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How Different can Synchronic Description and
Diachronic Change be in Phonology?

A Case for Syllable-final Unreleasing in Korean

Lee Jinho*

The target of synchronic description is the result of diachronic change.
Therefore, synchronic description and diachronic change are very closely
related. However, synchronic description does not simply recapitulate the
process of diachronic changes. The discrepancy between these two has already
been discussed through several linguistic phenomena.

The syllable-final unreleasing in Korean (hereinafter SFU) deserves renewed
attention as a very special case. In present-day Korean, SFU is so productive
that it does not allow exceptions, and its input and output are self-evident.
Diachronically, its existence is clearly confirmed. In such cases, it is generally
expected that diachrony and synchrony of SFU coincide or have a lot in
common.

In practice, however, the historical process and the synchronic description
of SFU are almost completely different. Except for the case where ‘s(A)’
changes to ‘t(=)’-which is not a complete match either-, the diachrony and
synchrony of SFU show quite different aspects. Such unexpected results are
due to internal and external factors of SFU. The former includes the historical
rule loss, and the latter includes changes in the consonant system, the
restructuring of some morphemes, and a structural feature of synchronic

phonology that derive sufrace forms from underlying forms.

*  Seoul National University
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Key words : synchrony, diachrony, synchronic description, diachronic change,
syllable-final unreleasing in Korean (SFU)
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