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Abstract: The conventional composition of the English syflable is captured in the template: C.?
W,?C,*. This means that the onset accommaodales a minimum of zero and a maximum of three
consonants, the coda @ minimum of zero and a maximum of four, whilst the nucleus takes a
minimurm of one and a maximum of two vowels. This articde focuses on the onset constituent, and
angues thal the English onset branches twice inslead of three tmes, | argues that the conventional
three position onsets are derived from word initial conscnant dusters, and thal these onsets do nat
appear to hokd word medially where only onsets with two positions appear to be atkested. Motivating
evidence s drawn from other languages, specifically lalian, Spanish and Portuguese, because it is
bidisvad thal, exeapt for the coda, the binary branching nature of syllable constituants i universally
imposed in the world's languages. Also, no one language or dialect can exhaustively account for all
linguistic phenomena — evidence 1o demonsirate an otherwise systematic behaviour of a phonalog-
ical unit may have to be drawn from other languages or dialects. A brief overview of the Optimality
Theory accownt of syllable onset is given, and areas of overlap are noted.

Introduction

Consonant patterning in syllable constituency in the world's languages appears to adhere lo certain
linguistic principles which seem o be universally impesed. Two such principles which are relevant
to the present paper, are that of sonorty and onsel maximisation. These principles have been
imvestigated within the syllable onset in various languages by vanious scholars (for example,
Glegerich, 1992, Harris, 1994, Blevins, 1995, Spencer, 1996, Gierut, 1999, Gierut & Champion,
2001; Barow, 2008).

The sonority theory

According to the sonority principle, speech sounds may be arranged in a hierarchical scale accord-
ing to their prominence”, with the least sonorous sounds cccupying the bottom rank and the most
sonorous the top one. The sonority scale may be outlined as follows, where the numbering starts
with 1, representing the least sonorous sounds, up to 8, which indicates the most sonorous
sounds. In this paper, the numbering is assigned to sounds arbitrarily (bul see alse Giegerich,
1992). Also, within the obstruents bamd, voiceless sounds are less sonorous than their woiced

cognates.

sonorants B. Vowels
5, Glides
4, Liguidis
3. Nasals
cbstruents 2. Fricatives/Affricates
1. Plosives



The rale of the principle of sonaority in govemning the co-occurrence of sounds in the structuring of
gyllables, and for our purposes, the English syllable, is two-fold, One aspect relates to the issue of
sononly sequencing, and another o minimum sonarily distancing, According to sonority sequencing,
on the one hand, the vocalic nudleus constitutes the peak of sonority, and is (optionally) flanked by
consonants on either side which display a decreasing sonority profie the further away from the
nucleus they get (cf. Harrs, 1984, Blevins, 1985; Spencer, 1996). Thus, consonants occupying the
onset position construct &n ascending sonority scale towards the peak of the syllable, or a descend-
ing sonority scale away from the nucleus of the syllable. Minimum sonority distancing, on the ather
hand, concarns the distance in sonority that is imposed between segments oecupying the (first and
second) siots in the syliable onsel. The minimum distance may be determined by reference to the
sonority rank occupied by the consonant types in the onset. In English, it appears that the minimum
sonority distance to be observed by segments in the onset position should be greater than one
degree, hance the baring of sequences such as M, “dv,"pi, alal.

The principle of sonority on its own is however not adequate to account for constraints that
oecur in the syllable onset. Licensing is another crucial factor that has to be taken into considera-
tion, but this will not be addressed in this paper.

Onset maximisation

The principle of onset maximisation is based on the premise that languages tend to give priorty fo
the formation of onsets rather than to codas. This also seems to be supported by languages with
syllable structure (C)V, where only open syllables are permitted. This template, CV, has thus
becoms the core syllable lemplate. Onset maximisation therefore gives priority 1o onsets, because
although some languages appear to disallow the coda, all appear to allow onsets, According to this
principle, intervocalic consonants are syllabified in the onset of the following syllable as long as
they form an onset which observes the phonotactic constrainis operating in the syllable structure of
that language (cf. Harris, 1994, Gussmann, 2002). Thus in the CVEV sequence, as in ‘befter
ivfes/ the consonant /v would be syllabified with /= in the following syllable rather than with Jz/ as
the coda of the preceding syllable. In the VCCV sequence found in words such as ‘lucrative’
My gp==rtlml, both the A and fp/ would be syllabified with the vowel =/ as a weli-formed cbstru-
ent-liquid onsat. If the two consonants concemed do not constitute a wedl-Tarmad onset, the first
consonant would be incorporated in the previous syllable as the coda, and the second in the follow-
ing as an onset. For example, in the word, ‘seclor’ frepees/, the consonant /x/ would be syllabified
with /a/ as the coda of tha preceding syllable, whilst &=/ would be included with /=/ in the following
syllable as an onsel. w1/ clearly contravenes the constraints operating within an English onset and
the consonants therefore are syllabified as different syllabic constituents.

