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Abstract

Sound change is a fundamental mechanism in the historical and synchronic development of
languages. Among the internal forces shaping phonological systems, phonetic economy and
phonetic redundancy play crucial yet opposing roles. Phonetic economy promotes articulatory
simplification and reduction of effort, while phonetic redundancy enhances perceptual clarity
and communicative reliability. This study investigates how these two factors interact in the
process of sound change, with particular reference to English phonology. Using qualitative
descriptive and comparative analysis, examples of assimilation, elision, vowel reduction,
consonant cluster simplification, stress shift, and suprasegmental features were examined.
The findings demonstrate that sound changes are rarely driven by economy alone; rather, they
reflect a functional balance between effort minimization and perceptual distinctiveness. The
results support the view that phonological evolution is shaped by adaptive mechanisms
ensuring both efficiency and intelligibility in communication.

Keywords: phonetic economy, phonetic redundancy, sound change, assimilation, vowel
reduction, phonological evolution, articulatory effort.

Sound change is an inevitable and stress, intonation, and vowel length
systematic phenomenon in language distinctions.
development. Throughout history, This study aims to analyze the role of

languages have undergone continuous
phonetic and phonological transformations
influenced by physiological, cognitive, and
communicative factors. Scholars such as
Martinet  (1955) and Zipf (1949)
emphasized the principle of economy in
linguistic systems, arguing that speakers
naturally tend to minimize articulatory effort.
At the same time, other researchers have
highlighted the importance of redundancy in
preserving intelligibility and preventing
ambiguity.

Phonetic economy refers to the tendency
toward simplification in speech production.
It manifests in reduced articulation,
assimilation, deletion of sounds, and
weakening of unstressed syllables.
Conversely, phonetic redundancy refers to
the presence of additional phonetic cues
that enhance clarity, such as aspiration,
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phonetic economy and redundancy in
sound changes and to demonstrate that
these forces operate simultaneously rather
than independently. The research focuses
primarily on English but includes general
theoretical implications relevant to other
languages.

The principle of economy has long been
central to linguistic theory. Zipf's (1949)
“Principle of Least Effort” proposes that
human behavior, including language use,
tends toward minimizing effort. Martinet
(1955) further developed this idea in
functional phonology, suggesting that
phonological systems evolve to maintain
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optimal balance between effort and
distinctiveness?.

Hockett (1967) introduced the concept of
redundancy as an essential feature of
language structure, arguing that
redundancy enhances reliability in
communication. Lindblom (1990) proposed
the Hyper- and Hypo-articulation (H&H)
theory, which explains variation in speech
production as a dynamic adjustment
between clarity and efficiency?.

Recent phonological studies suggest that
sound change results from phonetic
variation that becomes phonologized over
time (Ohala, 1981). According to this view,
economy-driven reductions may spread in a
speech community if communicative clarity
remains sufficient.

Thus, the literature suggests that phonetic
economy and redundancy are
complementary  mechanisms  shaping
sound systems.

This research applies qualitative descriptive
analysis. Data were collected from historical
and contemporary examples of English
phonological processes. The selected
processes include: Assimilation/ Elision /
Vowel reduction

Consonant cluster simplification / Stress
shift/ Suprasegmental reinforcement
Each example was analyzed from three
perspectives:

1. Articulatory (ease of production)

2. Acoustic (perceptual distinctiveness)

3. Functional (communicative efficiency)
The aim was to determine whether the
sound change reflects economy,
redundancy, or an interaction of both.

The data confirm that many sound changes
originate from articulatory simplification.

1 Zipf, G. K. (1949). Human Behavior and the Principle of
Least Effort. Cambridge, MA: Addison-Wesley.

2 Hockett, C. F. (1967). A Course in Modern Linguistics.
New York: Macmillan
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Assimilation reduces effort by making
adjacent sounds more similar3.

Example: handbag — /'heembaeg/

The nasal /n/ becomes bilabial /m/ before
/b/, minimizing articulatory movement.
Elision removes difficult consonants in
clusters®*.

Example: next day — /neks der/

The /t/ is often omitted in rapid speech.
Vowel reduction weakens unstressed
vowels to schwa.

Example: photograph vs. photography

The shift reduces muscular effort in
unstressed syllables.
These processes
articulatory economy.
Despite simplification, languages maintain
intelligibility through redundancy.
Aspiration in English voiceless plosives
strengthens phonemic contrast.

Example: /p/ in pin is aspirated [pN],
distinguishing it from /b/.

