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Phonological Interpretation of  
the Voiceless Alveolar Trill in Icelandic 

 

Tatsuyuki MIMURA*1 

 

( 27 6 26 28  2  2  

 

Abstract 
Icelandic has the voiceless alveolar trill. The voiceless alveolar trill has traditionally been analyzed as 
a realization of /hr/ sequence, and within a recent framework based on the modern distinctive feature 
theory, the trill may be analyzed as the devoicing of /r/ which is triggered by the feature [+spread 
glottis] of the following segment. However, both of these two previous analyses have several 
deficiencies in their data and argumentation. On critical examination of the previous studies and 
based on the data of compounds and phrase/sentences, which both of the previous analyses failed to 
take into consideration, this paper shall draw the following three conclusions: i) besides /r/, the 
voiceless alveolar trill is a phoneme in Icelandic; ii) the voiceless trill in the word-initial and -medial 
position are both phonemic; iii) the voiceless trill in the word-final position is the realization of /r/ 
which is devoiced at the utterance-final position. 
 
Keywords : minimal pairs phonemic alternations, compounds, sentences, utterance-final devoicing 
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(sonorants)
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*2 (IPA)   

Jessen and 

Pétursson (1998)(1) Pétursson (1973)(2)

 

 
 

accent aigu accent grave

IPA
 

(1) a. fimmti [f́Im
˚

tI]「五番目の」
b. hneta [n

˚
é:ta]「ナッツ」

c. banki [báU
“

N̊kI]「銀行」
d. stelpa [stÉl

˚
pa]「女の子」

e. mars [már
˚

s]「三月」
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Ono, M. & S. Waechter, 2008). In daily life, orientations 
and decision-making are often based on stored 
stereotypes and prejudices. They are also often used to 
identify one’s own group as good and others as bad, or 
at least to create a moral distinction between groups 
(Thomas, A., 2006; Tajfel, H., 1982). Stereotypes and 
prejudices are omnipresent and often, for good or for bad, 
replace reflection, questioning, and doubt when they are 
most needed. To become aware of one’s stored 
stereotypes and prejudices, one requires reflective 
consciousness. To overcome them, points in common 
with the other group have to be found, focused, and 
trained on (Thomas, 2006). The latter is always an 
important part of ICC-training, lessons, and workshops. 
In fact, in every training or teaching of ICC, awareness 
raising of media’s role and its working is necessary for 
the development of true media literacy. So far, however, 
in the field of ICC itself, media’s role have not yet been 
fully studied and investigated (Sueda, K., 2009). 

Therefore, media always has a significant role in the 
perpetuation and reinforcement of stereotypes and 
prejudices in public opinion, especially when other 
nations and countries are concerned. In the case of the 
EU, with its 28 member-states and within the Eurozone 
with 19 member-states, stereotypes and prejudices 
among the countries and about each other abound. In this 
situation, and especially since the start of the so-called 
Euro-crisis in 2010, the responsibility of the media is of 
even greater importance. Foremost is the responsibility 
of the German media, as Germany is economically the 
biggest and most influential country of both groups. This 
paper examines, to a certain extent, how the majority of 
German media portrayed Greece and what effect this had. 

2  BACKGROUND 

After the Lehman Shock in 2007/8, the German media 
reported only for a very short time that this was a 
financial crisis of banks. Very soon the story was 
rewritten into a state debt crisis with enormous 
consequences for the EU countries in the EU’s south 
and/or periphery such as Ireland, Portugal, Spain, Italy 
and Greece. Although in the majority of these countries, 
the percentage of debt in comparison to the GDP had not 
been high before the crisis, this changed after 2008 and 
in 2010 Greece was bankrupt (OECD statistics 2011). 

A default then would have helped the Greek people, but 
not the big private investors, European banks, who had 
invested/speculated without thoroughly checking and 
now had a pile of bad loans. A default would have meant 
the bankruptcy of some of the banks. The IMF was 

called in by the EU and the ECB and together they 
forged a ‘rescue program for Greece’, using the ESM, 
which was mainly a smoke-screen to hide the bailout of, 
among others, two major German and French banks 
(Prichet-Edwards, 2015).

