Distinctive features
· Why features used in phonological analysis are called distinctive features?

Elements

Distinctive features are phonetic based features used to define natural segments. The crucial elements are:
a. distinctive – they keep sounds different (articulatorily, acoustically & perceptually)

b. features – they are grounded in phonetic properties of the sounds.

Binary
Distinctive features are naturally binary – parameter setting usually involves the presence or absence of feature in relation to a particular segment.
· Distinct segments must differ in the setting of at least one such parameter.  A pair of segments with only one change in feature is minimally contrastive.
For example, [zip] ~ [sip]

· In most cases, segments do differ in more than one parameter – [n] ~ [f]
Question:
Why are nasals classified as stops and sonorants?


Give two examples to reflect this

Advantages
a. Phonetic function:
they provide an economic and uniform way of describing cross-linguistic sounds based on phonetic realizations
b. Phonemic function:
they provide an economic and uniform way of identifying significant differences between any two segments in a language. 
c. Natural classes:
they define natural classes – those segments which as a group undergo similar phonological processes
(
The standard IPA symbols do not express the obvious differences between segments, but system of subsegmental classification does that clearly and economically
Disadvantages

a. Proliferation of phonetic labels may occur to constantly distinguish more phonetic differences

b.  Complementarity in use of distinctive feature labels. Duplication of labels
c. Duplication of labels is potentially confusing and misleading – eg. Obstruent means the same as non-sonorant
Solution

a. Adopt one of the two as the official label.  The other can be used to express informal phonological processes or abandoned completely

(
 Is there uniformity amongst phonologists in the selection of the official label for a feature?

b. The official labels for distinctive features are often based on the articulators and their activities (coronal nasal, high), acoustic (sonorant, strident) sometimes on active articulators

c. The gap created by the complementary label provides the ground for expressing binary values of a parameter, thus [sonorant] or [non-sonorant]
d. These values can then be economically be expressed through the use of the algebraic symbol “+’ for the presence and “- ” for the absence of a feature

Characteristics of selected Distinctive features
a. The selected official features will provide us with a restricted set of distinctive features

b. The use of the “+/-” translates phonetic parameters of the features in a self-explanatory manner
Conventions in distinctive feature labels
a. Labels are written in lower case letters, eg. back/*Back]

b. Labels are enclosed in square brackets, eg. [ back]
c. The use of the algebraic operator preceding the label in bracket, eg. [±back]

Advantages of selected feature system in universal grammar
a. maximally simple

b. clear

c. unambiguous

· How do the classificatory parameters used by phonologists compare to non-linguistic classificatory parameters in other spheres of human interaction?
Unary/Single valued features (Roca & Johnson, pg. 97: section 6)
Parameters are naturally binary, but not all of them behave in that manner. The presence of some articulatory gestures does not mean the absence of another. For example, the presence of labial consonants does not mean the non-presence of other consonants produced in other places of articulation. Thus features like [labial], [coronal] and [dorsal] are single valued features. 
Differences between binarism & unitarism

a. Binary features imply complementarity. The absence of one value implies the presence of the opposite value and vice versa.
b. Single-valued features are express non-complementarity. For example, the presence of [labial] does not exclude the presence of [coronal] or [dorsal]
c. Unary features can co-occur will binary features cannot, since there is no incompartibility between the single valued features. Binary features express mutual exclusivity.
Distinctive feature matrix
A phonological system can be represented formally as a matrix.  A matrix is table in which:

a. the columns represent phonemes

b. the rows represent the distinctive features 

c. the algebraic value + or – is then entered in a particular cell. The value indicates the presence or absence of that feature in the case of a binary feature.
d. for a unary feature, a tick (() indicates the presence of that feature, otherwise the cell is left blank indicating non-relevance of that feature for that particular segment
(
PROVIDE DISTINCTIVE FEATURE MATRICES FOR JAMAICAN CREOLE CONSONANTS AND SIMPLE VOWELS (USE THE INVENTORIES PROVIDED IN DEVONISH AND HARRY, 2004)
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