Types of the English onset

Zero position onsets

It is possible for the onset of the English syllable to be unoccupied by any consonant. This is
ilustrated balow:

(1) ‘alf O

—
_x=0
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Single position onsets
Distribution of consonants in single position onsets
With the exception of MM/ and marginally 27, the entire inventory of consomant contrast can cccur

in @ single position onsel. This is ilustrated below.

(2) ‘call JOM o

Two position onsets

A restriction applies in the patterning of consonants in two position onsets. In this onset type, the
first slot is always occupied by an obstruent and the sescond by a liquid or glide, This is summarnsed
in the Table 1{a).*

In Table: 1{a), two typas of barring are evident: Homorganic consonants may not pattern
together, hence the forbidden { *td, "63 “nw, *fo, *th and *“Ti */ combinations. Also, as it was just
mentiened, whereas C, maybe any obstruent in the language, C, may only be either a liquid or a
glide: . poul. This patterning can be accounted for in terms of the sonority theory (sequencing
and distancing) outlined on above.

Using the (1-6) numbers assigned to sounds above, the sonority profile of the obstruent=
liquidiglide sequence ks plotted on Figure 1 (a) and (b), using /=i, mp/ sequences as examples (cf.
Giagerich, 1992). Theze are found In worde such as 'play’ and ‘pure’ feielf and fraly/,

As expecied, an ascending scale of sonority may be observed from the onset towards the
peak. This profile may be said to reflect a well-formed {English) syllable onset.

Other types of two-siot positions have been proposed where the first consonant would be the
coronal fs/ plus a liguid or glide, or /s plus some other consonant, e.g.t, w, m elc./ (cf Roach,
2000; 71-71, for instance). These so-called ‘onsals’ occur in words like:

(3)  ‘slide’ lehaalbl, ‘swell lamel, ‘Sewall Mopu: =k, ‘syringe’™ laplviZ)

The entire combination is summarised in Table 1(b).”

Significant differences can be observed in the co-ooccumence: of consonant contrasts in Table 1(b) as
compared to Table 1(a). In Table 1(b) thene is no restriction whalsoaver in the co-occurrance of
segments in the onsel In fact, after the volceless coronal fricative s/, consonants: behave as if they
are oooupying 8 single-position ansel in thal, apar fram the exceptions mantioned above, N/ and

Tablei{a): Phonotaciic relations between consonan contrasts in the syllable cnset (Harris, 1894; Roach, 2000)
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OBSTRUENT PLUS LIQUID-GLIDE PATTERNING AND THE VOCALIC PEAK

Figure 1(a): The sonority profile of the obstruent plus iquid-glide sequences
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15/ PLUS CONSOMANT PATTERNING AND THE VOCALIC PEAK

Figure 1(b): The sonority profile of the /a/ plus consonant seguences

marginally /Z/, any consonant type freely cccurs. Thus both the barring on the co-occurrence of
homorganic sounds and the restriction impaosed by the sonority principle are flaunted, allowing the
cccurreance of combinations as, for instance, {oviop, oxlor, oldow]®. The senorty prafiles of the
various (i}-{i) sC clusters are plotted below, using fop, on, ou, obf sequences found in, for instance,
‘splash’ jomd {2/, ‘suitable’ lopo: =0, "smoke’ lou=Yw/ and ‘sphere’ logle/.

Figure 1({b) shows thal, for the fon/ sequence, an upward sonority slope towards the peak of the
syllable is not obtained. In fact, a downfall in sonority, from 2 to 1, is what is obtained. Also, for the
ol sequence, no minimum sonority distance is kept between neighbouring segments, since both
segments in the sequence score 2 on the sonority scale. Only the sequences Jog, au! in the figure
observe the sonority principle.



Table1{b): Fhonotactic relstions between the coronal fricative fs/ and other consonant contrasts (Rioach, 2000).

