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Thesyllable
Thesyllableisabasicunitofspeechstudiedonboththephoneticandphonologicallevelsofanalysis.No
matterhoweasyitcanbeforpeopleandevenforchildrentocountthenumberofsyllablesinasequencein
theirnativelanguage,stilltherearenouniversallyagreeduponphoneticdefinitionsofwhatasyllableis. 

PHONETICDEFINITION:Phonetically syllables“areusuallydescribedasconsistingofacentrewhich

haslittleornoobstructiontoairflow andwhichsoundscomparativelyloud;beforeandafterthatcentre(…)

therewillbegreaterobstructiontoairflowand/orlessloudsound”(Roach,2000:70).Inthemonosyllable(one-

syllableword) cat /kæt/,thevowel /æ/ isthe“centre”atwhichlittleobstructiontakesplace,whereaswehave

completeobstructiontotheairflowforthesurroundingplosives /k/ and /t/.

PHONOLOGICALDEFINITION:Laver(1994:114)definesthe phonological syllableas“acomplexunit
madeupofnuclearandmarginalelements”.  Nuclearelementsarethe vowels orsyllabicsegments;marginal
elementsarethe consonants ornon-syllabicsegments.Inthesyllable paint /peɪnt/,thediphthong /eɪ/ isthe
nuclearelement,whileinitialconsonant /p/ andthefinalcluster /nt/ aremarginalelements.

PROMINENCE THEORY:Attempts have been made to provide physiological,acoustic orauditory

explanationsanddefinitionsofthesyllable.  Accordingtothe prominencetheory,forexample,whichisbased

mainlyonauditoryjudgements,thenumberofsyllablesinawordisdeterminedbythenumberofpeaksof

prominence.In the word entertaining /̩entə̍teɪnɪŋ/ the peaks of prominence are represented by the

vowels /e ə eɪɪ/.  However,thistheorydoesnothelpmuchindiscussionsof syllabledivision.

CHEST PULSE THEORY:The chestpulse theory discusses the syllable in the contextofmuscular
activitiesandlungmovementsintheprocessofspeech.Experimentshaveshownthatthenumberofchest
pulses,accompaniedbyincreaseofairpressurecandeterminethenumberofsyllablesproduced(Gimson,
1980:56),thusallowingtoassociatethenumberofsyllableswiththenumberofchestpulses.Thisapproach,
however,cannotaccountforcaseswhen2 vowelsoccuroneaftertheother– forexampleinwords
like being /̍bi:ɪŋ/ or playing /̍pleɪɪŋ/ the second chestpulse mightbe almostirrelevantand thus lead
erroneouslytotheconclusionthatsuchEnglishwordsconsistofonesyllableonly.

SONORITYTHEORY,SONORITYSCALE

Anotherapproachispresentedby sonoritytheory accordingtowhichthepulsesofpulmonicairstream in
speech“correspondtopeaksinsonority”(Giegerich,1992:132).  Thesonorityofaspeechsoundisdiscussed
as“itsrelativeloudnesscomparedtoothersounds”(Giegerich,1992:132)andeachsyllablecorrespondstoa
peakintheflow rateofpulmonicair.Thusnuclearelements,orsyllabicsegmentscanbedescribedas
intrinsicallymoresonorousthanmarginal,ornon-syllabicelements.
 Speechsoundscanberankedintermsoftheirintrinsicsonorityaccordingtoa sonorityscale.Thesonority
scaleforEnglishisgivenbelow(althoughinprincipleitisalsovalidforotherlanguages).Voicedsegmentsare
moresonorousthanvoicelessonesandsonorantsaremoresonorousthanobstruents;vowelsaremore
sonorous than consonants,open vowels being more sonorous than close ones. The disyllabic
word painting /̍peɪntɪŋ/ hasbeenplottedontothesonorityscaleasanexample.

↑ vowels   •     •  
moresonorous approximants            

nasals     •     •

lesssonorous

fricatives            
affricates            

↓ plosives •     •    
    p eɪ n t ɪ ŋ

    → linearsequenceofphonemesࡲ→

 Ascanbeseenfrom thechart,therearetwopeaksofsonorityinthephonemestring /p-eɪ-n-t-ɪ-ŋ/,namelythe
vowels /eɪ ɪ/.Thisistoindicatethatthenumberofsyllablesis2aswell.
        Thesonorityscale,likealltheapproachesoutlinedabove,isoflittlehelpwhenitcomestodelimiting
separatesyllables,however.

Syllablestructure
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HIERARCHICALSTRUCTUREOFTHESYLLABLE
Thebulkofpresent-dayphonologicaltheoryagreesthatthesyllablehas constituent or hierarchical,rather
thanlinear,structure.
        The syllable (conventionallymarked as smallGreek sigma:σ)has two immediate constituents (it
“branches”intotwoelements,toputitinanotherway)–the Onset (O),whichincludesanyconsonantsthat
precedethenuclearelement(thevowel),andthe Rhyme (R),whichsubsumesthenuclearelement(thevowel)
aswellasanymarginalelements(consonants)thatmightfollow it.TheRhyme,inturn,furtherbranches
into Peak (P),alsoknownas Nucleus (N),and Coda (Co).ThePeak(Nucleus),asthedesignationsuggests,
representsthe“nuclear”ormostsonorouselementinasyllable.TheCodaincludesallconsonantsthatfollow
thePeakinasyllable.Syllablestructuremayberepresentedgraphicallybymeansofa“treediagram”.Thefirst
exampleweshalltakeis cat /kæt/.

