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Early bilingualism as a source  

of morphonological rules for the adaptation  

of loanwords

Spanish loanwords in Basque*

Miren Lourdes Oñederra
University of the Basque Country

�e present socio-cultural situation in the Basque speaking area of Spain o�ers 
a privileged �eld for the study of Spanish loanwords in Basque, due to the more 
expanded use of Basque, together with a better knowledge of Spanish among 
Basque speakers. Within the theoretical framework of Natural Phonology, this 
paper explores some phonological and lato sensu morphological mechanisms that 
take part in the integration of Spanish loanwords into Basque. First it deals with 
the mutual in�uence between Spanish and Basque when both are �rst languages 
for the speaker. Early bilingualism only causes the loss of Basque processes that 
are suppressed in Spanish, but those processes need not be completely lost. �ere 
is clear evidence that continued collective bilingualism and need of translation 
motivate the transformation of denaturalised phonological substitutions into 
morphological devices for the adaptation of loanwords.

. Phonological influence in early bilingualism

�is paper deals with the pronunciation of Spanish-Basque (or vice versa) bilingual 
speakers of the Autonomous Community of the Basque Country (ACBC). �is 
area o�ers the most appropriate setting for our study, given its present socio-
linguistic situation. It should be noted that Basque and Spanish are both o�cial 

*I am grateful to our colleague Enda O Cathain for his invaluable help with English. Any 
remaining clumsiness is due to my own stubborn ideas. I also wish to thank two anony-
mous reviewers, whose comments have significantly improved the quality of this paper and 
its future development in Oñederra (in prep.). Examples are orthographically cited in order 
to make the reading task easier, as Basque (and Spanish) spelling conventions are quite trans-
parent. It must be noted that in Basque orthography the letter s stands for apical sibilants 
(fricative s, affricate ts), whereas z represents laminal sibilants (fricative z, affricate tz). Phonetic 
transcription is provided where spelling may cause some important ambiguity.
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languages in the ACBC, and therefore a relatively high degree of collective and 
individual bilingualism can be found among its inhabitants. Some of them learn 
Basque as a second language; others acquire Basque and Spanish during childhood. 
�e relatively extended knowledge of Standard Basque is also an important factor 
in the con�guration of the present linguistic situation.

�ere is a further reason for me to have chosen this area: it is the one I know 
best, and I take advantage of this opportunity to render my little homage to 
Kruszewski by quoting his words here. As will be shown later, the basic distinction 
established in that publication by Kruszewski between di�erent types of alternations 
is fundamental to the theoretical views underlying this paper.

�e German reader would certainly have found this publication much more 
convincing had I selected German examples. To do so, however, would have 
required complete competence in colloquial German, which I cannot claim. I 
was therefore obliged to resort to examples from Polish, my native language, and 
from Russian, in which I am �uent. (Kruszewski 1978:64)

I furthermore think that direct experience –both sociological and linguistic– is 
of great import at the present stage of analysis. �e study of how the relationship 
between the two languages develops in our community will be carried along the 
lines of the theory of Natural Phonology (NP) as proposed by David Stampe (1969, 
1979; Donegan & Stampe 1979). Indeed, the subject came up in the process of 
preparing a book on NP (Oñederra in prep.) applied to Basque, speci�cally from 
projection of a concept fundamental to NP, the concept of phonological process 
onto the bilingual context, particularly one type of bilingualism which will –for 
lack of a better name– be called close bilingualism. ‘Close’ is here meant to include 
the notion of early bilingualism, as far as individual development of the speaker is 
concerned, as well as language contact continued over centuries in the collective 
history of the community. �at collective historical dimension will be shown to be 
essential for the hypothesis presented here.

A phonological process as conceptualised in NP is “a mental operation that 
changes a given segment or sequence that presents an articulatory or perceptual 
di�culty into another segment or sequence that lacks that di�culty” (Hurch 
1988:350). I will try to show how this is a useful tool that may enable us to predict 
when phonological interference of one language over the other should take place 
in bilingual speech, and what the (phonetic) shape of such an interference would 
be (see Section 2 below).

�e NP concept of phonological process will allow us to diagnose (a) the 
degree of bilingual competence of individual speakers, and (b) the general state 
or productivity of Basque sound substitutions. In other words, the analysis of the 
speaker’s active phonological processes will measure how robust the phonological 
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system of each language is, given what can be expected when two languages have 
been acquired in early childhood. When phonological competence is not even, 
precedence of one language over the other should be detected for each pronunciation 
phenomenon observed (see di�erent situations in Section 2).

In Section 3 the concept of morphonological rule developed by NP will be the 
complementary theoretical resource to account for a phenomenon which is par-
ticularly productive in Basque nowadays: the use or ‘recycling’, as translation rules 
in the adaptation of loanwords from Spanish, of processes which have lost their 
phonological status (see Section 3 below). Although that loss of phonological status 
(i.e. phonetically motivated productivity) may or may not be due to the in�uence 
of Spanish, this paper will focus on those cases where early bilingualism seems to 
play a fundamental role.

From the NP perspective, a rule is phonetically conventional and “distinct 
in its nature, evolution, psychological status and causality” (Donegan & Stampe 
1979:127) from a process. Rules may take on morphological motivation, though 
that is not necessary. Among the phonetically conventional sound alternations 
Kruszewski (1978:70,73) distinguishes alternations without a morphological func-
tion whatsoever (�e Second Category) from those that may be linked to such a 
function (�e �ird Category). But, as far as the explanatory realm of phonology 
reaches, the fundamental limit lies between phonology and grammar, as solidly 
established by Sapir or Kruszewski (see Donegan & Stampe 1979:127), and now 
developed by NP.

