THE FEATURE “SYLLABIC” IN RESONANTS AND SEMIVOWELS

Jax Ovegaw

Dndversity of Wroclqw

From Awedyk’s (1876) reassignment of the features Consonantal, Vocalic
and Syllabic it follows that

(a) there is always a polar opposition {non-identity) of the features Con-
sonantal and Vocalie, viz. all consonants (including stops, spirants, resonants
and semivolwes) are [“-consonantal, —voealic], while vowels are [—conson-
antal, {-voealie];

(b) as regards the feature Syllabic, vowels are always [+ syllabic], stops
and s>mivowals [—ayllabic], spirants also usnally [—syllabie] (though some-
timos [4-ayllabic]), resonants eithor [H=syllabic] or [—syllabie].

The feature Syllabie is cightly doscerib>d a8 a funciioas! foaturs, and as
such to ba kept clearly apart from inherent features of arbiculation. However,
the feature Syllabic has to be extonded, namoly by the featurc Poak. Reson-
ants (and spirants) when [J-syllabice] wve always [4-peak]. With vowels,
ouly fal is always |[tasvllabie, t-peak]; other vowels can be both [+peak]
or | —peakj: the more open segment of the diphthong being markoed [4-peak],
unless the prineiple is changed by some other factor, such as e.g. stress, Diph-
thongs ave, in these terms, dofined as combinations of two vocalic segments,
one of which s marked [ +ayllabic, J-peak], the other [ +syllabic, —pcak].

Now, it seems that the system of features baeomss annceessarily compli-
cated this way, and could be simplifind, if handled differently.

First of adl, if the featurss Consonantal and Voealic are alwavs opposed,
1e., [o consomantal, B vocalic] for any segment class, then one of them is
clearly redundant aud can be dispomsed with, the classes boing dofined cqually
woll by only one of those features and the feature Syllabie, Since, however,
the feature Syllabic is of a different type (functional rather than inherent), a
better solution scems fio be to drop the feature Syllabie altogether, while chang-
ing the assignment of the features Consonantal and Voealic as {ollows:
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stops and spirants [-}-consonantal, —vocalic],.

vowels [ —consonantal, -}-voealic],

resonants and semivowels {--consonantal, +vocalic], ¢f. e.g. the treatinent
of hiquids in Jakobson, Fant and Halle (1952:19).

The above assignment differs from Awedyk’s in that the resonants and
and semivowels are marked [-}-vocalic]. As a result we get three distinet
classes:

(1) the class of true consonants (obstruents, turbulents)—the only class
marked [—vocalic],

(2) the class of vowels—the only class marked [— consonant],

(3) the intermediate {opalescent) class of resonants (sonorants), which
includes semivowels.,

The true consonant class and the vowel class are by no means unnatural
classes; they are cach characterized by other features as well; e.g., the con-
sonant class is otherwise marked off by the functional opposition of voice,
the vowel class is characterized by [-+voice] feature. But the most important
thing is that they are at the same time functional classes in terms of syllable
structure: consopants are non-syllabie, while vowels are syllabic, in a syllable.
In this way the feature Syllabic may become redundant.

As regards the third class, that of rezonants, it is intermediate between
the other two classes (consonants and vowels), both phonetically, and, which
is most important, functionally. The resonants can be both non-syllabic and
syllabic, depending on the (phonetic) context. This is true also of the semi-
vowels which should therefore be included in this class.

The resonant class can be represented as two iso-functional series

(1) m n r 1l v w
@ popy] i

The first series is non-syllabic, the second syllabic. It is particularly im-
portant to realize that the functional relationship of, say, {(the semivowel)
(w] to (the high vowel) [u] is exactly the same as that of, say, [r] to (syllabic)
[r], despite differences in notation.

One may, of course, distinguish certain subclasses within the general
resonant class, e.g., the semivowels which are phonetically “morc vocalic”
than e.g. the nasals (which are more “‘consonantal”), but functionally all
are identical, the main (primary) function of the whole class being non-syl-
labic {=series 1),

The main non-syllabic function follows from the criterion of distribution
(ef. Kurylowicz 1948: note 22). Let T denote any consonant, E—any vowel,
R —any member of the resonant class.

