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Abstract

This paper deals with the principles responsible for the syllabification of consonant
clusters across internal word boundaries in compound words in English. It shows, among
other things, that the interword morphological boundary in compound words is not strong
enough to prevent the syllabification mechanism from moving consonants trom one member
of the compound to another. The syllabification rules in this case are, therefore, comparable
to those responsible for the syllabification of intervocalic consonant clusters in simple words in
English. The paper also shows that progressive syllabification is far more common and more
natural than regressive syllabification.
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I. Introduction

In Abu-Salim (1997)," the principles governing the syllabification of
intervocalic consonant clusters in simple words in English were discussed in some
detail. It was shown that stress was a significant factor in determining the syllable
affiliation of such consonant clusters.

In the present article, this issue of syllabification is further investigated by
examining the principles governing the syllabification of consonant clusters across
internal word boundaries, or interword consanant clusters, in compound words in
English. The main objective of the paper is to find out whether the same or similar
principles which apply to simple words are applicable as well to compound words,
and whether the internal word boundary in compounds is strong enough to
prevent the syllabification mechanism from moving consonants from one member
of the compound to another.

The data examined in this article come primarily from Webster's Seventh
New Coliegiate Diction (1976)2, which represents "the standard speech of
educated Americans." (p. 5a). It is to be pointed out, in this regard, that not all
American dictionaries follow the same transcription system, nor do they have the
same syllabification method for compound words (cf. American Heritage
Dictionary of the English _Language, 1 973)3. However, the transcription system
used in Webster's dictionary has been slightly modified in this paper for
typographical purposes4.

The paper is organized as follows: In section |lI, entitted 'No-Crossing
Syllabification’, | examine the cases where the internal word boundar in
compound words coincides with a syllable boundary, i.e., the cases where the
syllabification mechanism does not move any of the interword consonants onto
the neighboring syllable. In section lll, | examine cases of what is referred to in
this paper as cases of progressive syllabification, where consonants at the end of
the first word in the compound are syllabified in the onset of the first syllable of the
second word. In section IV, | examine cases of what is referred to here as cases
of regressive syllabification, where consonants at the beginning of the second
word in the compound are syliabified in the coda of the iast syllable of the first
word. In the conclusion, some generalizations are made about these methods of
syllabification.
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in this section, the cases where the internal word boundary in compound
words is not crossed over by the syllabification mechanism are considered. The
internal word boundary coincides, therefore, with a syllable boundary. This
situation is found in the following cases:

. No-Crossing Syllabiffication

1) When combinations of word-final and word-initial consonants are neither
possible in the coda nor in the onset of the English syllable:

bird's-foot /bardz. fut/
coastline /koust. lain/
racehorse /reis.ho: (o)rs)/
fox-hole ffa : ks. houl/
nightcap /nait.kap/
houseroom /haus. ru:m/

The syllable boundary in these examples and similar ones coincides with

the internal word boundary since it is impossible to move any of the consonants at
the end of the first word and those at the beginning of the second, from one
syllable to the neighboring one due to phonotactic constraints on the
co-occurrence of consonants in the onset and coda of the English syllable (Kahn
1976, Gimson 1980, Selkirk 1982, among others).>®7 Clusters such as /zf/, /l/,

/sh/, and /tk/ are neither possible in the onset nor in the coda.

2) There are cases where it is possibie to syllabify the second word's initial
consonant in the coda of the preceding syllable, but this syllabification is blocked

by other principles of syllabification:

foiktale ffouk. teil/
deep-sea /di:p.sii/
lean-to Nin. tuy/
leafstalk hi:f.sto:k/
light-struck /lait.strok/

In these examples, it is possible to syllabify the second word's initial

consonant in the coda of the preceding syllable. Consonant clusters such as /kv/,
/ps/, Int, fis/, and /ts/ are quite possible in the coda, but not in the onset, of the
English syllable (cf. act, collapse, mint, laughs, and cats). But that consonant
remains in the onset of the second syllable due to the fact that intervocalic heavy
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codas are generally discouraged by the syllabification mechanism. A syllable is
considered heavy, for purposes of stress assignment, if its rhyme contains either a
lax vowel followed by one consonant, or just a tense vowel (Hyman 1985).8 In the
examples above, the first syllable contains not only a tense vowel in its nucleus,
but also a consonant in its coda. This consonant is not needed to add extra
weight to the first syllable for purposes of stress assignment. Any other consonant
added to its coda would, therefore, be rendered weightless.

The second word's initial consonant is, moreover, prevented from getting
syllabified in the coda of the preceding syllable because of the effects of the
Maximal Syllable Onset Principle (MSOP), which gives priority to the syllable
onset over its coda in the syllablification of intervocalic consonant clusters (Selkirk
1982).9 Thus, it remains in the onset of the second syllable.

When the first word in the compound contains a lax vowel followed by a
consonant, the second word's initial consonant remains in its onset, firstly
because of the effects of the MSOP, and secondly because only one consonant is
needed to make the first syllable heavy for purposes of stress assignment (Hyman
1985)'°, as in necktie /nék. tai/.