L] iy iy

C, A w® @ P n T K " w
c,
5

+ + {+) {+} & + * * *

Tha 3C clusters thus present inconsistencies in the pattemning behaviour of onsat segments.
The phonatactic restrictions which: operate on the structuring of the onset in Table 1(a) sequences
are not observed in Table 1 (b) sequences. There does not appear to be any consistent relation-
ship betwean the fricative /s/ and the consonants thal occur after it. This situatien cowld be quite
rewealing as to whether these sC clusters actually constitule syllable onsets.

The position adopted in this paper is that these clusters do not constitute onsets, the problem
hinging on the syllabification of the fricative Jaf. And, below, the syllabification of this fricative into
the onset of the so-called three position ‘onsats’ will be rejected on these grounds and others. For
now, this position is reached for reasons of the contravention of the sonority principle discussed
atiove, and becausa of the principle of anset maximisation,

The syllabification of sC clusters word-internally

As pointed out above, according to the principle of onset maximisation, consonants may be
maximally syllabified into the onset If they constitute a well-iormed onset in the syllable structure of
the relevant language. If the sC cluster constilutes a well-formed onset on the edge of a word, this
syllabification could be expected to hold word-infernally too, However, certain stress patterns in
English as well as the syllabification of /of in 5C clusters in other languages appear to favour the
canfinement of the fricative iin the coda position, rather than the onset position, word-medially. If
this distribution could be established, it could be the second indication (the first hawing been offered
by the sonority contour above) that the pairing could be bogus (Harris, 1994).

Some stress patterns in English

Some words in English which contain the sC cluster appear fo favour the syllabification of /s in the
coda position rather than making it an onset sister with the following consonant. This is communi-
cated by way of stress, where syllables atiract stress by being heavy, and this ‘heaviness' is
indicated by a (branching) riyme dominating at least two occupied slots. These slots may both be
in the nucleus, in both the nuclkeus and the coda whera each constituent contaims cnly one
sagment, or in both the nucleus and the coda where the nucleus contains two segments and the
coda only one.® Consider the following Wllustration for the word "boosfer” oot/ (and such words
as ‘sterine’ Midoezpewl). This word manifests a super heavy rhyme whene the fricative fe/ miust be
syllabified inlo the coda constituent.

{4)  ‘booster Npuor=/ o o
Iy I
0 R 0 R
A FA
N © N C
s I
=
X X x X X
I



The syllable f'vilot/ in [Vilor=puv] manifests a heavy rhyme where, with only a sher vowel in
the nucleus, the coda position has 1o be occupied, in this case by o/, for the syllable lo attract
siress. More examples of such words include “basket’ v Acaxlt/, “coasler =Yoo=/, and 'master’
MpAcoral. If the sC cluster constituted a well-formed onset, it would automalically be syllabified
into the onset position in the above words, in cbeervance of the ansel maxdimisation principle. The
fact that it could be stripped from the following consomant by some other phenomenon could be
taken as an indication that it cannot be taken for granted as a cluster partner with that consanant.

Eut the general stress pattern in English is very inconsistent, and may not provide a reliable cue
for the syllabification of the sC clusters word-intermally. For instance, in the word, industry’
Mlvézatpll it Is the antepenulimate syllable that is stressed and net the cne containing the sC
string. Howewer, if the coronal fricative can be shown not 1o belong to the onset in word imtemal
environments, then the flucluating stress pattern in English would also have been demonstrated to
be independant of syllabification,

The English palatal glide [p]

In some dialects of English, the palatal glide, also known as yod, can occur after any single
consonants in siressed syllables in the kanguage (thus formimg the Cj combination). The syllabifica-
fion of this consonant provides insight into how consonant dusters at the beginning of a word could
ba integrated into syllable constituents (Harris, 1984), Consider the following examples:

(5) (&) puree [vrpY=pel] (b) dual [wbipu:=i] {c) lieu [¥ieu]
beauty [vRoun] reeutron [ e Iuminary [lpu: plvap]

The natural assumption to make from the examples above is that the two consomants al the
beginning of the words are onset sisters, with the sonorant fip] being parsed into the second slot of
the onset. This could be illustraled as follows_

(8)  fiou[ugu] o R
fa
A

R i

n e wf

A different scanario 12 obsarved whan tha yod I8 confronted with a genuinely branching onset
(ini this case one involving a plosive and a lateral). Consider the following examples.

(T} bilue *[Pgpu:] clue *[kihpu:] glue *Tyipuo:] Plural *[valpY=p=i]
The glide simply becomes stranded. This situation coukd plausibly be attributed o the fact that

bath siots in the onset are already occupied, leaving thie yod, which otherwise occurred with lone
plosives as part of a legitimate, branching onset, stranded. This is llustrated as follows.