�is paper argues that the ACBC bilingual setting provides a particularly 
appropriate atmosphere for a given type of morphological rules to develop, which 
will ultimately be used to change the phonological con�guration of Spanish words 
borrowed by Basque.

Sound substitutions that have lost their phonetic motivation, but nevertheless 
remain in the language, may eventually become such morphonological rules. �is 
transformation can be analysed as a sign of linguistic health in the bilingual setting 
which, in turn, would demonstrate the functionality –and hence productivity in 
synchronic terms– of a certain type of morphonological rule that would develop in 
some situations of ‘conscious’ bilingualism. In that sense, this work may contribute 
to the development of some theoretical elements of NP by their application to the 
bilingual scenario.

�e term ‘morphonological’ (i.e. morpho-phonological) may be senseless, 
at least from a purely functional point of view. As will be claimed in Section 3, 
sooner or later these rules become functionally equivalent to morphological su�x-
correspondence rules, only that, as a consequence of the fact that they result from 
originally phonological di�erences between the two languages, these rules tend to 
produce phonologically more similar pairs of words than other correspondence 
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patterns based on lexical di�erences (like, e.g. adjective-forming Spanish -ble > 
Basque -garri, or verb-forming Spanish -r > Basque -tu). In fact they o�en are a 
means of translating what may be analysed as a su�x in Spanish by what is con-
sidered its Basque counterpart, phonologically similar but di�erent enough (due 
to the correspondence pattern established by the sound substitution). �e alleged 
su�x need not be so grammatically (see in Section 3 examples of Spanish -ón as in 
botón “button”, futón “futon”, etc.), but are, as Picard and Nicol (1982:165) would 
say, “psychologiquement réel et morphologiquement productif ”.

�e main reason to keep the term morphonogical is the wish to underline the 
frequent phonological origin of these rules. It should also be added that, following 
Stampe’s NP, there is a clear-cut categorical distinction between phonological and non-
phonological phenomena: once a substitution has lost its phonetic motivation, it is not 
part of phonology proper. So calling it morphonological or simply morphological is, 
at most, secondary.1

Besides, ‘morphonological’ is particularly adequate referred to the phenom-
enon of sibilant affrication in Basque, which will be the main illustration of 
the ideas proposed in this paper (e.g. Spanish consigna > Basque kontsigna, see 
Section 3). Indeed it will be proposed that the change from process into rule of 
post-sonorant a�rication is happening at present. �erefore phonetic motivation 
is still quite transparent. It might even be the case that it still keeps its phonologi-
cal status for some speakers, while it has already become morphological for others. 
On the other hand, it is not possible to analyse a�rication as a su�x correspon-
dence rule, since the fricative-a�ricate substitution is stem-internal and cannot be 
segmented as a su�x.

. Early bilingualism: Denaturalisation of processes?

Close bilingualism refers to two �rst languages, i.e. when two languages are acquired 
more or less simultaneously.2 In order to limit the period of acquisition somehow, 
however approximately, we can say that the speaker must have enough exposure to 
the two languages during her/his phonological formation, that is, the period dur-
ing which the language speci�c options she or he is acquiring have not yet become 
a perceptual or productive constraint. Since that transformation from option into 

1. See the semininal work by Dressler (1985) for a diff erent (gradual transition from pho-See the semininal work by Dressler (1985) for a different (gradual transition from pho-
nology to morphology) proposal within the NP paradigm.

. We could also call it native knowledge of both.
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constraint seems to be over by adolescence, both languages should have been 
acquired before then.

Gradually we constrain those processes which are not also applicable in the 
mature language (…). From adolescence usually there is little further change, 
and the residual processes have become the limits of our phonological universe, 
governing our pronunciation and perception even of foreign, invented, and 
spoonerized words, imposing a ‘substratum’ accent on languages we subsequently 
learn, and labeling us as to national, regional, and social origins. (Donegan & 
Stampe 1979:126–127)

At present, practically every individual who speaks Basque as a �rst language has 
also acquired Spanish before adolescence in the ACBC. �e same could be said 
about Basque and French in the Basque speaking area of France. Due to the di�erent 
phonological characteristics of French, that area o�ers a very interesting point of 
reference and contrast indeed, which should be taken up by future research.3

In order to proceed in the analysis of the double phonological acquisition in 
the ACBC, let us now return to the concept of phonological process, and consider 
the theory of NP, where processes are

(…) mental substitutions which systematically but subconsciously adapt our 
phonological intentions to our phonetic capacities, and which conversely enable 
us to perceive in others’ speech the intentions underlying these super�cial 
phonetic adaptations. (Donegan & Stampe 1979:126)

A phonological process is, therefore, a mental substitution that responds to a phonetic, 
i.e. physical, di�culty related to the articulation or perception of segments and 
sequences. �ose di�culties are per se universal and so are the natural processes 
that eliminate them. But not all languages retain the same processes in their pho-
nological systems. In short, for those who may not be familiar with the theory, it 
is a language-speci�c option:

a. to avoid a given phonetic di�culty (e.g. context-free vowel nasalization) by 
allowing a certain process to apply (i.e. vowel denasalization), or

b. to overcome the process by learning how to pronounce and perceive the di�cult 
phonetic con�guration. �at segmental or sequential con�guration will then 
become part of the phonology of that given language where the phonological 
process (that would have relieved the speaker from having to cope with the 
di�culty) will no longer be present. In other words, at a given moment during 

. �e significant socio-political differences would also add to the interest of such an 
investigation.
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the speaker’s language acquisition, that process will disappear from her/his 
actual and potential competence.

If the eliminated process is a context-free process (that would have avoided a 
segmental di�culty), the language adds one phoneme or phoneme class to its 
inner phonemic inventory. If the eliminated process is a context-sensitive one 
(that would have avoided a sequential di�culty), the language will have one more 
possible sound sequence (that speakers will be able to distinguish and intentionally 
pronounce). If the process had prevailed, that sequence would be excluded.