3) A single consonant at the end of the first word in the compound remains
in the coda of the first syllable that contains a lax vowel when that syllable is
stressed:

deadwood /déd.wud/
gasworks /Ps. warks
necklace /nék.ia s/
neck-rein /nék. reéin/
kickoff fkik.of/
sellout /sél.aut/

Consonant clusters such as /dw/, /sw/, /kl/, and /kri/ are quite possible in the
onset of the English syllable (cf. dwell, swear, climb, and cry), but the first
consonant in the cluster remains in the coda of the preceding stressed syllable so
as to maintain the affinity between stress and heavy syllables (Hayes 1982,
Durand 1990).""'2 The MOSP is therefore deactivated in this case just to allow
for that affinity to be observed.
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This syllabification pattern of compound words is comparable to that of the

syllabification of simple words in English having similar structures, where stress
plays a significant role in their syllabification (cf. Abu-Salim 1997)."°

4) The MSOP is also deactivated in cases where the resulting cluster would
be among those possible but infrequent, or rare, clusters in the onset if the MSOP
was enforced:

cease-fire /si:s fai ()r/
icefall fais.foul/
The cluster /sf/ is less frequent than other clusters in word-initial position
{Gimson 1980)14, and, as far as | know, it does not occur at all in the syllable

onset in word-medial position. This is why /s/ remains in the coda of the first
syllable although it is preceded by a tense vowel.

l. Progressive Syllabification

in this section, the cases where a consonant at the end of the first word in
the compound is syllabified in the onset of the second word are examined. These
include, firstly, the following cases, where the second word begins with a vowel:

5) When the last syllable in the first word of the compound contains a tense
vowel:

age-old /éi.jould/
beam-ends /i /mendz/
drive-in /dréi. vin/

all-out /6: Jaut/
cross-eye /kré: .saif

vice admiral Nvéi.sad.m @-)ra I/
walkaway wo: ke .wei/
five-and-ten /fai . von. tén/

The presence of the tense vowel in the nucleus of the first syllable in these
examples makes that syllable heavy (Hyman 1985)'°, thus making it attractive to
stress. There is, consequently, no need for any consonant to be placed in its
coda to make it heavier for stress assignment. Only one exception to this
generalization has been encountered, and that is thought-out/ 6 6:t. aut/, where
the intervocalic // is syllabified in the coda of the first syllable despite its containing
a tense vowel.
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6) When the first syllable in the second word is stressed:

come-outer /k® /maut.g 1/
seven-up /sév.8 .na'p/
southeast /sau. 6 i:st/
Queen Anne /kwi: .nan/
afterimage /af.t o .rim. ij/

This manner of syllabification is characteristic of the syllabification of
intervocalic single consonants in simple words, where stressed syllables attract
consonants onto their peripheral subconstituents (Abu-Salim 1997)16. The two
principles in (5-6) above are both applicable to exampies such as southeast and
Queen Anne, where the first syllable does not accept the intervocalic consonant in
its rhyme because it contains a tense vowel, and the second syllable attracts that
consonant into its onset because it is stressed (Hoard 1971, Selkirk 1982, Fudge
1984)."7'8% Both principles, moreover, contribute to maintaining the MSOP.

7) When the first word's final syllable and the second word's initial syllable
are both unstressed, thereby maintaining the MSOP:

aftereffect /af.te .ro fekt
gentleman-at-arms /jént.al . ms.nat & mMmz/
butter-and-eggs /beta.rané gz/*°
adam-and-eve /ad.e .men. (d) iiv/
daughter-in-law /déit.e ran. 10/

8) When the first word in the compound ends in a consonant cluster,
followed by a vowel-initial second word:

bird's-eye /b &rd. zai/
closed-end /klduz. dénd/
fold-away /féul. d & .wéi/
goings-on /gou.iy) .zon/
grandaunt /gran. dant/
Punch-and-Judy show /pan. cen../

In these examples, only one consonant is detached from the first word and
syllabified in the second. This is due to the fact that the consonants forming the
cluster do not form a permissible syllable onset in English.

=288 = - s s smseme s s = == = N, 64




AJH
98
However, there are examples wheroe the first word's final consonant cluster

is possible in the syllable onset, but again only the last consonant is placed in the
onset of the following syllable:

plast-off /blas.to:f/
cast-off /kas. to:f/

This is done so as to maintain the affinity between stress and heavy
syllables. The first syliable in these examples is stressed, and therefore it is
expected to be heavy. Since it contains a lax vowel, one consonant remains in its
coda to make it heavy, thus preserving the affinity between stress and heavy
syllables.

To sum up, we have seen that the internal word boundary in the examples
in (5-8) above is not strong enough to prevent syllabification from moving
consonants from the coda of the last syllablc of the first word to the onset of the
first syllable of the second word in the compound, thus maintaining the MSOP. As
in the syllabification of intervocalic consonants in simple words in English
(Abu-Slaim 1997),2' stress is sometimes taken into consideration in explaining
this manner of syllabification.