(B)  elee Tehpu) (5] Fe
f S
X X X X
P i & f
L o ol

The significance of the syllabification of the palatal glide s that it provides a test to determine
whether the elements in the sC cluster conslitule a well-formed onset. If they do, then they
should mever be followed by the wod, just like the: well-formed onsets in (7) abowe. Consider the
following examplas ™



(9)  scute "[owput], skewer [Yowgu:s], sputum [Yamgu: v=u), spurious [VoreYaplza]
stupor [Vaopuo =], Stewart [Varguomet]

Ther repccurrance of the palatal glide in the examples above indicates that there is am empty
slal in the onset thal it can occupy. Claarly, the plosives occupy the first slot of the onset by virtue
aof their sonority indices, and the sonorous yod occuples the second slol, observing the sonority
principde. The /s/, therefore, Is just not part of the onsel, Thus the data, as it stands, points to the
fact that the spirant in the sC clusters and the following consonant are in effect haterosyllabic
segments: they do not belong to the same syllable constituent.

The issue to be addressed mow is where the coronal fricative is syllabified . Various propos-
als have been put forth to the effect that this consonant may be parsed at the level of a word, or
directly linked to the syllable. Other proposals parse this coronal fricative into the coda
constituent of the preceding syllable; motivating evidence for this comes. from other languages
with the same cluster, such as, for instance, Malian, and from languages like Spanish and
Poruguese.

The syllabification of the coronal fricative in sC clusters in other languages
Some stress patterns in Italian

Certain facts aboul some stress patterns in Standard Malian words are very revealing as to the
syflabic status of the coronal fricative f&/ in &C clusters. In this language, stressed vowels are long
when they are not followed by a rhymal complement (i.e. the coda). But when the syllable is
closed, these vowels are short (Harris, 1984; 55). This is llustrated balow, with examples adapted
from Gussmann (2002: 109).

{10} a b
Stressed long vowels Stressed short vowals
easa [vieozCo)] ‘house' boeea [Yhoxxa] ‘mouth’
murg [V po] “wall’ campofveauno] field”
Feroce [pevpo:tic] 'savage’ cenire [Y1EEvipo] ‘centre’

As is evident from the examples above, siressed vowels are long when they occur in @n open
syllable (cf. 10a). In the examples in (108), the stressed vowels are not long, suggestimg that one of
tha medial consonants is syllabified in the preceding syllable as a coda, This means that the
consonant following the long vowel (cf. 10&) is not syllabified in the coda but in the onsed of the
following syllable, Thus, in a stressed syllable, the riyme must dominate two cccupied positions,
where the segments may both be vocalic, and therefors in the Aucleus &5 a long vowel. Or, In
addiion lo a vocalic segment in the nucleus, there may be a rhymal complement, the coda, in
which case the vocalic element remains short.

Examples in casa in (10a) and bocca in (10b) may therefore be syllabified as follows:

(1) casa [vio:la] house' a g
EX fA
Q R 0O R

/ i

N N

e
it x\/x X X
I a g wf
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(12)  bocca [Wioxeon] ‘mouth’ m o
A f Ay
o R 0 R
i /A
N C N C
x X X X X
| I I
b L ¥ al

This state of affairs is handy in dealimg with the syllabification of internal consonant sequences
in Italian. Conscnants immediately following long vowels are syllabified in the onset of the following
syllable, and thosa follvweing shon vowals balong to the coda of the preceding syllable. Consider
the following examples, adapted from Harris (1994: 55) and Gussmann (2002: 111-112).

(13) = B.
pietra [wnpE: tpa] ‘stone’ (CCVV.CCV) basta [vPaar] ‘enough’ (CVC.CCW)
zebre [v6LE:Ppa] "zebra' (CVY.CCV) vista [Yanawa] ‘sight’ (CVG.CV)

quadro [vxocipo] ‘square’ (COVV.COV) pescs [WaEoxu] ‘peach’ {CVC.CV)

The intermal obstruent plus liquid-glide sequences in (13a) obviously syllabify inlo the second
syllable as a well-farmed onsat. This is evidenced by the fact that the preceding stressed vowel is
long. These therefore pattern with the (10a) set discussed above. Syilabification of segments
comtaining sC clusters as in (13b) presents a completely different picture. The stressed vowel in the
first syllable is short, clearly indicating that the coronal fricative /s/ is being consistently syllabified
as the coda, a rhymal complement closing the syllable accordingly. In fact, the syllabification of
internal consonant sequences in (13b) is on the same pattern as that of (10b) abowe, since the fs/
splits with the following segmeant to belong to the coda, Thus the medial sC cluster does not appear
to constitute & well-formed onget in [talian. The syllabification of these =C clusters may be
llustrated as follows.