Consequently, therefore, for each phoneme or phoneme class that is acquired 
a context-free paradigmatic process must be eliminated. So, French must have 
overcome the universal process V → [–nasal] of vowel denasalization (motivated 
by the phonetic optimality –better articulatory and perceptual quality– of oral 
vowels), in order to have both oral and nasal vowels in its phonemic inventory; 
Basque must have overcome the universal process [+strident] → [+ cont],4 in 
order to have both phonemic fricative and a�ricate sibilants.

In the same way, each new acquired sequence brings about the elimination 
of a context-sensitive syntagmatic process. Languages with voiceless intervocalic 
obstruents are a clear example: the universal phonetically motivated process of 
intervocalic obstruent voicing must have been overcome by their speakers in 
order to be able to produce sequences of vowel-voiced obstruent-vowel vs. vowel-
voiceless obstruent-vowel. Put simply, languages that allow the process to apply will 
only have vowel-voiced obstruent-vowel sequences (e.g. S. Chinook or Sanskrit, see 
Donegan 1995:64–65).

Processes are not borrowed as such.5 How could they be since they are universal? 
What one language may borrow from another is the elimination of a given process. 
�at is a language speci�c option, which may be the source of di�erences between 
two languages and the cause of interference in close contact situations. It is not 
hard to believe that, if two languages co-exist during acquisition, any phonetic, i.e. 

. �e exact name of the feature chosen is not so important here. It may be more useful 
descriptively to talk about continuant sibilants, instead of the Jakobsonian labels used. �e 
ultimate goal in the choice of labels would be to be as close as possible to the most plausible 
phonetic explanations for the substitution at hand. Experimental phonologists could be called 
on for help here. 

5. �ere might be activated latent processes that may look like borrowed processes. See 
Churma 1984:226, Hurch 1988b, on latent processes. See also Calabrese (this volume, “Acoustic 
inputs and phonological discrimination”) about crucial age of exposure to the most discrimi-
nating language.
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physical, di�culty overcome by a speaker in the phonological acquisition of one 
of her/his two languages will become an ability of that speaker, a perceptual and 
articulatory resource of her/his linguistic competence, available to her/him when 
facing the task of perception and production of the other language. �e process 
of acquisition can be seen as a series of changes in the sound pattern of a speaker, 
which recalls Donegan (1993:98): “sound changes are changes in the speaker’s 
phonetic abilities”.

In other words, when a speaker has enough phonological command of two 
languages LA (language A) and LB (language B) due to early enough acquisition of 
both, di�erent speci�c choices within LA and LB when faced by the same phonetic 
di�culty may result in con�ict. But, given that a process is the realization of a 
phonetic limitation, the re�ection of a physical di�culty, a certain pattern can be 
predicted for the resolution of that con�ict. For instance, if LA allows a natural 
process X → Y to apply in order to solve the phonetic problem, but LB overcomes 
the di�culty by eliminating the facilitating process X → Y from its phonological 
system (where X will be integrated), the speaker who has acquired phonologies A 
and B will be able to overcome di�culty X, and will not need to apply the process 
X → Y either in LB (where X exists normally) or in LA. LA may keep the process 
as an optional more or less productive substitution. A good example of this is the 
a�rication of sibilants following sonorant consonants in Basque (e.g. pentsatu “to 
think”), non-existent in Spanish (cf. pensar “to think”) and not anymore a necessity 
in the pronunciation-perception of Basque-Spanish bilingual speakers (i.e. pattern 
(a) below).

At this point it may be worth giving some thought to the fact that if acquisition 
is bilingual, phonological transfer from one language to the other will not depend 
on sociological language dominance, but on the actual process-share of each of 
the phonological systems in contact. Some speci�c cases from the Basque-Spanish 
contact will illustrate three possible patterns of process distribution between the 
two languages:

a. when Basque keeps a process that Spanish does not allow,
b. when Spanish keeps a process that Basque has overcome, and
c. when both languages keep a process.

Situation (a) Basque keeps a process that Spanish has overcome. For example, a�ri-
cation a�er sonorant consonant applies in Basque, but not in Spanish (cf. Basque 
pentsatu, Spanish pensar “to think” from Latin pensare). It is clear that the articu-
latory capacity to pronounce sibilant fricatives a�er a sonorant consonant, which an 
early bilingual speaker must have mastered in order to cope with the phonology 
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of Spanish, enables him or her to also pronounce them in Basque. �erefore the 
process of sequenced nasal-sibilant transition of Basque phonology becomes at 
most an optional substitution. It follows automatically therefore, that any Basque 
process that does not have an equivalent counterpart in Spanish will not be an 
obligatory phonological process in the linguistic competence of an early Basque-
Spanish bilingual speaker. 6

A paradigmatic context-free example of the same situation (Basque applies a 
process, but Spanish does not) can be observed in the process whereby all coronal 
fricatives are turned into sibilants in Basque, while this process is absent in Castilian 
Spanish.7 �is leaves Castilian Spanish with a basic contrast between /θ/ and /s/ 
(cf. casa [kasa] “house” vs. caza [ka θa] “hunt”), which is absent from the phone-
mic inventory of Basque. However, if Spanish is acquired early enough, the process 
will be eliminated, and bilingual speakers will be perfectly able to perceive and 
intentionally produce (see modern loanwords like pro[θ]esu “process”, so[θ]iologia 
“sociology”, [θ]entro “center” of bilingual speakers who are not constrained by the 
Basque process any more).

Situation (b) Spanish keeps a process that Basque has overcome. �is situation 
can be illustrated by the paradigmatic context-free choice that links palatality of 
obstruents with a�rication in Spanish, but not in (most dialects of) Basque. As a 
consequence of this, the only palatal obstruent in the phonemic inventory of Spanish 
is /t∫/, whereas the Basque inventory adds /c/ to /t∫/.