OPTIONALCONSTITUENTS:Inthecaseof cat /kæt/,theOnset,PeakandCodaeachconsistofone
segment:theconsonant(C) /k/ occupiestheOnset,thevowel(V) /æ/ –thePeak,andtheconsonant /t/ isthe
Codaofthissyllable.However,therearesyllablesinEnglishwhereeitherorbothmarginalelements(i.e.O
and/orCo)areabsent–onlythePeakisan obligatory elementinalllanguages,andinEnglishboththeOnset
andtheCodaare optional.(Therearelanguages,though,wheretheOnsetisobligatory,aswellassuchthat
allownoCodas.)Considerthefollowingexamples.

  Onset Peak Coda

sea /si:/ /s/ /i:/ Ø (none)

on /ɒn/ Ø /ɒ/ /n/
eye /aɪ/ Ø /aɪ/ Ø

BRANCHINGONSETS,PEAKSANDCODAS:Ontheotherhand,theOnset,PeakandCodamayeach
furtherbranchintotwoC-orV-constituentsrespectively.Thenwespeakabout branching or complex Onsets
etc.TheEnglishsyllable drowned /draʊnd/ isanexampleinwhichallthreeelementsbranch:

Ascanbeseenfrom thediagram,diphthongsaretreatedasbranchingPeaks–eachelementofthediphthong
occupiesasingleV-slot.Thecaseisquitesimilarwith“longvowels”:intermsofsyllablestructure,theyare
interpretedassequencesoftwoidenticalV-elements– /i:/ isrepresentedasV1 = [i] +V2 = [i],and /ɑ: ɔ: ɜ:
u:/ are [ɑ+ɑ,ɔ+ɔ,ɜ+ɜ,u+u] respectively.

CLOSEDSYLLABLE,OPENSYLLABLE:
 Syllablesendinginaconsonant,e.g. cat /kæt/, it /ɪt/, eat /i:t/,aretraditionallyknownas closed syllables,
whereasthoseendinginavowel,asin sea /si:/ or eye /aɪ/,arecalled open.Intermsofsyllablestructure,in
closedsyllablestheCodaispresent,i.e.wehaveabranchingRhyme,whileopenoneshavenon-branching
Rhymes–theCodaelementisabsent.SyllableOnsetisirrelevanttothisdistinction.
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Phonotactics:Phonotactics isabranchofphonologythatstudiesthepermissiblestringsofphonemesina
language.The syllable is a centralunitin phonotactic description,although sometimes the principles
governingthedistributionofphonemesgobeyondtheconfinesofasinglesyllable.

ENGLISHSTRONG-SYLLABLERHYMES:

 Englishhascertainlimitationsontheform ofstrongsyllables–theycanbe open onlyiftheycontainalong
voweloradiphthong,andonlya closed strongsyllablemayhaveashortvowel.Inotherwords,longvowels
anddiphthongscanoccurinbothopen(sue /su:/, bay /beɪ/)andclosed(beam /bi:m/, eight /eɪt/)strong
syllables,whereasshortvowelsonlyoccurinclosedones(cat /kæt/, ill /ɪl/).
        Aswesawinthesectionon syllablestructure,asyllableendinginVChasabranchingRhymewithanon-
branchingPeakandCoda;andVVisabranchingPeak,whileVVCisabranchingRhymewithabranchingPeak
andanon-branchingCoda.WecannowconsiderthepermissibleRhymestructuresofEnglishstrongsyllables:

        The phonotactic restriction can be defined this way: the Rhyme of a strong syllable must
branch, OR containatleastonebranchingconstituent.(Lass,1984:254–255)

Divisionofsyllables

Sofarwehavebeenusingmonosyllabicwordsasexamples.Butwhenastringofsyllablesisconcerned,how
dowedecidewhatistheCodaofoneandtheOnsetofthenext?Thequestionof syllabification,thedivisionof
awordintosyllables,isquitecontroversialandthereareseveralapproachestoit.
        ThetwomostimportantandwidelyusedpronunciationdictionariesoftheEnglishlanguage,the English
PronouncingDictionary (EPD)andthe LongmanPronunciationDictionary (LPD),employdifferentprinciplesof
syllabification,whichweshallquoteinturn,andthenbrieflymentionanother,moreabstract,approachto
syllabledivision.