(14}  basta [vPacta)] 'enough’ a o
I I
o R o R
1 £\
N C N C
x x X X X
| || I
b a o r af

This distribwtion of the coronal fricative in the sC cluster word-medially in Standard Italian further
supgports the claim that the consonant is not an onset consonant, but rather belongs to the coda.

sC cluster word-initially
sC clusters also occur in word-initial position in Italian, as in the following words;

(15}{a) specifico [oneviZego] ‘specific’ (b) scafols [Yoxm: toie] 'box’ (Gussmann, 2002)
These examples pose an interesting problem: if one accepts the claim that the coronal



fricative is a coda comsonant, there does not seem o be any nucleus with which it would be
syllabified, since the nucleus is the compulsory constituent of the syllable. Of course, one could
adopl a different parsing strategy in word-initial contexis, that of incorpoerating the /e info the
onset for lack of a preceding rhyme to attach it to. This strategy would however result in an
inconskstency: If the /s/ in the sC belongs to the coda word-internally, this svllabification should
hold word-in itially too.

Evidence for the syllabification of fs/ in the coda position iin word-initial contexts could be
obtained from atternations regarding the masculine definite article in Standard Halian. This article
has a singular and a plural form, as llustrated below.

(18) Singular Prlured

it k] ]

Io ko] gifAu]

("R (gfAl)
Consider the following description of these aricles, adapted from Harris (19594: 63) and Gussmann
(2002: 1)

(i1 The choice of the mascuwine plural definite articls baefore nouns slarting with consonants.
In the singulzr form, the definite article is 4, and in the plural itis i

(17)  Singular Plural
il domi ‘the gift’ I fi] doni ‘the gifts'
il soldiato ‘the soldiar i [i] soldatf ‘the soidiars’

i plico 'the file' i [i] plichi ‘the files’

What is worth noting is how tha different consonants salect the masculine plural definita article,
and, in particular, the fact that /sf, occurring as a single comsonant selects the same arlicle as the
other consonants, i, whether they are single consonants or & branching onset custer. This confirmes
tha status of the /s/ in this case as an onset consonant as it selects the article that other
consonants in the onsel position select.

(i) The choice of the masculine singular definite article before nowns starting wilh vowels.

Im the singular form, the definite aricle is fo, which becomes ' when the vowel in this article is
elided in fast speech. In the plural form, the variant for the definite article is g, sometimees just
gimplified ag gf.

(18) Singular ¥ Plural
I' amico 'the friend’ gl armici
I'anreo 'thes year' gl anni
I'italisna ‘an Halian’ il — gi'italiani

(i) Thee choice of the masculing plural definite artfcle before sC clusters.

(19)  Singuiar Plural
Io sfudente ‘the student’ gl studenti
Io scalo the port’ gh scalf
Io albero ‘the tree’ gl alberi

The form of the article adopted by the plural forms of the sC clusters are of interest for

purposes of contrast with the plural form of the article adopted by the solitary s/ in noums
commencing with consonants in (17) and those commencing with wowels in (18). That the sC
clusters do not adopt the farm of the article adopted by the solitary /s/, which is obviously in the
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onset position, is very revealing as to the syllabification of the coronal fricative elament: this
fricative is clearly nol in the crset position.

Having divorced the /a/ from the onset, the maost natural thing, it appears, would be 1o aseept
thes claim that, even in word initial environment, the /! fricative is a coda consonant, except, this
time, the problem is that the preceding vowel with which this fs/ is syllabified appears to be absant.
The presence of the vowel, howewver, is made evident by analysis of the sC clusters in a related
Romance language, Spanish.

sC clusters in Spanish

It is interesting lo obserwa thal sC clusters simply dio not exist in Spanish. This is precisely because
tha fricative in sequences that would otherwise be sC clusters are always preceded by a vocalic
element, in particular the alemant Ja/. Consider the follewing examples |Spamish-English. English-
Spanish Diclionary, Gonzalez, 1988)."