Within a year, most of the bad loans had been shifted 
to the public sector. Those loans had to be shouldered 
mainly by the Greek people and tax-payers of the other 
EU-countries (Flassbeck, 2015). Very little of the money 
lent by the ECB, EU and the IMF reached a typical 
Greek citizen. Instead, a draconian austerity plan was 
installed and supervised by members from the IMF, the 
ECB and the EU, who ensured that the Greek 
government in power would not deviate from the path 
forced upon them. 

The loans granted had to be used to pay interest rates 
and old loans back. The result was a shrinking of 25% of 
the Greek economy within the past five years. Wages are 
down by a third. Unemployment is up to 27% (60% 
among young people). Suicides have risen 40%, and the 
young and bright try to leave the country (Flassbeck, H., 
2015). Because Greece has no control of the common 
currency, the Euro, it has to pay high interest rates for 
money borrowed, which combined with the shrinking 
economy, inflates the whole original debt. 

Only recently, the research department of the IMF 
admitted (Telegraph, June 2015) that the imposed 
austerity program on Greece did not work as had been 
planned and that the entire prognosis had been wrong. 
The IMF debt report on Greece was published three days 
before the referendum on July 5, 2015 (IMF, 2015). 

If, what has been summarized above, would have been 
investigated properly by so-called quality print media in 
Germany and reported on in a neutral and fact-sticking 
manner, the opinion of the German public would almost 
certainly be very different today.

3. GERMAN MEDIA COVERAGE OF THE 
GREEK DEBT CRISIS 

Europe is no longer what J.N. Hughes-Wilson (2002) 
portrayed in the cartoon ‘The perfect European should 
be …’ in the late 1990’s. In 1995 the EU had expanded 
to 15 members, which were all former Western 
European countries. In the cartoons, stereotypes about 
each other were portrayed in a way that elicited sniggers 
and laughs about one’s own image. Existing stereotypes 
were used to raise awareness in a non-threatening way. 
Since then the EU expanded to 25 countries in 2004 and 
to 27 countries in 2007. In 2007, the EU also celebrated 
its 50th anniversary and things seemed fine on the surface. 
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absolutely final  
 

Guðmundsdótti

 

*5 

(accent aigu)

 

*6  INFL. 

INFL.  

[Váh(t)tn
˚

]

(2) a. 語頭
hraði [r

˚
á:DI]「速度」

hrár [r
˚

áU
“

r
˚

]「生の」
hring [r

˚
ÍNk]「輪 INFL.」

b. 語中・語末
(i) harpa [hÁr

˚
pa]「ハープ」

svart [sVár
˚

t]「黒い INFL.」
björk [bjœ́r

˚
k]「樺」

(ii) mars [már
˚

s]「三月、火星」
fersk [fÉr

˚
sk]「新鮮な INFL.」
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˚

sk0r
˚
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(iii) hár [hÁU

“
r
˚
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hrár [r
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áU
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1: háls  

 

 

2: hraða raða  

 

 

(2b.ii)  

[s]

Rögnvaldsson (2013)(3)

[s]

1

: 

 

2 : 

 
(3) háls [háU

“
ls] *[háU

“
l
˚
s]「首」

(4) a. hraða [r
˚

á:Da]「急ぐ」
– raða [rá:Da]「配列する」

b. mörk [mœ́r
˚

k]「印 INFL.」
– mörg [mœ́rk]「多い INFL.」

c. marka [már
˚

ka]「印をつける」
– marga [márka]「多い INFL.」
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3.1 /hr/ : Haugen (1958) 
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Árnason (2005: 1562)(5)
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 (2b.ii) fersk

[CVCCC]

/hr/

/CVCCCC/

(nucleus)

(coda)
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Haugen  

 

3.2 [+/-spread glottis] : 

Rögnvaldsson (2013) 

‘spread glottis’ cf. Halle 

and Stevens (1971)(7); [+/-sg]

Rögnvaldsson (2013: 94)(3)

 

1.2

 (distinctive feature theory) 

[+sg] [-sg]

(2)

mörk INFL.

[k]
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/r/

mörg INFL.

[r]

[k] [-sg] /k/
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: 
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