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DEVOICING OF HISTORICALLY VOICED OBSTRUENTS IN
XIANGXIANG CHINESE ––
AN ACOUSTIC-PHONETIC PERSPECTIVE
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ABSTRACT
In this paper the present-day pronunciations of the historically voiced
obstruents in Xiangxiang Chinese were examined from an acousticphonetic perspective. Results strongly supported an ongoing process of
devoicing for the voiced stops, fricatives and affricates, which is
conditioned by a couple of factors including sex of speaker, place of
articulation, manner of articulation and historically tonal type.
Specifically, historically voiced obstruents in syllables corresponding to
the historical tone category Ru have all become voiceless unaspirated or
voiceless aspirated, meaning the process of devoicing has already
completed; in contrast, for those that occur in syllables corresponding to
the other three tonal categories, i.e., Ping, Shang, and Qu, i) the historical
devoicing is still in progress, as evidenced by a considerable amount of
intra- and inter-speaker free variation in the pattern of voicing among
“fully voiced”, “partially devoiced” and “fully devoiced” obstruents; ii)
the degree of devoicing is the highest in voiced fricatives, followed by the
voiced affricates, and is the lowest in voiced stops; and iii) the devoicing
also tends to be more extensive for obstruents with a more posterior place
of articulation, and for male than female speakers. Candidate
explanations for these patterns of devoicing were also presented.
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1. INTRODUCTION
Over the past forty years, there has been much discussion about the
development of historical voiced obstruents across Chinese dialects. From
a dialectological point of view, the present-day pronunciation of the
voiced obstruent onsets from Middle Chinese (MC) constitutes one of the
most important criteria for classifying Chinese dialects. Xiang Dialects,
one of the major Chinese dialect groups, has generally been assumed as
showing a distinct pattern of development in this respect that the
historical voiced obstruents either remain voiced or have become
voiceless (mainly voiceless unaspirated). Among its subdialects which
have traditionally been grouped into two types, Old Xiang and New
Xiang, it is only in the former group, according to some earlier studies
(e.g., Bao 劽 and Yan 仌 1986, Bao 劽 2001), that the historical voicedvoiceless distinction in obstruents are still preserved today, which has
been lost in the latter. It is also assumed among Chinese phoneticians
that, different from the “pseudo” voiced ones in the Wu Dialects, which
in effect do not show vocal cord vibration at all during consonant
production in absolute initial and pre-stressed positions, voicing for the
voiced obstruents in the Old Xiang dialect group tend to be genuine,
mainly based on the impression that there is vocal cord vibration during
the oral closure (stops), the frication noise created at the oral constriction
(fricatives), or, both (affricates).
Table 1 Three groups of Xiang dialects where the historically voiced obstruents
are preserved to different degrees
Group1

Xiangxiang, Shuangfeng, Hengshan, Shaoshan, Anhua, Lengshuijiang,
Xinhua, Shaoyang city, Soayan county, Shaodong, Xinshao, Wugang,
Longhui, Dongkou, Xinning, Chengbu Miao autonomous county

Group2

Qiyang, Qidong, Dong’an, Lengshuitan Region and Zhishan Region

Group3

Chenxi, Luxi and Xupu
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