(20) estudiants [eowwipavre] ‘student’
estudio [eovrubipo] ‘studio”
estupor [soturop] stupor’
Espan—a [ex'vrada) ‘Spain’
espa=twa oo toia] ‘spatula’
escuma [sovemehe] ‘schoal”
Eseupir [pawud i) 'sculpt’

Claarly, it would be impossible to regand the two 5 and C (in this case st, sk and sp) consonants
as homosyllabic elements in Spanish, since the language clearly spacifies the syllabic statuses of
the: consonants, Thus /s/ iz a rhymal complement of a vowel which has malodic contemt; and the
following consonant makes the onset of the following syllable,

Perhaps this state of affairs could be extrapolated onto the ltalian situation. Plausibly, unlike
Spanish, talian chooses not o fill up the malodic content of the nucleus for the rhymal comple-
ment; it s nevertheless clear from the ialian data that the spirant is not an onzet. The syllabifica-
tion pattems of these wa languagas may be represented as follows:

(21} Spanish
Espan—a [po'vmoBa) ‘Spain’
R (n] R (n] R
Foa | |
N C M M
I I I
X X X X X X
| S I | |
E o = o 3 af
(22) HNalian
scalola [Vekoetola] ‘box”
R 0 R o] R O R
N C M M M
| L | |
4 i i i X i X K
| I & | | I |
[ | r o 1 o Lol



Against this background, it seems reasonable o conclude that the spirant /8! in English sC
clusters belongs to the coda of the preceding syllable. In this ragard themn, English patterns up with
Italian in that it does nol express the medodic content of the preceding nuclei slement with which
the /s/ in the sC clusters is syllabified. The English language nevertheless adequately
demonsirates the fact that this consonant, in thie cluster, is not accommodated in the onset
posttion,

Word initial three consonant clusters

Given the above findings, the so-called three position ‘onsets’ can mow be addressed.
Specifically, it is claimed that these ‘onsets’ can ke reduced o legiimate wo-slols onsets: the
obstruent plus liquid-glide sequence, observing the sonority and onsel maximisation principles
which govemn the construction of syllable constituents. In short, then, it is concluded that the only
legitimate onset in English is the one summarised in Table 1(a), an onset which branches twice
maximally, the first slot less sonorows than the second towards the peak. And this ‘conforms to the
general requirement that within onsets two obstruenis are not permissible’ (Gussmann, 2002; 110).

Cross linguistic analysis and language Di-oxyribo-Nucleic Acid (DMA)

Phanology describes language specific characteristic of linguistic units. This paper has arguesd for
the binary branching nature of syllable constituents, focusing on the English onset, and has
prowided motivating evidence from other languages for the conclusions arrved at, The question is
whether in doing so, the paper has not perhaps adulterated onset characteristics unigue to the
English onset, resulting in ‘heretical’ and misleading conclusions. Also, ks this not opening a
sltuation where ‘anything can happen’ in language analysis? That is, to aceount for & linguistic
phenomeanaon in one language, one would freely extrapolate characteristics of that phenomenon
fram a different language onto the language under investigation, since there would not be any
evidence in the language concemed.

Perhaps in addressing these questions consideration needs o be given to what syllabification
is about. Two possible scenarios exist. Syllabification cowld be viewed as a process: where melodic
units are exhaustively attached to syllable constituents, ensuring that no unit is left ‘stranded’ or
ynattached, This approach could be viewed as cperating from the bottom, essentially from the level
of the melodic tier, up, towards syllable constituents (Onset, Rhyme: nucleus, coda). Syllabification
could also be seen as an exercisa oparating from the top downwards. Hare, it is the syllable
constituents (the Onset and the Rhyme: nucleus and coda) that govern the patierning of melodic
units pccurring as their content, amd not the other way round. In this way, syllable constituants
control what is allowed and whal is disallowed within their slots. This paper adopts the view thal the
latter approach to syllabification supports and upholds the retention of ianguage DNA, but the
former actually overrides and wiclates it.

Thus, whereas ane view would exhaustively incorporate the voiceless coronal fricative /a/ in the
onset as @ medodic unit needing lo be syllabified, the other would reject it as a language-specific
pattern dictated by the onset itself. Standing divorced from the onset, the language characteristi-
cally chooses not i express the nucleus of the coda with which this fricative is syllabified.” This
paper maintains that this is also a language specific behaviour of English which is bost in the other
approach to syilabification.