Basque phonology of early bilinguals will not be a�ected under these circum-
stances. �e phonology of the language is immune to interference in situation (b), 
no matter how strong the sociological in�uence of Spanish might be. Once a process 
has been overcome, nothing should be able to reactivate it as such a process. What 
is crucial here is the degree of phonological competence (i.e. phonetic command) 
that is usually guaranteed by early acquisition. At any rate, if the Basque pronunciation 
of bilingual speakers shows traces of this interference, this will be a sign of asym-
metry, showing that Spanish has taken precedence over Basque during acquisition. 
�e truly early bilingual will have a larger inventory of phonemes (ergo perceptual 
discrimination capacity) and/or more types of sound sequences will be possible 
for her/him.

Examples of this type are easy to �nd in the Basque-Spanish setting among 
paradigmatic context-free processes. As well as the palatal stop that is added to 
the affricate in Basque, we find that the Basque phonemic inventory, on top 

6. Its first stage could easily consist in becoming a regular process systematically applying 
to native forms, but only optionally to loanwords and neologisms. It could then become a 
morphonological rule (see below, Section 3).

. Castilian is the Spanish variety spoken by Basque-Spanish bilinguals in the ACBC.
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of distinguishing three fricative sibilants (apical alveolar, laminal alveolar and pre-
palatal), includes a�ricate counterparts of all of them. Being perfectly competent in 
Spanish does not do any harm in this case. Bilingual speakers have both a�ricate and 
fricative (laminal and apical) sibilants in their phonemic inventory, or both a�ri-
cate palatals and palatal stops. Neither the latter nor the a�ricate sibilants will be 
used in their pronunciation of Spanish native forms, but they may be helpful when 
ordering a pizza, with which monolingual Spanish speakers have some di�culty 
([pit∫a], [pisa], [piθa] are common among monolingual speakers).

As said before, in order for Basque to be immune to Spanish interference under 
the circumstances characterized as situation (b), both languages with their whole 
phonological systems must be, so to speak, �rst languages (L1), in actual fact and 
not only apparently, ideologically or intended. In other words, if a bilingual speaker 
acquires Spanish as her/his L1 (i.e. acquires phonic command of Spanish) and only 
learns Basque some time later (when phonetic options have become phonological 
limitations), her/his pronunciation of a�ricates or the palatal stop in Basque may be 
a�ected: she/he will tend to make sibilants always fricative, or to reduce a�ricates to 
palatal [t∫]), will substitute /t∫/ for Basque /c/.8

Situation (c) �e third possible pattern is that in which neither Basque nor 
Spanish overcome a phonetic di�culty, i.e. both Basque and Spanish allow one 
given process to apply.9 All the processes shared by both languages are to be 
included here, like the context-free denasalization (V → [–nasal]) that explains 
why Basque and Spanish only have oral vowels in their phonemic inventories. 
Among context-sensitive processes, a good example is intervocalic assibilation of 
voiced stops, which is productive in both languages.

When the two languages share a process, no change can be induced by any of 
the two languages onto the other one. So, we can say that phonological interference 
from a given language B (LB) on language A (LA) in early bilingualism will only 
happen when LB has eliminated a process that is active in the phonology of LA 
(situation (b) above). However, given that eliminating a process implies having 
overcome a given phonetic di�culty, giving up the process not shared by LB will 

8. �is is a particularly interesting subject for comparison with the production of French-
Basque bilinguals, as French lacks /t∫/. Of course, late acquisition and early acquisition of 
incomplete inventories from parents or teachers may yield similar results.

9. �e latter formulation is actually more precise. �ings would probably be di�erent if Basque 
and Spanish would admit a certain di�culty by making use of two di�erent processes. �e rela-
tively common choices of Basque and Spanish allow me to avoid –for the time being– this issue 
which, however interesting, falls outside the reach of this paper. At �rst sight, it would appear 
that no problem (interference) should arise: cf. English ss → ses (�shes) vs. Basque ss → ts; Spanish 
d# → (∂) → ø, d# → θ vs. Basque d# → t. All of these, however, should fall under either situation 
(a) or (b), and they must be analysed separately.
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bring about the gain of new phonemic units or sequences in LA. Speakers will 
have mastered the phonetic di�culty that the process avoided, being consequently 
more capable in terms of phonological productivity and perception.10 

In general terms, the prediction would be that the more natural LA is (i.e. the 
more natural universal phonetic processes LA keeps active in its phonology) and 
the less natural LB is, more change early bilingualism should bring to LA. Processes 
that LA could have kept in isolation (or when LB is only learned at best as a second 
language) will become optional for early bilingual speakers, or they will disappear 
completely from their phonology. In other words, a more ‘elaborated’ phonology 
(a phonological system that distinguishes more units or sequences, because of hav-
ing overcome more natural processes) is more ‘harmful’ in terms of phonological 
in�uence on a less elaborated or more natural phonological system, because it will 
raise more instances of situation (a).11

. Metamorphosis: From pronunciation to translation

Once a given substitution X → Y has been liberated from its phonetic conditioning 
in LA, due to mastery of the corresponding phonetic di�culty during acquisition of 
an LB that does not apply process X → Y, what we have is a change from input X 
to output Y available to other possible linguistic functions. Put it in a di�erent way, 
the substitution is no longer something that makes X (better) pronounceable or 
perceptible, it is not phonetically necessary any more in LA. �e ability reached in 
the acquisition of LB makes the substitution phonetically super�uous. However, 
as we o�en see, some of these substitutions may well change qualitatively, and 
become morphonological rules, which may then acquire a grammatical or lexical 
function. I want to argue here that in a bilingual society, one of the possible functions 
of such rules is that of obtaining Basque forms from originally Spanish words (e.g. 
see below Basque ns → nts, as in Spanish consigna > Basque kontsigna).

