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 In Buenos Aires Spanish (BAS) there is no phonemic contrast between /ʃ/ and /ʒ/, they 
are variants of the phoneme /ʒ/. However, there is a differential distribution between the two 
variants along social lines. The devoicing of /ʒ/ is sensitive to factors such as age, sex, and social 
class: female and younger speakers favor [ʃ] and upper class speakers favor [ʒ] (Wolf & Jiménez 
1979, Chang 2008). In this study I investigate whether the presence of socially sensitive voicing 
variation in the speech community affects listeners’ perception of non-native phonemic contrasts.  
 I conducted a perceptual experiment (ABX discrimination task), where 34 BAS listeners 
discriminated between two non-native fricative voicing contrasts: /ʃ /-/ʒ/, which exhibits 
sociolinguistic variation in BAS; and /s/-/z/, which does not, (/s/ is voiceless in BAS). Best et 
al.’s (2001) Perceptual Assimilation Model predicts that /z/ would be perceived as a deviant 
member of the /s/ category, and thus be easily discriminated from /s/. Whereas, given the 
presence of sociolinguistic variation, /ʃ /-/ʒ/ would both assimilate to the same native 
postalveolar category, thus rendering this non-native voicing contrast harder to discriminate.  
 Results confirm the predictions made by Best’s Perceptual Assimilation Model in that 
listeners were significantly less accurate at distinguishing /ʃ /-/ʒ/ than distinguishing /s/-/z/. I 
argue that, at least for this task, listeners did not seem to tap into information on the differential 
distribution of [ʃ] and [ʒ] in their speech community in order to help them discriminate the non-
native fricative voicing contrast /ʃ /-/ʒ/. Rather, the native voicing variation appears to widen the 
range of acceptability in the /ʃ ~ʒ/ category, thus hindering the discrimination of the non-native 
postalveolar contrast as compared to /s/-/z/. These results highlight the effect of sociophonetic 
variation on the delimitation phonological representations.  
 
 