Motivation for the syllabification of fs/ in the coda is drawn from other languages not in a
haphazard way. As pointed out above, and for the purposas of this discussion, the syllable (onset)
is envisaged as a linguistic umit exhibiting comsistent behaviour in the languages of the world (cf.
Introduction), and is govermned by the two principles presentad above, which are assumed to ba
universally imposed. it is for this reason that evidence for what happens to /s/ could be provided by
other languages.
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Optimality Theory {OT): summary of syllable representation
It was argued above that the English onset and its constituents, consists of a maximum of two
segments instead of the conventional three. It was also argued that what appear to be three
position onsets are actually derived from am aggregation of consonants at word edges; further-
maore, and that such onsets do nol seeur in werd-imlamal environmants, where only two slots in the
onset appear to be allowed. This finding could be significant regarding the composition of the onset
at the beglnning of a word — as a two-pesition constiuent in English, and perhaps alse in all
lamguages of the world.

This saction provides a brief Optimality Theoretic analysis of the English syllable,™

Optimality Theary accounts for syllable representation by means of constraints. Regarding
syllable margins, of which onsets are part, the consiraints are as follows (Bernhardt & Stemberger,
18:98: 214).

Co-occuring (o — Margin — + consanantal)
Co-occuring (o — Margin — -sonorant)
Co-occuring (o — Margin — -continuant)
Co-occuring (o — Margin — C-place)
NelCo-accuring (o — Margin, V-place)

These constraints articulate a restriction against the occurrance of vowels in the syllable
margins. Thus only comsonants are may occur in the onset (amd the coda). Furthermore, two
general constraints are generated: ONS, which stipulates that syllables must have onsets, and NO-
CODA, which stipulates that codas are disallowed in eyllables. Regarding the ansad, the thaary first
seeks o establish the existemce of the onset by way of the rule: o »ONSET, which alzo indicates
that the onset is directly dominated by the syllable. The actual existence of the onset Is achleved
by means of placing a high rank on the rule: o =ORNSET, to indicale the fact that the onseat must be
prasent, since onsets, like codas may be optional in the syllable,"” as opposed fo the nucleus,
which is the compulsory element of the syllable. Any consonant in the language may occur in the
one position onset. By means of the faithfulness consirainis, PARSE and FILL, the onsat is parsed
ante the: phonalogical unit; syllable, and its phonelic content expressed.

The syllabification of consonants in the onsat position is realised by means of the following two
constraints: (o, L, {low-sonority - features),L), and NoSequence,, (Bemhardi & Stemberger, 1998
228). These constraints stipulate that, in parsing consonants in the onset skol, the least sonorous
congonant may occupy the first slot and the more sonorous oneé may ocoupy the sacond slol. This
constraint allows the realisation of cnsets like the ones mapped oul on Table 1{a), as ‘the Universal
Margin Hierarchy says that less sonorous segments make more harmonic onsets” (Prince &
Smalensky, 2002: 152).

As shown in the discussion the English syllable; the maximum segment load of two in the
syllable also shows that it can only be optimally bimoraic and not trimoraic. This means that
amything that is parsed for the third sagment will violate the Hayes principles: as presented above.
The prosody-morphology is the standard as a source of restriction (Prince & Smolensky, 2002: 49).
According to this account a syllable is a foot (FTBIN) and it can only contain at keast two moras.
Under this azsumption it is imperiant to state that the ranking of conetraints that specify violations
of well-formed-ness in Optimality Theory constitutes the basis for the determination of the syllabic
constituents. Under this account any attempt to give a syllable three segments violates the
marphological and the phonological featwres of a syllable.

Conclusion
The paper has shown that segments in the syllable also pattern themselves according to cerain
constraints which should not be ignored in preference to determining syllable structure on the basis



of gross comsonant clusters at word edges. In this way, the syllable distinguishes itself as a
phonological unit with its cwn unique charactaristics which operata quite independantly of the word,
and these must be considered in determining syllable structure. OT provides for constraints that will
parse the phonological constituent — onsel, by means of the high ranking constraint o «ONSET, and
thircugh the high ranking constraint FILL, realise it. It is thought that the constraint based thaory
should also take nto consideration other factors such as presented here; the sonority principle and
onsal maximisation, and faclors of cross-linguistic analysis presented in the ariicle to reject the
conventional view of the three-times maximality of the syllabic segments.

MNotes.