10. Careful distinction must be made in the description of the two languages between non-
existent (but possible) sounds or sequences and the impossible ones, eliminated by active 
processes as discussed by Pensado (1985/1999). 

11. �e Research Project (UPV05/81) now being undertaken by musicologists and linguists 
from the University of the Basque Country pursues the goal of a deeper understanding of 
Spanish and Basque prosodic patterns that may well be the fundamental basis of these two lan-
guages sharing so much of their phonologies. �e comparison with French-Basque bilingualism 
is of great importance at this point, since French overcomes more natural processes than both 
Spanish and Basque.
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A plausible requisite for that to be true is that the substitution should be pho-
nemic (i.e. perceptible and memorizable by the speaker). Another important factor 
contributing to the metamorphosis at hand seems to be the productivity of the 
substitution in LA. �at, together with a long history of permanent language contact, 
will increase the probability of parallel but crucially different cognates 
in the two languages. Then speakers may feel the substitution as ‘proper 
pronunciation’ in LA, even a�er phonetic motivation and justi�cation is lost due 
to early bilingualism.

�e following necessary characteristics are now present in the Basque-Spanish 
speaking community in the ACBC:

a. A long history of continuous language contact, which helps to develop and 
consolidate patterns of cognates for words stemming from common etymos.

b. A more expanded and complete knowledge of Spanish among Basque speakers, 
who are now practically all bilinguals. A gradual increase has occurred in the 
class of people who would in previous generations have had a reduced com-
petence in Spanish, but who have a full command of it now. Other speakers 
were Basque monolinguals and are now Spanish-Basque bilingual speakers.12 
Early bilingualism has also increased, which strengthens the chance for Basque 
processes not shared by Spanish to lose their phonological productivity.

c. �e recent increase of Basque among new learners, as well as (very importantly) 
its expansion to new linguistic areas due to the o�cialization of the language, 
and the subsequent need for the urgent translation of Spanish words. �is 
enhances the chances of processes becoming (translation) rules.

All these sociological factors create the motivation for the above mentioned meta-
morphosis: the phonological processes that cease to be so and are then free to take 
on other functions, become morphonological rules of loanword adaptation for 
bilingual speakers and a possible model or reference for the not so early ones.13

Continuous bilingualism is (and has long been) motivation for the productivity 
of rules derived from denaturalised processes (i.e. substitutions that are no longer 

1. Causes for this expansion of Spanish have been externally imposed or voluntarily adopted. 
It would of course take longer than is either possible or necessary here to say all there is to say 
on this from a sociolinguistic point of view.

1. Pronunciations of not so early bilinguals like deskan[t∫]oa (for deskan[ts]oa) from 
Spanish descanso (vs. vernacular atsedena) show that the rule of affrication may be used, even 
by speakers who lack the appropriate affricate (since, as a result of Spanish precedence in 
the configuration of their phonemic inventory, they never eliminated thoroughly the process 
reducing affricates to /t∫/).
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phonetically motivated) as well as of rules that have a di�erent source. For example, 
vowel prothesis before word initial trills stems from an old phonological process 
attested to in Basque, common to all dialectal varieties. Vowel prothesis before a 
word initial trill is now a rule productive only in the adaptation of some loanwords, 
like Spanish radical > Basque erradikal “radical, extreme”, Spanish reseña > Basque 
erreseina “review”. Apart from this, trill initial forms can easily be found in Basque 
at present (e.g. radar, radikal, etc. among less purist speakers; cf. also the common 
form of proper names like Ramon, Rosa vs. old or literary Erramun, Errosa).14

Other correspondences also exist due to the di�erent phonological choices of 
each language. Some of them are productive as translation rules, among others: 
Spanish (but not Basque) �nal [e] elision in Latin forms has yielded pairs like Spanish 
amor vs. Basque amore from Latin amore(m) “love” (Michelena 1995:146).

Lack of �nal [e] elision in Basque together with Basque (but not Spanish) inter-
vocalic nasal deletion, followed by vocalic quality change and desyllabi�cation, pro-
duced pairs like Spanish león vs. Basque leoi [leoj] from Latin leone(m).15 Although 
both nasal deletion in Basque and �nal [e] elision in Spanish ceased to be part of 
phonology a long time ago, their diachronic results productively apply in the adap-
tation of new loanwords, like Spanish botón “button”, camión “truck”, futón “futon”, 
evaluación “evaluation” > Basque botoi, kamioi, futoi, ebaluazioi;16 on the other hand 
Spanish contestador “answering machine”, radiador “radiator” > Basque kontesta-
dore, radiadore show the productivity of a synchronic rule of �nal [e] epenthesis 
which follows the pattern of that �nal [e] that Basque kept but Spanish deleted.

Intervocalic voicing, which took place at a certain stage in the history of Spanish 
(but not Basque), also belongs here. Voicing, followed by the already mentioned 

1. Previous analyses of vowel prothesis have been carried out under different theoretical 
assumptions. But, whatever the differences are among authors, they never account for the 
qualitative distinction between diachronically attested and living phonological patterns of the 
language. See among those who acknowledge that prothesis is not phonologically productive 
at present (still listing it as part of the phonological characteristics of Basque), Hass (1992:36). 
Similarly Trask (1997:146) points out the acquisition of word-initial [r] in loans, but no further 
consequence is derived.

