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ABSTRACT

This thesis is a discussion of universal and innate features of

phonology. Specifically, it looks at the speech of a deaf teenage Mexican

immigrant who had no formal education and no access to a language which

he could use as his first language. His speech, though difficult to analyze or

understand, contained strong laryngeal features which could not be explained

through language-speci.6c rules.

Erst, the thesis reviews Mexican Spanish phonology and compares it

to the phonology of the subject's speech. It then compares his speech to that

of deaf speakers who normally learn language upon entering a school system.

The opportunity to learn a language Le., sign language or speech, was not

available to him, and so he grew up in a form of linguistic isolation. The

laryngeal characteristics of his speech could not be accounted for using the

literature on deaf speech; however, similar laryngeal characteristics are

disalssed in the literature on infant speech sounds. Thus, these qualities in

his speech can be found in the first sounds produced. by humans, before they

develop language-specific phonological systems. The unique case of "Genie",

an isolated, traumatized child who is eventually taught to speak, reveals that

her initial vocalizations were also very laryngeal, but that this feature was

quickly lost as her speech improved.

ii



Ftnally the thesis hypothesizes on the innate quality of laryngealization

in speech, and the natural occurrence of laryngeals in terms of physiology, as

well as the justification of their appearance through feature geometry. The

proposal propounded in this thesis is that the use of laryngeals is universal

and constant until they are replaced with subsequent Ianguage-specific

phonological features. If this does not occur during "normal" language

acquisition stages, then the features remain in speech until such a time as

they are finally supplanted.
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