
You have a neat theory, then [l] turns up 
Filiz Mutlu filizmutlu@yandex.com University of Ljubljana 

[l] can pattern with approximants (R) or stops. Korean [l] alternates with an approximant [ɾ] 
and [l] can occur in _#, a position restricted to stops (1a). In Yaka [l] alternates with a stop, 
[d]: [l]+[a, o, u] but [d]+[i, j] (1b). In Luganda [l, r] alternate, similar to Yaka in the V(owel) 
context: #[l], [a, o, u]+[l] but [i, e]+[r] (1c) (Myers 2015 and works cited therein). (1) is a 
puzzle for any theory aiming to capture the link between manner and sonority/complexity 
(see Selkirk 1983, Harris 1994), and between the V context and laterality. In this paper I will 
show how Spatial Phonology (SP) straightforwardly accounts for the puzzling facts of 
Luganda and Yaka, and the seemingly contradictory behaviour of [l].  

 1)  a) Korean (cf. 
Sohn 1994): [sal] 
‘flesh’, [paɾam] 
‘wind’, [paŋ] 
‘room’, [kyːʑin] 
‘ghost’, [nat] 
‘face’, [cip] 
‘straw, [pak] 
‘outside’,  but not 
*s, h, ɾ, tʃ#  

 1b) Yaka 
(Hyman & 
Inkelas 2012): 
dila ‘cry’, dja 
‘eat’, lela ‘rock 
(baby), lala 
‘get lost’, lula 
‘blame, scold’, 
lola ‘punish’  

 1c) Luganda 
(Halle & 
Clements 
1983): luula 
‘sit’, kola 
‘do’, wulira 
‘hear’, 
eddwaliro 
‘hospital’, 
buulira ‘tell’  

2)  All and only the possible place and manner properties 

 

Background: SP adopts the position that linguistic objects are geometric shapes in a three 
dimensional cognitive space. Both phrases and heads have internal structure, with the crucial 
difference that phrases have one more dimension to work with than heads.  
(2e-g) shows all the basic phrasal configurations. All objects have depth. (2f) also has width. 
(2g) has length and width. In consonants, (2e-g) map to a particular manner  (2f) maps to 
noise, by itself a fricative. (2g) maps to stopness, by itself a nasal stop (differing from 
Pöchtrager 2006, cf. Schwartz 2016). (2e) is a liquid (no constriction), (2h) is a plosive. 
(2a-c) shows all basic configurations within a head. No objects have depth. (2b) has width 
and (2c) has length and width. (2a-c) map to a particular place, replacing the elements I 
(palatality), A (coronality), U (labiality) respectively in Element Theory. See Broadbent 
(1991), Pöchtrager (2006) for the assumption that A stands for coronality. The mapping in (2) 
is discussed in Mutlu (in press). Crucially, now we have at hand a theory of phonological 
representations where stopness and U (2g, 2c) contain the same shape. This is the crux of the 
analysis to follow, and not attainable in any other existing theory with atomic elements. 
The composition of [l]: The crucial property of [l] is that it does not pattern with only stops 
(1a, b) or only approximants (1c); it patterns with both. In element theory, Harris (1990) and 
Pöchtrager (2006) take [l] to contain stopness. There is no reason, in the absence of further 
stipulations, why [l] should pattern with approximants in branching onsets, eg: [pr]ay, 
[pl]ay, [tw]in. Moreover, though [l] patterns with stops in certain languages, it has the closest 
phonotactic strength to [r] in every single language.  
[l] has also been argued to have U (Balcı 2006, Pöchtrager 2001, Polgardi 2015). While [l] 
having a difference of place rather than manner from [r] makes it possible to understand its 
phonotactic strength and its interaction with vowels, it says nothing about why [l] can pattern 
with stops. In SP, however, stopness and U are predicted to correlate because they both 
contain the same configuration, a plane shape. 
Analysis:  [r, l] have the same manner (2e). Within the head, [r] has A (2b) while [l] has both 
A and U (2d). [r, l] can pattern together because they are both liquids. [l] can pattern with 
stops (1a, 1b) because U and stopness share the same structure, and [l] does not have any 
phrasal configuration to take prominence over its head-internal structure (unlike [f]). (Time 
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permitting: Though [w] has U, glides are different from liquids in that glides sit in a 
functional projection between consonants and vowels, also see Liu 2014 and Schwartz 2016 
for intermediary nodes.) Luganda and Yaka alternations (1b, c) have to do with the head 
internal structure of neighbouring vowel and consonants. The three possible ingredients 
within the head grow in dimensions in the following order: I, A, U (2a-c). Let us call this a 
complexity scale. In Luganda (1c),  A can combine with only one neighbour on that scale: I, 
A or A, U, but not both. A is monogamous, if you will. That is, [ir, er] (I, A, no U) are good, 
and [ul, ol ,al] (A, U, no I) are also good but *[il, el] are not. In Yaka (1b), [l]+V must share 
at least one element (A, U). That is, [l]+coronal+(palatal) and [l]+labial are both good, but 
[l]+palatal by itself is not good because no ingredients are shared. While Luganda has an 
upper limit on what can be shared, Yaka has a threshold. 
Further issues: (1) Luganda and Yaka are not only different in that Luganda has an upper 
limit to shared structure between V and [l] and Yaka has a threshold, but also the direction of 
this interaction. In Yaka, the interaction occurs within a CV pair, in a syllable in traditional 
terms. In Luganda, the interaction is in the opposite direction and across (traditional) 
syllables. SP does not have more light to shed on the direction of interaction than other 
theories. However, SP is the only theory where the interaction is predicted by the internal 
structure of the objects interacting. In fact, such prediction is only possible if all phonological 
properties do have internal structure.  
(2) Complexity restrictions are by no means restricted to liquid alternations; see Mutlu 
(2018a) for an analysis of apparently diverse phenomena as complexity restrictions. 
Moreover, the complexity scale is not only observable in structure sharing between 
neighbours. Increasing complexity derives the apophonic path ∅ I A U (Guerssell & 
Lowenstamm 1996), posited for vowel alternations in Classic Arabic then applied to Beja, 
German, Spanish, Nepali, etc. (Rieder & Schenner 2001 and works cited therein). 
Complexity also sheds light on Turkish vowel-levelling: Turkish levels vowel place to i-ı-o-ö 
in entire sentences for pejorative imitation (Mutlu 2018b). This set of vowels is not a natural 
class in any other theory, but is easily capturable as the edges of the complexity scale in SP. 
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