15. Hualde (2000:349) offers a detailed summary of the phonological evolution of those 
words in Basque and Romance.

16. �e latter is normatively wrong, as older Latin -tione endings correspond to Basque -zio. 
It has been included here, because this overgeneralization can be seen as a clear proof of 
the productivity of these rules in their new non-phonological domains. And also because it 
overrides Hualde’s interpretation, according to which the Spanish -ón > Basque -oi change is 
bled by “the more specific rule, which reflects a correspondence between suffixes” (Hualde 
2000:349).
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�nal [e] elision, underlies old cognates like Spanish universidad vs. Basque 
unibertsitate from Latin universitate(m) or Spanish virtud vs. Basque birtute from 
Latin virtute(m). �ese pairs must have set the pattern for the nowadays produc-
tive devoicing of equivalent su�xes being translated into Basque, like Spanish 
idoneidad (a certain type of quali�cation for jobs at the university), titularidad 
“tenure”, oportunidad “opportunity” becoming Basque idoneitate, titularitate, 
oportunitate (occasional for vernacular aukera).17

On the other hand and back again to patterns emerging from processes that 
Basque has applied but Spanish has not, we �nd the a�rication of sibilants fol-
lowing sonorant consonants. �is a�rication is particularly interesting, since it 
is a sound substitution which is changing from process into rule in the present 
day. Cognates result from an evolution that had already begun when Latin forms 
were adopted along di�erent phonological paths in Spanish and Basque: cf. Spanish 
oso from Latin ursu(m) “bear”, Basque (h)artz “bear” (from Latin ursu(m)?, cf. at 
any rate Aquitainian Harsus). Some correspondences must stem from the time 
when the present Castilian Spanish interdental was still a sibilant (i.e. before 
the 16th or 17th centuries, Cano 2004:843). It is clear that, for example, Basque 
dantza [dantsa] “dance” was not ‘phonologically’ derived from Spanish danza pro-
nounced [danθa]. But nowadays [ts] substitutes for [θ] as a result of the systematic 
translation rule that productively changes Spanish pinza [pinθa] “tweezers”, trance 
[tranθe], sentencia [sentenθja] “law sentence”, etc. into Basque pintza, trantze, sen-
tentzia, etc., phonetic opacity being an exclusive characteristic of rules (vis-à-vis 
phonetically motivated processes). As a matter of fact, one source of a�rication 
may already be present in some stages of the Romance evolution.18

In order to develop an analysis of the present situation of Basque a�rication of 
sibilants following sonorant consonants, let us focus on examples of its synchronic 
application to Spanish loanwords like consigna “slogan”, corresponsal “correspondent 

1. Whether these word-endings are analysed by speakers as suffixes or we are dealing with 
word-adaptation patterns would be an interesting subject, but it is beyond the scope of this 
paper. In any case, it may be worth noting that these endings are never attached to non-
borrowed stems. See Oñederra 2002, for a more complete, though by no means exhaustive, 
list of this type of rules.

18. As seen before, rules are o�en old processes which have become obsolete, and are not to be 
synchronically explained by phonetic characteristics of the language (e.g. Spanish intervocalic 
voicing attested by Latin -tate becoming -dad); other rules accumulate the effect of several 
processes which have diachronically fed the present result (e.g. nasal deletion, vowel change 
and desyllabification in Latin leone(m) > Basque leoi [leoj]. Following Kruszewski (1978:70), 
“�e causes or conditions of such an alternation can only be discovered by investigating the 
history of the language”, and they can even be “completely unknown” (Kruszewski 1978:74).
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(reporter)” and insumisión “movement against military service”, which have become 
Basque kontsigna, korrespontsala, intsumisio (also intsumisioi, see Fn. 16). We should 
bear in mind the basic notions of the theory of NP recapitulated here:

a. Changes in phonology are changes in the phonetic capacities of speakers.
b. �ere is a clear-cut boundary between phonology and morphology, drawn by 

the interplay between the phonetic motivation of the phonological dimension 
and its absence on the morphological side of the boundary.

c. Phonological substitutions can cease to be so (ontologically, so to speak) and 
become part of morphology. �at is known at least since Kruszewski taught at 
the end of the XIX century (see Kruszewski 1978) and Wurzel (1980) devel-
oped the idea within the NP framework. In this paper we go on to imply that 
those substitutions might become part of morphology as lexicon formation 
devices.

From the point of view of NP, the a�rication of sibilants a�er sonorant consonants 
in itself may perfectly be seen as a phonological process, a constraint, a need that 
responds to the phonetic complexities of nasal-sibilant or liquid-sibilant transi-
tions.19 As a process, it allows present day Basque speakers to avoid the complex 
transition in kontsigna “slogan”, boltsa “bag” or kurtso “course” (from Spanish con-
signa, bolsa, curso), or in alternating Basque forms like the auxiliary verbal form 
at the end of ekarri[s]uen) “he/she brought (it)” vs. esan[ts]uen “he/she said (it)”, 
in the same way that earlier generations did when they �rst pronounced (h)artz 
“bear”, faltsua “false” or dantza “dance”. But if speakers are confronted with the 
phonology of Spanish, which does not allow the facilitating process to apply, in 
early childhood (that is, before their phonetic abilities become their phonological 
limitations, when abilities can still grow and expand with no e�ort) the relatively 
more di�cult sonorant-sibilant consonant sequence will be learned. Substituting 
an a�ricate will no longer be a phonological need for that speaker. �is is why 
sibilant a�rication no longer forms part of the phonology of most Basque speakers 
nowadays. �ere is no phonological trend in the substitution. It happens in words 
in which it has been lexicalised and so learned when learning the inner repre-
sentation of the lexicon. Only speakers who still have alternations in morpheme 

19. Busà (2007) offers an excellent review of the phonetic and phonological work done so 
far on nasal-sibilant sequences, together with an interesting comparative work on Italian 
affrication (vs. English), and promising paths for future research. I wish to thank Maria Josep Solé 
for letting me know about this paper, which was still in press, when we met at the PAPI 2007 con-
ference in Braga. Jauregi & Oñederra (2008) explores phonetic and phonological characteristics 
of the liquid-sibilant sequences in Basque.
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boundaries may be said to keep the process (although only optionally in most 
cases). �e systematic application of the substitution to loanwords would be the 
consequence of its new status as a morphonological rule of loanword adaptation 
(through the morphological function of forming Basque words).

