
Hungarian interdialectism 

and the perception of a dialect-specific vowel contrast 

in the first year of life 

  

The phonetic contrast between the mid-open [e] and the open [ɛ] is native in many regional 

dialects of Hungarian, and non-native in some of them. According to the principles of 

phonology, those native speakers of Hungarian who have been exposed to an /e/ dialect 

should differenciate between [e] and [ɛ], while those of them who have not been, should not 

discriminate them. Contrary to this, Hattyár, Kontra & Vargha (2009) demonstrated that 

differentiation between these vowels is not as categorical as it was predicted earlier. Based on 

the BUSZI-2 database interviews, there are regional interferences between the two kinds of 

Hungarian dialects which can affect the discrimination of the phonetic contrast under 

discussion. However, we do not know much about its perceptual background. 

The mechanism of sound perception is generally investigated in the context of early first 

language acquisition with monolinguals. Experiments on this topic have revealed a change. In 

the first six months infants can discriminate many phonetic contrasts independently from their 

environmental language. In the second semester of their life, a language-specific 

reorganization starts influenced by the language of exposure. This process begins earlier for 

vowels than for consonants (e.g. Werker & Tees 1984, Kuhl et al. 2006). It has been also 

demonstrated that the shift from a language-general to a language-specific pattern of sound 

perception is much likely affected by the statistical distribution of acoustic variation (F1 × F2) 

in the occurence of the tokens of a sound pair (e.g. Kuhl et al. 2006, Maye, Werker & Gerken 

2002). 

Nevertheless, these experiments are rarely connected to bilingualism or interdialectism. 

A vowel contrast can be native in one of the languages or dialects but non-native in the other 

one. There can also be huge differences in the frequencies of occurence of the tokens between 

the two languages or dialects. Bosch & Sebastian-Galles (2003) have already carried out an 

experiment on [e] – [ɛ] discrimination of Spanish–Catalan bilingual infants. In this paper I 

will analyze the statistical distribution of the Hungarian [e] and [ɛ] tokens and interpret them 

in the light of their results.    
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