SYLLABIFICATIONINEPD,MAXIMALONSETSPRINCIPLE

IntheIntroductiontoEPDsyllabledivisionsareexplainedasfollows:

Adot . isusedtodividesyllables,inaccordancewiththecurrentrecommendationsofthe International
PhoneticAssociation.(…)However,thisisnotusedwhereastressmark ̍ or ̩ occurs,astheseare
effectivelyalsosyllabledivisionmarkers.(…)

(a)Asfaraspossible,syllablesshouldnotbedividedinawaythatviolateswhatisknownofEnglish
syllablestructure.The‘MaximalOnsetsPrinciple’,whichiswidelyrecognisedincontemporaryphonology,
isfollowedasfaraspossible.Thismeansthat,wherepossible,syllablesshouldbedividedinsuchaway
thatasmanyconsonantsaspossibleareassignedtothebeginningofthesyllabletotheright(ifone
thinksintermsofhowtheyarewrittenintranscription),ratherthantotheendofthesyllabletotheleft.
However,whenthiswouldresultinasyllableendingwithastressed /ɪ/, /e/, /æ/, /ʌ/, /ɒ/ or /ʊ/,itis
considered thatthis would constitute a violation ofEnglish phonotactics,and the first(oronly)
intervocalicconsonantisassignedtotheprecedingsyllable;thustheword‘better’isdivided /̍bet.ə/,
whereas‘beater’isdivided /̍bi:.tər/.Inthecaseofunstressedshortvowels, /e/, /æ/, /ʌ/ and /ɒ/ arealso
preventedfrom appearinginsyllable-finalposition;however,unstressed /ɪ/ and /ʊ/ areallowedthesame
“privilegeofoccurrence”as /ə/ whenaconsonantbeginsafollowingsyllable,andmaythereforeoccurin
finalpositioninunstressedsyllablesexceptpre-pausally.Thusinawordsuchas‘develop’,thesyllable
divisionis /dɪ̍vel.əp/.

(b)Notwithstandingtheabove,wordsincompoundsshouldnotbere-dividedsyllabicallyinawaythat
does notagree with perceived word boundaries.For example ‘hardware’could in theory be
divided /̍hɑ:.dweə/,butmostreaderswouldfindthiscounter-intuitiveandwouldprefer /̍hɑ:d.weə/.This
principleappliestoopen,closedandhyphenatedcompounds.

SYLLABIFICATIONINLPD

HereishowLPDsetsoutanalternativeapproachtosyllabification:

     SyllabledivisionsareshowninLPDbyspacing.(…)
     Itisgenerallyagreedthatphoneticsyllabledivisionsmustasfaraspossibleavoidcreatingconsonant
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clusterswhicharenotfoundattheedgesofwords.Thisisthe phonotactic constraint.Thus windy might
be ̍wɪndi or ̍wɪndi,butitcouldnotbe ̍wɪndi (becauseEnglishwordscannotbeginwith nd).LPDtakes
theview thatthesyllabificationofthiswordactuallyparallelsitsmorphology: wind+y, ̍wɪndi.Forthe
samereason, language mustbe ̍læŋɡwɪʤ,not ̍læŋɡwɪʤ or ̍læŋɡwɪʤ.
     TheprinciplethatLPDadoptsisthat consonantsaresyllabifiedwithwhicheverofthetwoadjacent
vowels is more strongly stressed.Ifthey are both unstressed,itgoes with the leftward one.
A weak vowelcountsas‘lessstressed’thananunstressedstrongone.
     Ingeneral,thisprincipleissubjecttothephonotacticconstraint.However,therearesomecases
wherecorrectpredictionofallophonesrequiresustooverrideit.

(i) Certain unstressed syllables end in a strong short vowel,even though words cannot.
In nostalgia the t isunaspirated(asin stack stæk,notasin tack tæk),sothesyllabificationis(BrE) nɒ
s̍tælʤ ə.
(ii) r can end a syllable,even though in BrE itcannotend a word pronounced in isolation.
The r in starry is like the r in star is, and different from the more forceful r in star runner.

Likewise, ʒ canendasyllable: vision ̍vɪʒ ən.
(iii)Withinamorpheme, tr and dr arenotsplit.If petrol were ̍petrəl,asthephonotacticconstraint
leadsustoexpect(sinceEnglishwordsdonotendin tr),its t wouldlikelybeglottalandits r voiced(as
in rat-race ̍rætreɪs).In fact,the tr in thisword ispronounced asa voicelessaffricate;so LPD
syllabifiesit ̍petrəl.

(Wells,2000:xix–xx)

AMBISYLLABICITY: Yetanotherpossibilityoftreatingintervocalicconsonantsthatthephonotacticsofa
languageallowsasbothCodasandOnsetsistoviewthem asbelongingtobothsyllablesatthesametime.
Considerthedisyllabicword habit /̍hæbɪt/.Theconsonant /b/ maywellfunctionasCodaintheinitialsyllable
– [hæb] – or,alternatively,asOnsetinthefinalsyllable– [bɪt].(Hereweusesquarebrackets [] toindicate
syllableboundaries.)Incaseslikethis,manyphonologistsarguethattheintervocalicconsonanthasadual
function–Codainsyllable1,ononehand,andOnsetinsyllable2,ontheother.Thiscanberepresentedas
follows: [1hæ[2b]1ɪt]2 (σ1 = [hæb],σ2 = [bɪt]).Consonants that enter the structure of two syllables are
called ambisyllabic.(Examplefrom Lass,1984:266)


