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Philadelphia /l/-Vocalisation is Strictly Coda Lenition 
 
Background 
English alveolar laterals involve two lingual constrictions: one anterior and one dorsal 
(e.g. Gick et al. 2006). However, native English speakers’ production of /l/ is 
complex and variable. Allophonic patterns of light and dark /l/ have received a great 
deal of classic (Chomsky & Halle, 1968) and contemporary (e.g. Turton, 2016) 
exploration. But  /l/-vocalisation, the loss of apical contact, has received relatively 
little treatment. The present study gives this vocalisation phenomenon pride of place 
in a study on /l/ in Philadelphia English, which has been noted as a variety with 
especially prevalent /l/-vocalisation (Ash 1982). Despite widespread occurrence, we 
argue that it can be characterised as coda lenition in all cases. 
 
Data 
8 white interviewees – 4 male, birthyears 1895 to 1979 – from the Philadelphia 
Neighborhood Corpus provided 4058 tokens of /l/, handcoded as light, dark, or 
vocalised based on auditory and spectrographic cues. Tokens were also coded for 
adjacent segments, adjacent syllable stress levels, and word. Words were coded for 
whether the /l/ is in a coda in the base morpheme, and for Zipfian lexical frequency 
based on the SUBTLEX-US corpus. Speech rate was measured as vowels-per-second 
in a 10-segment window surrounding the /l/, minus pause time. 
 
Results 
Is /l/-vocalisation is an extension of the light-dark continuum of lenition, and can one 
speaker reliably produce all three variants? The present demontrates that a continuum 
is likely, since vocalisation is restricted to a subset of possible contexts for darkening. 
In addition, vocalisation emerges across apparent time as light /l/ diminishes (Fig. 1), 
in contrast with Ash’s (1982) assertion that vocalisation is less common in younger 
Philadelphians. Further, every subject produced several tokens of each variant, 
suggesting that a three-way contrast is not only possible, but common. 

A key finding of the present study addresses intervocalic vocalisation. For 
Philadelphians this is possible provided the following syllable is not stressed. Where 
the syllable preceding such an /l/ is stressed (e.g. the common observation that 
‘balance’ can be produced as a quasi-homophone of ‘bounce’ in Philadelphia), our 
analysis invokes ambisyllabicity. Thus, the /l/ in ‘balance’ is eligible for vocalisation 
as a coda, despite also being an onset. All other cases of intervocalic vocalisation can 
be explained with reference to a stratified phonology. For example, the /l/ in ‘actually’ 
can be vocalised as part of a coda in the base morpheme ‘actual’. This is reminiscent 
of Turton’s (2016) analysis of /l/-darkening as a phenomenon with potential for 
implementation on any morpheme-final /l/. This reinforces the notion that 
vocalisation extends a continuum from light to dark /l/. Plus, while lexical frequency 
and speech rate are typically correlated with phonetic lenition effects, neither 
significantly affect vocalisation in word-medial intervocalic position in logistic 
regression (Table 1). 
 
Conclusion 
/l/-vocalisation is appropriately characterised as an extension of the light-dark 
continuum. However, while dark /l/ is widespread in all positions, vocalisation only 
occurs in tokens that are codas at some level of analysis. In the current data, 
vocalisation is strictly limited to this context. 
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Figure 1: Density of /l/ variants in all positions across apparent time. 

 
 

 Estimate Std. Error z value Pr(>|z|) 
(Intercept) -6.6970 1.40659 -4.761 1.93e-06 *** 
BaseCodaY 1.37302 0.53929 2.546 0.0109 * 
AmbisylY 3.45991 0.67407 5.133 2.85e-07 *** 

SexM 1.25997 1.12092 1.124 0.2610 
Zipf 0.05325 0.22319 0.239 0.8114 

Vwls_per_Sec 0.11999 0.07361 1.630 0.1031 
Table 1: Fixed effects for logistic regression predicting vocalisation with random 

intercept for Speaker and Word 
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