The second situation in this section involves cases where the first word in
the compound ends in a consonant or more, and the second word begins with a
consonant or more. Firstly, we begin with examples where the first word ends in
one consonant and the second word begins with one consonant:

basclevel /béislev.a I/
bridewell /brai. dwel/
cakewalk /kéi.kwok/ -
deep-rooted /di: prit.ad/
face-plate /fféi. spléit/
housetop /hau. sta: p/
greasewood /gri: .swad/
cross-link /kro: sli) k/
dogwatch /d6: .gwa. ¢/

In these examples, the first word's final consonant is syliabified in the onset
of the following syllable. This is characteristic of the syllabification of intervocalic
two-consonant clusters in simple words in English (Abu-Salim 1997),22 where the
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two consonants are syllabified in the onset of the following syllable when the
preceding vowel is tense, thus maintaining the MSOP without, of course, violating
the stress-heavy syllable affinity principle. The first stressed syllable in these
examples contains a tense vowel, which makes it, of course, heavy (Hyman
1985).23 There is, therefore, no need for any consonant to be placed in its coda to
make it heavier to attract stress.

Secondly, there are examples where the first word ends in two consonants,
and the second word begins with one consonant. Here, too, the MSOP is
enforced:

bankroll /bay) .kroul/
boxwood fhé:k .swud/
cat's-paw /kat. spo:/
cockscomb /kak .skoum/
driftweed /drif. twid/
handrail /han. dréil/
hardware /har. dwa (e )r/

We notice here that only the last consonant is detached off the first word
and syllabified in the onset of the following syllable regardless of the
tenseness/laxness property of the preceding vowel. This is due to the fact that the
intervocalic three-consonant cluster does not form a permissible syllable onset in
English.

Thirdly, there are examples where the first word ends in three consonants
and the second word begins with one consonant. Again, the MSOP is enforced,
allowing the maximum number of consonants pemmissible in the syilable onset to
be syllabified in the onset of the second syliable:

first-rate fa r streit/
sportscast /spbu (@) rt. skast/
sportswear /spou (8) rt. swei (8) v/

In first-rate, the last two consonants in the first word are syllabified in the
onset of the following syllable, simply because the resulting consonant cluster /str/
is permissible in the onset, whereas in sportscast and sportswear, only /s/ is
syllabified in the onset of the following syllable since the clusters /tsk/ and /tsw/ are
not possible in the syllable onset.
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Finally, in this section, there are examples where the first word ends in one
consonant and the second word begins with two consonants. In this case, the
three intervocalic consonants are syllabified in the onset of the following syllable,
when they are, of course, permissible in the syllable onset:

crosstree /krd: strii/
ice cream /ai .skri:m/
moss-trooper /maé: stru: .par/

Both principles mentioned above, i.e., the MSOP and the stress-heavy
syllable affinity, are observed in these examples.

So, we see that in all examples of progressive syllabification mentioned in
this section, the syllabification of interword consonants in compound words is
moving consonants forward, i.e., towards the onset of the following syllable. This
method of syllabification is far more common and more natural than regressive
syllabification, which moves consonants backward, as will be seen in the following
section.

IV. Regressive Syllabification

This method of syliabification, whereby a consonant at the beginning of the
second word in the compound is syllabified in the coda of the preceding syllable,
is far less common than progressive syllabification. It is found only in a few
examples, where the first word in the compound ends in a vowel, and the second
word begins with a consonant, as in the following examples:

ready-to-wear /réd.iite .wa (a) 1/
three-dimensional /& ri:d.e.ménc. n® I/

(cf. three-decker /¢ ri:.dé +ka )
threepence /9rp@nt)s/

(cf. threepence /9 ri: .pén (t)s/)
threepenny /8 rip. (8. ) ni/

(cf. threepenny / © ri: .pen. i)

No satisfactiory explanation can be provided for this method of
syllabification, as it is found only in a few isolated examples. In threepence /¢ rip.
an (t)s/ and threepenny /& rip. (8.) nit/, the first stressed syliable contains a lax
vowel. The following /p/ is therefore placed in its coda to maintain the
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stress-heavy syllable principle. In three-dimensional / & ri:d. e .ménc. n U, on the
other hand, the first syllable is heavy because it contains a tense vowel.
Therefore, there is no nced for any consonant to be placed in its coda to make it
heavier for stress assignment. Yet, the intervocalic /d/ is syllabified in its coda in
violation of the MSOP. The same violation is also found in ready-to-wear /réd.it2
.wa @) 1/, where the intervocalic // is syliabified in the coda of the last syliable of
the first word, but not in the onset of the second word in the compound.

V. Conclusion

This paper has shed some light on how interword consonant clusters in
compound words in Cnglish are syllabified. We have seen that the internal word
boundary in compound words is not strong enough to prevent consonants from
getting sytlabified in neighboring syllables across the internal word boundary. This
means that the phonological process of syllabification is not sensitive to the
interword morphological boundary. Consequently, the compound word is treated
as if it were simple for the purpose of syllabification. This, in turn, explains why
some basic principles of syllabification applying to intervocalic consonant clusters
in simple words in English are also applying to interword consonant clusters in
compounds.

We have also seen that progressive syllabification is far more common and,

therefore, more natural than regressive syllabification. This is in line with the
MSOP, which seems to be one of the basic principles of syllabification in English.
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