, 2003: 329). Therefore, vowels in non-prominent
positions are subject to default feature-value assignment or head (i.e., nuclear) feature-value
agreement with adjacent syllables.

Underspecification constitutes a partial description, “a case simply of relatively smaller
quantities of firm information being supplied by lexical entries” (Scobbie, Coleman, and Bird,
1996: 690). In Papiamentu, vowels in non-prominent positions agree for [ATR] values with
vowels in adjacent syllables within the same domain: the stem. There are partial descriptions of
a selected number of disyllabic stems in the lexicon that share specific phonological properties.

On the other hand, a transparent vowel allows the application of harmony between
discontinuous positions if it has the same feature-value that “spreads” in harmony. In
Papiamentu, /a/ is transparent in [-ATR] harmony (/a/ is [-ATR]):

(2) dEsaparE'cE, ‘to disappear’

Transparent vowels have the same harmonizing feature-value, but no type identity for secondary
features (/a/ is neither back or not back).

This paper provides a non-derivational account of vowel harmony and demonstrates that
Creole languages, in this case Papiamentu, follow universal constraints like non-Creoles.
Conditions on vowel harmony, such as its application to non-prominent positions, the selection
of a specific set of secondary features, the presence of opaque and transparent vowels, and even
directionality, are explained as consequences of underspecification, feature-value compatibility,



and feature hierarchies within the system. In this sense, a declarative analysis provides a
principled way of explaining what seems idiosyncratic in the system, such as the distinction
between opaque, transparent vowels, and targets of vowel harmony.



