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It is well known for English and German that alveolar sibilants can be adjusted to the place to artic-
ulation of following postalveolar ones across word bondaries. For example, realizations of /s§/ in
the word pairs “nice shoes” or “das Schaaf” (‘the sheep’) can approximate a single [§:] sound. This
phenomenon may be conceptualized as a process of regressive place assimilation. It is gradual
rather than categorical. So, while it is possible that the process creates an output for /s§/ which is
confusable with the phonetic manifestation of a sequence of two postalveolar sibilants (i.e. /§§/), it
can also result in temporally and spectrally intermediate patterns. Recently, Niebuhr et al. (2008)
found the same kind of post-lexical, gradual place assimilaton towards postalveolar in the sibilant
sequences of French. However, different from English and German, this process does not only oc-
cur regressively, but also progressively. For example, the /s§/ and /§s/ sequences in “couches sous”
(‘sleep under’) and “classe chargée” (‘crowded class’) can both become similar to or even converge
in a single [§:] sound with regard to both temporal and spectral patterns. So, French sibilant se-
quences may not only allow for the possibility that a mixed sequence with an alveolar and a post-
alveolar sibilant is confused with a solely postalveolar sequence as in English and German. Single
[§:] sounds can further represent two different kinds of mixed sequences, /s§/ and /§s/.

However, to what extent does this phonetic ambiguity pose a problem for the listener? Apart from
higher-level semantic effects in speech perception (e.g., Ganong 1980), it is important to note that
the ambiguity refers to the sibilant section itself. It is well known from a number of studies that
phonological processes like assimilation and elision leave phonetic traces in the surrounding
sounds. In German, for example, the elision of a /t/ results in a fronting of an adjacent /k/, and the
elision of the palatal syllable “-lich” in the word “eigentlich” causes a lengthening and fronting of
the phonetically similar glide in the initial diphthong /az/ of “ei-“ (Kohler 1976; Niebuhr 2008).
Nolan (1992) found for English that word-final /d/s which were completely assimilated to following
word-initial /g/s (in terms of EPG patterns) were still identified as /d/s by his subjects. He ascribed
this effect to differences in the preceding vowel. Starting from this interesting observation, which
was not further pursued so far, the present study investigates whether the vowels preceding the
assimilated /s§/ and /§s/ sibilant sequences in French show differences in phonetic details that can
be used by listeners to identify the even those following sibilant sequences as /s§/ or /§s/ that are
ambiguously realized as [§:].

The study is based on a set of pseudo names that consist of pairs of monosyllabic first and last
names with a CVC.CVC structure. The /s§/ and /§s/ sequences are formed across the boundary of
the first and last name (C.C), and they are framed by the symmetrical vowel contexts /a a/, /i i/,
and /u_vu/. The vowel contexts start with and end in voiced labial consonants. The resulting names
are embedded into the constant sentence frame “J’ai vu __ hier” (‘I’ve seen __ yesterday’). The test
sentences were repeated five times in a randomized order and read in an informal fashion as fast as
possible by 5 female native speakers of French. An acoustic analysis of /s§/ and /§s/ yielded signi-
ficant differences neither in the overall duration nor in centre-of-gravity values, i.e. the sibilant se-
quences were all comparably realized as [§:]. At the same time, hoewever, the vowels preceding
/§s/ were produced significantly longer, breathier, softer, and with a more peripheral quality, comp-
ared with the ones preceding /s§/ (cf. Figure 1-4). Furthermore, we have first evidence from initial
perceptual testing that the subjects are able to use these phonetic details to identify the sibilant se-
quences as /s§/ or /§s/. Overall, the acoustic and perceptual findings underline that assimilation is
more adequately described as a (gradual) process that does not lead to a local substitution, but to a
global (temporal) re-organization of distinctive features and that hence does not necessarily lower
the information value of the speech code.
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