
Vowel-zero alternation in Slavic roots or the mismeasure of Slavic yers 

 

 Proto-Slavic yers disappeared during 10th-12th century. First they were centralised and 

subsequently lost in certain positions for reasons not properly understood: in a sequence of 

consecutive yers, every other yer vocalised and every odd one lost (Havlík's rule). Thus the 

forms NSg. *pьsъ "dog", GSg *pьsa developed to Old Czech pes-psa which caused the vowel-

zero alternation in paradigmatic forms. The paradigmatic irregularity provoked by the loss of 

yers was later leveled in favour of the forms with a root vowel, e.g. NSg *blьcha "flea"- GSg 

blьchъ > Old Czech blcha-blech > blecha-blech. Therefore, there exist forms with alternating 

vowels pes-psa together with forms without any alternation, e.g. les "wood"- lesa <lěsъ-lěsa as 

well as forms, where the original alternation was lost: mech "moss" -mechu < Old Czech mech-

mcha <*mъchъ -mъcha. While a historical linguist would consider all those forms a mixture of 

paradigmatic leveling with the relics of the original vowel-zero alternation, there has recently 

been a strong challenge to such a traditional approach: generative phonologists postulated yers 

from the synchronic point of view, as if they would exist in modern languages. The argument 

is that /e/ in pes which alternates with zero in p0sa must be derived from the underlying 

representation other than /e/ in les-lesa where it does not alternate. Thus, synchronic yers have 

nothing to do with historical yers because the difference between pes and les occurs only in the 

current language system. The government phonology (Scheer 2004/2011) takes the step further 

and explains the difference between pes-psa/les-lesa as the difference between a regressive 

lateral relation of the closed syllables (no vocalisation) and open syllables (vocalisation). 

Therefore, yers which appear in the open syllables are underlyingly floating and ther phonetic 

value is determined by its neighbor to the right. However,  by this approach completely ignores 

the fact that there is no historical reason to postulate two e's (or, one phoneme with two different 

qualities). The distorted interpretation of  Slavic yers spreads into representative handbooks 

(e.g. The Blackwell Companion to Phonology 2011) corroborated by the lack of proper criticism 

from historical linguists which widens the gap between synchronic and diachronic linguistics 

much more. 

 I my paper I would like to deal with several points in defence of historical linguistics: 

- explain the possible scenario fo the Havlík's rule in Late Proto-Slavic: the reason why only 

even yers vocalise is metrical and is accompanied by the change of Late Proto-Slavic accentual 

system into the new, stress-quantity dependent system; 

- show, how the lack of historical approach and the government phonology theory distorts 

interpretation of vowel-zero alternation and yers: that vowel zero alternation in Slavic 

languages depends on the phonotactics, historical relics of some forms as well as 

grammaticalisation of most forms. 

 

References 

 

Andersen, H.  Kashubian dobëtk , dobytek'  and its kind. Die Welt der Slaven, XV/1, 1970, 61-

 76. 

Bartoš, F. Dialektologie moravská 1. Brno, 1886. 

Bethin, Ch.Y. Slavic prosody: language change and phonological theory. Cambridge 

 university press, 1998. 

Boryś, W. Słownik etymologiczny języka polskiego. Warszawa 2008. 

Długosz-Kurczabowa, K. Słownik etymologiczny języka polskiego. Warszawa 2006. 
Dybo, V. A. Ob otraženii drevnich količestvennych i intonacionnych otnošenij v 

verchnelužickom jazyke. In: Serbo-lužickij lingvističeskij sbornik, Moskva, (1963), 54-
83. 



Dybo, V. A. O nekotorych nejasnych voprosach otraženija praslavjanskich akcentno-
intonacionnych i količestvennych otnošenij v verchne-lužickom jazyke. In: Fasske, H.; 
Lötzsch, R. (eds.), Prinoški k serbskemu rečespytej. (Beiträge zur sorbischen 
Sprachwissenschaft, Budyšin:Domowina,(1968),  64-73. 

Gebauer, J. Historická mluvnice jazyka českého. Díl I. Hláskosloví. Praha, 1963. 
Gebauer, J. Historická mluvnice jazyka českého. Díl III, Tvarosloví. 1. Skloňování. Praha 

 1960 

GHJP - Klemensiewicz, Z.; Lehr-Spławiński, T., Urbańczyk, S. Gramatyka historyczna 

 języka  polskiego. Warszawa 1981. 

HMČ - Lamprecht, A.; Šlosar, D.; Bauer, J. Historická mluvnice češtiny. SPN: Praha, 1986. 

Greenberg, M. On the vocalization of jers in Slovak. Die Welt der Slaven, XXXIII, 1, 1988, 

 43-62. 

Lamprecht, A. Praslovanština. UJEP: Brno, 1987. 

Rochoń, M. Optimality in complexity: the case of Polish consonant clusters., Akademie 

 Verlag, 2000. 

Rozwadowski, J. Slavisches etymologisches Wörterbuch von Dr. Erich Berneker. (review), 

 RS, 1909, 71-112. 

Scheer, T. A lateral theory of phonology. Vol 1: What is CVCV, and why should it be? 

 Mouton de Gruyter, 2004. 

Scheer, T. Slavic vowel-zero alternations and government phonology: two approaches, one 

 solution. FASL 13, Ann Arbor, Michigan Slavic Publ, 2005, 300-311. 

Scheer, T. Jak přehlédnout jeden druhého: příběh alternací vokálů s nulou ve slovanských 

 jazycích a fonologii řízení., SaS 70, 2009, 250-262. 

Scheer, T.; Ziková, M. The Havlík pattern and Directional Lower. Formal Approaches to 

 Slavic  Linguistics. The Second Cornell Meeting, 2009. Ann Arbor, Michigan Slavic 

 Publ., 2010,  471-486. 

Scheer, T. Slavic yers. The Blackwell Companion to Phonology. eds. Oostendorp, M. et al., 

 Wiley-Blackwell, 2011, 2936-2962. 

Sukač, R. Praslovanský akut. Bohemica Olomucensia, 7, 2015, č. 3-4,  8-21. 

SJS - Slovník jazyka staroslověnského 1-4. Izdatelstvo Sankt-Peterburgskogo Universiteta, 

 2006. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Roman Sukač 

Silesian University in Opava 

Czech Republic 

roman.sukac@fpf.slu.cz 