As pointed out before, certain features are constant in this type of transforma-
tion from phonological processes into morphonological rules for the adaptation 
of loanwords:

a. Initially, di�erent choices of Basque and Spanish phonologies for a given phonetic 
di�culty which can be observed in the morpheme internal consonant sequences 
of native forms, i.e. sonorant-fricative sequences are perfectly regular in Span-
ish (pensar “to think”, cansado “tired”, cursi “ridiculous”, pulso “pulse”), but 
impossible in Basque (**anza, **elze, **hersi vs. antza “similarity”, eltze “pot”, 
hertsi “close”).

b. Next, bilingual speakers become conscious of the fact that there are corre-
spondences between similar but slightly di�erent forms in Spanish and Basque 
(cognates like pensar/pentsatu).

c. Finally, speakers use the relative di�erence as a means to translate Spanish 
words into Basque, taking a substitution which is no longer part of their phonetic 
limitations as the basis for the nativization of Spanish forms. 20

As far as the phonological analysis is concerned, it is important to note that the 
process ceases to be an obligatory process of Basque phonology, if it does not dis-
appear altogether. �at is, close bilingualism does not perhaps mean the immedi-
ate loss of a process in Basque, because of Spanish acquisition, but the process will 
become optional, and therefore weaker. Once that occurs, bilingualism will inten-
sify and speed up the transformation of the substitution into a morphonological 
rule, which will then be functionally motivated as a translation rule.

. A first provisional conclusion

Although loss of phonetic motivation and, therefore, phonological status of a 
given substitution may be caused by bilingual acquisition of individual speakers, 

0. Hualde (in Hualde & Ortiz de Urbina 2003:62), though clearly stating that “In this adap-Hualde (in Hualde & Ortiz de Urbina 2003:62), though clearly stating that “In this adap-
tation one can see a conscious attempt to preserve aspects of the traditional phonology of the 
Basque language”, still considers affrication part of the synchronic Basque phonology. �at of 
course is what could be expected from his theoretical standpoint, in which phonetic motivation 
is not a structural property of phonology.
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productive use of that substitution as a translating device will require some 
collective support.

On the other hand, our incipient study on Basque shows that enough early 
bilinguals who master the phonological system of the language are necessary so 
that Basque phonological alternations survive, even if they will no longer be sustained 
by phonological processes but used as a way of adapting Spanish loanwords. At 
least in the period when the transformation of a process into a rule takes place 
in the language, only if enough speakers keep the substitution as part of their 
�rst language acquisition, will a productive pattern of correspondence between 
the two languages be structured. From then on the substitution can productively 
survive as any other rule of loanword adaptation (examples of those rules were 
given in Section 3).

It is clear that bilingualism can be the reason for the weakening and even-
tual loss of phonological processes in one language, whenever those processes 
are absent in the other language simultaneously acquired. It is clear that, from a 
strictly phonological point of view:21

�e most interesting interference phenomena attested by loanwords come to light 
when the speakers of LT, who borrow from LS are nearly monolingual, or when 
these mediators are imitated by monolingual speakers of LT with no attempt to 
adjust their speech habits to the phonology of LS. We may expect less evidence 
of extreme interference proportional to the greater degree of bilingualism of the 
borrowers (…). (Lovins 1975:6)

But bilingualism is also the source of motivation for the transformation of the 
‘ousted’ phonological substitutions to stay productively in the language as morpho-
nological rules, and for their generalization in their new domains. For that to be 
true, however, individual bilingualism must be continued by socially strong bilin-
gualism. Somehow, we are seeing that the loss of phonological processes can lead 
to the birth of new morphological translation resources. We are therefore not talk-
ing about “phonologically unmotivated changes” (cf. Hualde 1993) or “essentially 
arbitrary rules” (Hualde 2000:348), but about changes that have a substantially dif-
ferent kind of motivation, which lies out of phonology proper. In other words, we 
are simply not talking about phonology any more. Of course the sociocultural 
conditions present now in the ACBC, where Basque is o�cially supported and 
ideologically prestigious among its active speakers, are essential for this second 
stage to develop, and they should be carefully studied.

1. Cf. Calabrese’s (this volume) Introduction on the two possible sources of loanwords.



 Spanish loanwords in Basque 09

References

Browman, Catherine P. & Louis Goldstein. 1990. “Tiers in articulatory phonology”. Papers in 
Laboratory Phonology I. Between the Grammar and Physics of Speech ed. by John Kingston & 
Mary E. Beckman, 341–376. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Browman, Catherine P. & Louis Goldstein. 1992. “Articulatory phonology: an overview”. 
Phonetica 49.155–180.

Busà, M. Grazia. 2007. “Coarticulatory nasalization and phonological developments: data from 
Italian and English nasal-fricative sequences”. Experimental Approaches to Phonology ed. by 
M.J. Solé, P.S. Beddor & M. Ohala,155–174. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Cano, Rafael. 2004. “Cambios en la fonología del español durante los siglos XVI y XVII”. 
Historia de la Lengua Española ed. by Rafael Cano Aguilar, 825–857. Barcelona: Ariel.

Churma, Donald G. 1984. “Impossible nativizations as phonological evidence and the explanation 
of constraints of phonological structure”. Journal of Linguistics 30.223–227.

Donegan, Patricia. 1993. “On the phonetic basis of phonological change”. Historical Linguistics. 
Problems and Perspectives ed. by Charles Jones, 98–130. London: Longman.