Stress patterns differentiate meaning.
Example: record (noun) vs. record (verb).
Intonation provides grammatical and
pragmatic cues.

Rising tone signals questions; falling tone
indicates statements.

Redundant cues compensate for segmental
reductions and preserve clarity.

The results show that sound change reflects
a balance. For example, while vowel
reduction simplifies articulation, stress
patterns remain strong to preserve word
recognition. Thus, economy and
redundancy function as complementary
forces rather than opposites.

The findings confirm that phonological
evolution is adaptive. Pure economy would
lead to excessive reduction and potential

demonstrate clear

3 Ladefoged, P., & Johnson, K. (2015). A course in
phonetics (7th ed.). Cengage Learning.
4 Roach, P. (2009). English phonetics and phonology (4th

ed.). Cambridge University Press.
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ambiguity. Pure redundancy would make
speech inefficient and overly complex.
Therefore, language systems naturally
regulate themselves®.

The interaction between economy and
redundancy supports Lindblom’s (1990)
adaptive dispersion theory, where speech
production adjusts according to
communicative demands. In fast casual
speech, economy dominates. In careful or
formal speech, redundancy increases®.
Historically, sound changes survive only
when communicative clarity is not severely
compromised. If a reduction causes
misunderstanding, compensatory
mechanisms develop.

Thus, phonetic change is governed by
optimization rather than randomness.

This study has examined the role of
phonetic economy and phonetic
redundancy in the process of sound
change, demonstrating that these two
forces function as  complementary
mechanisms within phonological systems.
The analysis confirms that sound change is
neither arbitrary nor purely mechanical,
rather, it emerges from the interaction
between articulatory efficiency and
communicative clarity.

The findings show that phonetic economy
drives many common phonological
processes, including assimilation, elision,
vowel reduction, and consonant cluster
simplification. These processes reflect the
natural human tendency to minimize
articulatory effort, especially in rapid or
casual speech. From a physiological
perspective, speech organs operate more
efficiently when movements are reduced or
coordinated, which explains why simplified
forms frequently arise and spread within a
speech community.

However, the study also demonstrates that
phonetic redundancy plays an equally

5 Crystal, D. (2008). A dictionary of linguistics and
phonetics (6th ed.). Blackwell.
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essential role in  maintaining system
stability. Redundant phonetic cues—such
as aspiration, stress patterns, vowel length,
and intonation—compensate for reductions
at the segmental level. Without such
redundancy, excessive simplification could
lead to loss of contrast and communicative
ambiguity. Therefore, redundancy functions
as a protective mechanism that safeguards
intelligibility and prevents breakdown in
communication.

Importantly, the research highlights that
successful sound changes are those that
preserve a functional balance between
economy and distinctiveness. If a phonetic
reduction significantly threatens
comprehension, it is unlikely to become fully
integrated into the phonological system.
Conversely, if sufficient perceptual cues
remain available, the change may stabilize
and become conventionalized over time.
This confirms the functionalist view that
language evolution is governed by
optimization rather than random drift.

The interaction between phonetic economy
and redundancy also reflects broader
cognitive and communicative principles.
Speakers continuously adjust their speech
according to contextual demands,
interlocutor needs, and communicative
goals. In informal contexts, economy tends
to dominate, resulting in greater reduction.
In formal or careful speech, redundancy
increases to enhance clarity. This adaptive
flexibility demonstrates that phonological
systems are dynamic and responsive rather
than static structures.

From a theoretical perspective, the study
supports the principles proposed in
functional phonology and usage-based
linguistics, which emphasize the role of
frequency, perception, and communicative
efficiency in shaping linguistic structure.
The findings suggest that phonetic variation

6 Martinet, A. (1955). Economie des changements
phonétiques. Francke.

Page171



T RE

Tectrmasyy

International
Journal of
(A Multidiscipline

TLEP — International Journal of Multidiscipline
(Technology, ,
ISSN: 2488-9342 (Print) | 2488-9334 (Online)

, and Psychology)

Open Access | Peer-Reviewed | Monthly Publication | Impact factor: 8.497 / 2025

becomes phonologized only when it aligns
with both articulatory feasibility and
perceptual reliability.

In conclusion, phonetic economy and
phonetic redundancy should not be viewed
as opposing forces but as interdependent
factors that jointly regulate sound change.
Their interaction ensures that language
remains efficient, adaptable, and
communicatively effective across time.
Future research may incorporate
guantitative acoustic analysis, cross-
linguistic comparison, or experimental
phonetics to further explore how universal
these balancing mechanisms are across
different language families.
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