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Wk 7 Wednesday – Conspiracies and Constraints  
 
• Two kinds of things you know when you know a language:  

i) dynamic phonology – observable changes (example ?) 
ii) static phonology – patterns that are just there (example ?) 

 
Q: English past and pl. formation have nice active generalizations but what do we 

say about monomorphemic forms like [lst] vs. *[lsd]  or  [likt] vs. *[ligd]?  
 
Static patterns in Ngbaka vowel cooccurrence:  
 
(1)                -BACK   +BACK 
   i  u +HIGH 
  +ATR  e  o -HIGH 
  -ATR  E         -LOW 
    a  +LOW 
 
• Wescott (1965) observes the following cooccurrence restrictions on vowels in Ngbaka.  

“If a disyllabic word contains /i/, it does not also contain /u/; if /e/, it does not also contain 
/O/, /E/, or /o/; if /u/ it does not also contain /i/; if /o/ it does not also contain /e/, /E/, 
or /O/; and if /O/ it does not also contain /E/, /e/, or /o/.”   

  *Note here that /E/ and /O/ refer to what I have given as /E/ and /ç/ respectively. 
 
• Mester (1986) distills this observations above to the following:  

“Elements from the two classes [+high] and [-high] do not cooccur with a different element  
from the same class.” (Mester 1986: 35) 

 

The vowels that compose what Mester refers to as the class [-high] are the MID vowels /o, e, E, ç/ 
and not simply all vowels specified [-high], so [a] may cooccur with other vowels in the system.  
 
(2) Vowels can cooccur with themselves.  (3) The low vowel is unrestricted 
 

 [liki] ‘chauffer’  [zimba] ‘chercher’ 

 [tulu] ‘champignon’  [kema] ‘singe’ 

 [/ele] ‘oublier’  [dalE] ‘Acacia silvicola’ 

 [zoko] ‘beau’  [duka] ‘e paule’ 

 [bEE] ‘coller une pie ce’  [kola] ‘dette’ 

 [bçç] ‘cervelle’  [kçla] ‘tante paternelle’ 

 [kama] ‘fre re ou soeur’    
 
(4) High and mid vowels freely cooccur.  (5) Vowels in the same class don’t cooccur. 
 

 [pEpu] ‘vent’  * liku * bEno 

 [niE] ‘amusement’  * luki * bEnç 

 [seti] ‘couche ’  * beno * benE 

 [kçpu] ‘goblete’  * benç * bçno 

2/21/2008 

• We can represent the cooccurrence restrictions as follows: 

        i                      u The dotted arrows here connect pairs 
       e                     o of vowels which may not cooccur.  

E ç  
a 

 
• We also see cooccurrence restrictions with Nbaka consonants –homorganic consonants 

cannot differ solely on the feature [VOI], [SON], or [NAS].  
 
  “… if a disyllabic word contains a voiceless consonant, it does not also contain the voiced 

counterpart of that consonant (that is, /p/ excludes /b/, /s/ excludes /z/ etc.). Similarly, if 
a disyllabic word contains a voiced obstruent, it does not also contain the prenasalized 
counterpart of that obstruent (that is, /b/ excludes /mb/, /z/ excludes /nz/ etc.); if such a 
word contains a prenasalized obstruent , it does not also contain the corresponding nasal 
(that is, [mb] excludes [m], [nz] excludes [n] etc.)…”  (Wescott 1965 as reported in Mester 
1983: 40-41) 

 

• Broe (1995) notes that we can state the cooccurrence in terms of natural classes and that the 
banned pairs correspond to Trubetzkoy’s (1977) notion of a bilateral opposition in that they 
differ on exactly one feature which exhaustively constitute a natural class.  

 
(6)                                                          Labial 
 
                                             Obstruent                       Voiced 
                                  Oral                                                              Nasal                          
 
               Voiceless                                                                                  Sonorant 

    [p]              [b]           [mb]             [m] 
 
  
 

 

(7) This graph indicates that: 
(i)   nonidentical homorganic oral consonants may not cooccur. 
(ii)  nonidentical homorganic voiced obstruents may not cooccur.  
(iii) nonidentical homorganic nasals many not cooccur. 

 
 
Morpheme structure constraints (MSC or MSR)  what good are they? 
 

Q: Could /ækd/ be in the lexicon of English?  (Do we need an MSC?)  
 

Q: What about using underspecification ? (What about Conquistadors?) 
 

Q: So, what do we do with the bad words? (ideas for: slol, fnæk, mæ) 
 

Q: How do you learn this in the first place? (Could it be innate?) 
 

Q: Do you see a conspiracy here? 
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Estonian 
• Content morphemes have a minimum size of two syllables or one heavy one.  
 

• There is a rule that deletes final vowels in the nominative singular.  
 

 
 

 
Q:  What rules do we need for Estonian? 
 
 
 
 
 
• Kisseberth points out that we can collapse A but not B:  
 
 A        B 
 
 
Q: How is this a conspiracy? 
 
 
Q: What would Kissaberth tell us to do with the following rule from Yawelmani? 
 

 
 
• Conspiracies abound:  
 

 Icelandic  u-epenthesis repairs bad clusters (with no good syllabification) 
   j-deletion occurs to avoid bad clusters  
   syncope occurs unless it creates bad clusters 
 

 Malagasy  C-deletion occurs to fix bad word final consonants 
   consonant changes (e.g. h→k) fix bad word final consonants 
   epenthesis fixes an even larger set of bad word final consonants  
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• Constraints can trigger or block rules. (We have discussed blocking).  
 
•  The case of triggering is somewhat complicated because there might  
 be more than one rule that could fix a constraint violation.  
 
Rule application strategies:  
 

(i)  Directional 
(ii)  Simultaneous 
(iii) Exhaustive  
(iv) Persistent  
(v)  Minimal vs. Maximal (structure targeted)  
 
 
 
Five basic approaches to the mechanisms of generative phonology 
 

1) Rules only  
SPE-style rules and perhaps some Morpheme Structure Rules and/or 
redundancy rules to get some of the static patterns.  (e.g., Chomsky 
and Halle 1968) 

 

2) Rules and ‘Hard’ Constraints  
Hard (inviolable) constraints restrict Underlying Representations and 
block the application of rules that would create violations. (e.g., 
Leben 1973, Hayes 1986, Schein & Steriade 1986, Calabrese 1987, 
Archangeli & Pulleblank 1994, Halle & Idsardi 1995).  

 

3) Rules and Violable Constraints (Harmonic Phonology) 
 Rules apply in order to improve phonological representations by  

eliminating structures that violate constraints and improving their 
Harmony. (e.g., Goldsmith 1989, 1990, 1993 –or, though the 
terminology is different Kisseberth 1970, Sommerstein 1974, 
Liberman and Prince  1977, Goldsmith 1979, Steriade 1982, Prince 
1984, Singh 1987, Ito 1988, Yip 1988, Hayes 1995 – and especially 
Smolensky 1986). 

 

4) ‘Persistent’ Rules and Constraints   
 Persistent rules apply during a derivation whenever their structure is  
 met but they can be blocked by constraints.  (Meyers 1991) 
 

5) Constraints only  -- This is Optimality Theory 
 
 
Q: What about the question of universality? 