The feature “syllabic’ in resonants and semivowels a8l

Between two vowels, or between a vowel and zero sound (or vice versa),
the resonants are non-syllabic: ERE, ER, RE.

Between two consonants, or betwecn s consonant and zero, the resonants
are syllabic: TRT, RT TR(Skt. datyné, OK bearn).

But in the mixed contexts of vocalic and consonantal entourage the re-
sonants are non-syllabie, too: TRE, ERT (8kt. datré, OE bearwes), this,
then, being decisive for their primary (unmarked) non-syllabie funetion.
In other werds, resonants become syllabic (marked, sccondary funetion)
only if not vowel adherent.

Parallel to the fact that the resonant class can be phonetically subdi-
vided into “more vocalie” and “more consonantal” subclasses, there may also
be functional subdivisions in the (mixed) contexts: in the (onset) TRE context
the resonants are ‘‘more consonantal” than in the {coda} ERT context, where
they are “more vocalic”, in other words, in TRE they belong to the preceding
consonant (syllable margin), in ERT—to the preceding vowel (syllable peak),
cf. e.g., voicelessness or friction in the former case, and vowel colouring,
diphthongization, or nasalization in the latter.

Awedyk’s remark as to the vowel fof being always [+syllabic, -+peak]
can be extended to cover other non-high vowels, ie., fe, of. On the other
hand, English /o) can be regarded as a non-low vowel, and aligned with fi, u/.
*This explains the “shakiness” of such English diphthongs as e.g. fie, uaf
but not e.g. fei, oif.

The problem with Polish fr/ in krwi (1} in Inu, cte)} is that in Polish
(similarly as in Russian), there is no separate ambivalent functional class of
resonants: [r/ and [lf are true consonants, i.e., [4consonantal, —vocalic],
and incapable of syilabic function. Unlike in English, they are not vocalized
in pre-consonantal or final position {c.g. park, fealr). Like other consonants,
they can e.g. be palatalized (cf. also alternations [~ r~rz). As true conson-
ants, they enter consonant clusters, which are generally freer than English
clusters. But in Fnglish, too, clusters of true consonants are quite common
which do not obey the sonority principle, ¢f, initial [sp-, st-, sk-/, final /-ps,
-ts, -ks/.

Similarly with the semivowels: in Polish fi/ is a full consonant, cf. also
consonantal functional values of both Polish % and . The analysis of Polish
maj and English my will be, respectively:

Polish:
fm & i
41 eonsonantal — consonantal -+ consonantal
—vocalic ‘-voecalic —vocalic
Fx . Fx Fx
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English:
fm a 1f
+consonantal consonantal] [--consonantal
+vocalic +vocalic +voealic
'x Fx Fx

The diffcrence between the Polish and English sequences above can,
then, be due to the fast that in Polish there are no segments marked [4-con-
sonantal, -f-vocalic], i.e., no resonants. Note, that in Awedyk’s scheme the
specified features of Polish [j/ were identical with those of jm/, i.e., in both
cascs typical of consonants. But now the features Syllabic and Peak are
both disposed of. In this way there is no mix-up of inherent and funetional
features which scoms as undesirable in phonology as mixing up semantiec
and syntactic criteria in grammar,

Finally, it may bz added that in English there exists also the combina-
tion of features [—consonantal, —vocalic] which characterizes the aspirate
fhf. Polish [hf (B, ch) is, of course, again purely consonantal, ie., [4+eon-
sonantal, —vocalic]. The systemic difforence botween Polish and Engtish
in this respeet, then, scems to bo that in Polish there is only a two-term oppo-
sition of consonants vs. vowels, while in Boglish there is a four-term system
of segment classes: consonants, vowels, resonants, and [h/,

REFERENCES

Awedyk, W. 1976, “Some remarks on goenoeative conbrastive phonology™. {in this volume).

Jakobson, R., Fant, ¢, G. M., and Halle. M. 1952. Preliminaries to speech anolysis: the
distinctive foatures and their corrclates. Cambridse, Mass.: The MIT Pross.

Kurylowiez, J. 1948. “Counteibution & 1n théoric do la svllaho”. BPTJ &, {Reprinted
1960 in Hsguisses linguistiques. Wroelaw — Krakdw: Qszolinoum.)



	Cygan_0001.JPG
	Cygan_0002.JPG
	Cygan_0003.JPG