Donegan, Patricia. 1995. “�e innateness of phonemic perception”. Proceedings of the 24th Western 
Conference on Linguistics ed. by Vida Samiian & Jeanette Schae�er, vol. 7,59–69. Fresno, 
CA: Dept. of Linguistics, California State University.

Donegan, Patricia Jane & David Stampe. 1979. “�e Study of Natural Phonology”. Current 
Approaches to Phonological �eory ed. by Daniel A. Dinnsen, 126–173. Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press.

Dressler, Wolfgang U. 1985. Morphonology. Ann Arbor: Karoma.
Haase, Martin. 1992. Sprachkontakt und Sprachwandel im Baskenland. Die Ein�üsse des 

Gaskognischen und Französischen auf das Baskische. Hamburg: Helmut Buske Verlag.
Hualde, José Ignacio. 1993. “Phonologically unmotivated changes in language contact: Spanish 

borrowings in Basque”. Folia Linguistica 27:1–2.1–25.
Hualde, José Ignacio. 2000. Patterns of correspondence in the adaptation of Spanish borrowings in 

Basque”. General Session and Parasession on Loan Word Phenomena: Proceedings of Twenty- 
Fi�h Annual Meeting of the Berkeley Linguistics Society, 12–15 February 1999 ed. by Steve S. Chang, 
Lily Liaw & Josef Ruppenhofer, 348–358. Berkeley: Berkeley Linguistic Society.

Hualde, José Ignacio & Jon Ortiz de Urbina, eds. 2003. A Grammar of Basque. Berlin: Mouton 
de Gruyter.

Hurch, Bernhard. 1988a. “Phonetics and phonology or phonology and Phonetics”. ZPSK 
41:3.346–352.

Hurch, Bernhard. 1988b. “On the notion ‘latent process’”. Certamen Phonologicum ed. by  
Pier M. Bertinetto & Michele Loporcaro, vol. I, 103–115. Torino: Rosenberg & Sellier.

Jauregi, Oroitz & Miren Lourdes Oñederra. 2008. “Africación de sibilante tras consonante   
sonante”. Language Design. New Trends in Experimental Phonetics ed. by Antonio Pamies & 
Elizabeth Melguizo, 135–140. Granada: Método Ediciones.

Kruszewski, Nikolai. 1978. “On sound alternation”. Readings in Historical Phonology: Chapters in 
the �eory of Sound Change ed. by Philip Baldi & Ronald N. Werth, 64–91. �e Pennsylvania 
State University Press. (�rst published as Über die Lautabwechslungen, Kazan, 1881).

Lovins, Julie B. 1975. Loanwords and the Phonological Structure of Japanese. Bloomington, Indiana: 
IU Linguistics Club.

Major, Roy C. 1977. “Phonological di�erentiation of a bilingual child”. Papers in Psycholinguistics 
and Sociolinguistics ed. by Olga K. Garnica, 88–122. Ohio: Ohio State University.



10 Miren Lourdes Oñederra

Michelena, Luis. 1977. Fonética Histórica Vasca. San Sebastián: Seminario Julio de Urquijo de la 
Excma. Diputación de Guipúzcoa.

Michelena, Luis. 1995. “�e Latin and Romance element in Basque”. Towards a History of the 
Basque Language ed. by José Ignacio Hualde, Joseba A. Lakarra & R.L. Trask, 137–169. 
Amsterdam & Philadelphia: John Benjamins.

Ohala, John. 1981. “Speech timing as a tool in phonology”. Phonetica 38.204–212.
Oñederra, Miren Lourdes. 2002. “Palatalization revisited: bustidura adierazgarriaren estatusaz ohar 

batzuk [Palatalization revisited: notes on the status of expressive palatalization]”. Erramu 
Boneta: Festschri� for Rudolf P. G. de Rijk ed. by X. Artiagoitia, P. Goenaga & J. Lakarra, 499–509. 
(= ASJU, Anejo XLIV). Bilbao: Universidad del País Vasco/Euskal Herriko Unibertsitatea.

Oñederra, Miren Lourdes (in prep). El patrón sonoro de la lengua vasca.
Pensado, Carmen. 1999. “Sobre la interpretación de lo inexistente: los tipos silábicos inex-

istentes en la fonología del español”. Panorama de la Fonología Española Actual ed. by 
Juana Gil Fernández, 475–483. Madrid: Arco Libros. (�rst published in 1985 as “On the 
interpretation of the non-existent: non-occurring syllable types in Spanish phonology”. 
Folia Linguistica XIX.313–319).

Picard, Marc & Janet Nicol. 1982. “Vers un modèle concret de la phonologie des emprunts”. CJL/
RCL 27:2,156–169.

Stampe, David. 1969. “�e acquisition of phonetic representation”. Papers from the Fi�h 
Regional Meeting of the Chicago Linguistic Society ed. by Robert I. Binnick, Alice Davison, 
Georgia Green & Jerry L. Morgan, 443–454. Chicago: University of Chicago Department 
of Linguistics. (= Stampe 1979. vii-xxv).

Stampe, David. 1979. A Dissertation on Natural Phonology. New York: Garland Publishing Co.
Trask, R.L. 1997. �e History of Basque. London: Routledge.
Wurzel, Wolfgang U. 1980. “Ways of morphologizing phonological rules”. Historical Morphology 

ed. by Jacek Fisiak, 443–462. �e Hague: Mouton.


	Early bilingualism as a source of morphonological rules for the adaptation of loanwords
	Early bilingualism as a source of morphonological rules for the adaptation of loanwords
	1. Phonological influence in early bilingualism
	2. Early bilingualism: Denaturalisation of processes?
	3. Me tamorphosis: From pronunciation to translation
	4. A first provisional conclusion
	References


