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Abstract

Phonotactic statements characterize contextual restrictions on the occurrence of segments or
feature values. This study argues that consonantal phonotactics are best understood as sylla-
ble-independent, string-based conditions reflecting positional differences in the perceptibility of
contrasts. The analyses proposed here have better empirical coverage compared to syllable-
based analyses that link a consonant’s feature realization to its syHabic position. Syllable-based
analyses require identification of word-medial syllabic divisions; the account proposed here
does not and this may be a significant advantage. Word-medial syllable-edges are, under specific
conditions, not uniformly identified by speakers; but comparable variability does not exist for
phonotactic knowledge. The paper suggests that syllable-independent conditions define seg-
mental phonotactics, and that word-edge phonotactics, in tumn, are among the guidelines used by
speakers to infer word-internal syllable divisions.

1. Introduction

The issue addressed here is the link between consonantal phonotactics and syl-
lable structure conditions. Consider a paradigm case of the role attributed to
syllables in current accounts of consonant distributions, based on Kahn (1976).
Kahn suggests a syllable-based explanation of the fact that tpt, dbd, thr, dgd
strings - two coronal stops surrounding a non-coronal - are impossible in Eng-
lish. Kahn explains this gap by combining three hypotheses, two of which are
specific to English, and a third with potential as a universal: (i) English onsets
cannot contain stop-stop sequences; (ii) alveolar stops cannot precede non-co-
ronals in English codas; and (iii) each segment/feature must belong to some
syllable. This last hypothesis limits permissible strings of Cs to combinations
of legal codas plus legal onsets. The system predicts that underlying strings
like VtptV couid not be parsed as Vr.prV (in virtue of (i} above), oras Vip.rV
(cf. (i1)) or asVt.p.tV (with unaffiliated p, cf. (ii1}). In sum, the three hypotheses
have the joint effect of predicting precisely the gap we sought to explain.
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