! Sonowrity may be delermined in three different ways, In articulatory terms, it refers o the relative
constriction of the vocal tract during the articulation of the sounds. Acoustically, it could be
detenmined on the basis of output energy on certain frequency bands for the sounds, and percephu-
ally, sonority maybe manifested in the relative loudness of speech sounds when they are produced
(cf. Hiarris, 1594).

i N/ is alingether barred from oecurring in the onsel pesition (and for that matier at the beginning of
words). Also, this sound only occurs in English in the contest of A plus a velar stop: il or iy, 2/
pcocurs very marginally in English words, particulary in word imitial contexis. But the sound can
occur in the: onsel position of a syllable, .. in ‘measure’ jue F=/,

* There are several gaps in this picture: e.g. combinations such as the following are prohibited from
occusting: foh, 8L, wh, op, T, Ak, Ap, Ok, Ep, EX, ZL, Zp, 1k, np, mos, Poo, geo, A,

A, Cp, S, Fap, Fw, Em, Ep, nud . Raredy, the first position in a two-slot onset can be cocupied by a
nasal, wherg only two combinations are nobed: fug, v’ a8 In 'mute’ e Y and ‘nuclear’ hpYxals/

* | } imndicates that the combination is very marginal. Examples: 'furing MNMip¥WpIN/, ‘gewgaw’
Iefmpucy(ed, ‘Thule' [Tpa: i), Others examples are: 'Beulah’ Moo s/, dew’ vopu/

i, "Ek "rh and *Tis share the tiplblade of the tongue, and M, *fa are both articulated with the
lips and an additional contact betwean the tongua and the velum,

% Possibly in some accents of English. Otherwise proncunced /olvplwaZr

¥ &f combination, mot Included here, is also possible. For sxample: ‘sphere’

¢ The sounds 5,y do not appear for C, in Table 1(b) because of voicing assimilation between the
coronal fricative s/ and the next segment. These essentially therefore become indistinguishable
from /=,xxf sounds, This relationship, however, does not appear o have any bearing on the sC
clusiers as onseds.

* Such rhymes are refered 1o as super haavy rhymes and oocur only under specific conditions
(Harris, 1384: 65)

" It should e mentioned that such forms are very few in number, But their very oooumence is crucial
at least for purposes of deciding the status of /s/ in sC clusters in syllable constituancy.

T A thickened homy of bomy plate on & turla's shel or an the back of & erocodile, slegosaunus, ele.
The New Owford Dictionary of English (Pearsall & Hanks, 2001).

12 From the examples, it appears that the choice of the varianis for the articles in the singular form is
sensitive 1o whether the cnset of the following syllable in the noun is accupied or nol. I it is not, as
is thes case since the nouns begin with vowals, then the selected forms: are those that would occupy
the onset position.

" Portuguese, which is closely related to Spanish, has similar forms as, for instance,
esguelelo 'skelelon’, esqui 'sky’, espectre ‘specira’; espirio ‘spirt, eslugue ‘stucco’, esfudante
‘student’, esfude 'study’. (Porfuguese — English. English - Portuguese Diclionary, Lamb., 1982),

* The conventional lemplate for a three=position onset im English is usually represented as follows:

c, Cy
& +{= 1) + [l pl
Tabulated as follows:
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Table 2: The phonotactics of three consanant clusters

1k T p oy Th ' 3P Tp i, i K K

=1 +

*+
+
'

-
&
¥
*
-

As is apparent, the distribution of C,-C, consonants in this three consomant cluster is axactly the
same ane thal was observed above in Table 1(a), where the C,slot is eccupied an obstruent and
the C, slot by a liquid or glide, observing the sonority principle.

" To attampt 1o prowve the existence of this nucleus is beyond the scope of this paper. Evidence for
this could be found in, fior instance, Harris (1994).

" This theoretical account is based on two specific assumptions. First, the following syllabic
properties presented by Hayes (1995: 57), are assumed. (a) Constituency: Only coanslituents
such as segment, mora, syllable foot, phonological word may be marked as extrametrical.
Syllabic sequences that can be forced out of the constituent are -COD and need not ba
interpreted as unitary constituents. (b) Peripherality: the lefi-right edges of a syllabic domain
designate its edge and extrametrical status of EDGEMOGT — prominemces, feet, tones, affices if
thvey cannot be separated binary. (c) Edge markedness: the right edge is unmarked for axtramel-
ricality. Stress will be the only candidate, not fone or affixation. (d) Uniqueness: Only ona
constituent may be extrametrical. The unparsed sequence will be constituent. The second
azsummption is that undadyingly the English onset is C and that whera CC aceurs # deminaled by
the PRT (persistent rule theory) which bars binarity of CC. This phonotatic feature then allows
syllabification of CC onset.

T Although onsets may be optional in the structure of the syllable, they are, nevertheless, prefamred
to codas. Languages da not lack onsets, but they may lack or even disallow codas.
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