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Vowel length is contrastive in many languages, but language-particular realizations of the
length contrast vary. At one extreme are “GEMINATE VOWEL” languages such as Japanese or
Finnish, in which the length contrast is realized solely by duration, allowing long vowels to be
analyzed as sequences of short vowels (Shibatani 1990:162; Harrikari 2000). At the other extreme
are “TENSE-LAX” languages such as English, in which the “length” contrast is realized by quality
as well as duration (Durand 2005). Can both kinds of contrasts truly be characterized as length?
I will argue that they can. Using Dresher’s (2009) approach to contrast, I will propose a unified
framework for vowel length in which the realization of the length contrast is related to its rank in
the contrastive hierarchy. When length (represented as [4-p1]) is the lowest-ranked contrast, as in
(1), the inventory is divided into a set of long-short pairs; when it is the highest-ranked contrast, as
in (2), the inventory is instead divided into independent long and short subsystems. I propose that
the close hierarchical relationship between long and short vowels in (1) is characteristic of gemi-
nate vowel languages while the more distant relationship in (2) is found in tense-lax languages.

(1) GEMINATE VOWEL LANGUAGE (2) TENSE-LAX LANGUAGE
quality contrasts > length contrast length contrast > quality contrasts
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Under the hypothesis that diachronic changes can be conditioned by the contrastive hierarchy,
the above distinction has a further consequence. If mergers can only affect phonemes that are
“contrastive sisters” (Ko 2010a, 2010b; Oxford 2011), we should expect to find different merger
patterns in the two kinds of length systems. In geminate vowel languages, mergers should affect
long-short pairs, while in tense-lax languages, mergers should occur independently within the long
and short subsystems. I will explore whether the facts support these strong predictions. There
are some indications that they may be borne out: in American Finnish, for example, long-short
pairs tend to fall together (Campbell & Muntzel 1989:187), while in English, long (tense) and
short (lax) vowels have undergone entirely independent changes such as the Great Vowel Shift
(affecting tense vowels) and the Canadian Shift (affecting lax vowels; Clarke et al. 1995). Of
course, intermediate rankings of the length contrast are also possible; I will propose that this is the
case for the Algonquian language Potawatomi, in which short /i, e, a/ have merged with each other
while short /o/ has merged with long /o:/ (Hockett 1948).
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