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Wk 8 Monday – Conspiracies and Constraints  
 
Q: What is the conspiracy problem? 
 
• 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 ?) 

 
 
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 
 

 

• 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.  

 
Q: Where in the grammar do the static patterns go? 
 
• Morpheme structure constraints – what are they good for? 
 
• What about using underspecification instead? 
 
Q: So, what do we do with the bad words? (ideas for: slol, fnæk, mæ) 
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Estonian 
• Content morphemes have a minimum size of two syllables or one heavy one.  
               (CVVV..., CVCC) 
 
• There is a rule that deletes final vowels in the nominative singular.  
 

 
 

 
 
Q: If we use rules here what kind of conspiracy do we have? 
 
• 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  

 

Bswaga  (Hakha Lai) tone changing rules eliminate sequences with mis- 
match between end tone of one syllable and beginning of next 
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• Cognate infixes in various 
     Austronesian languages:  
 
 
•  So how do we evaluate the 

complexity of grammars that 
contain constraints? 

 
 
•  From SPE to constraints. 
 
 
Q: How do we evaluate the 

complexity of a proposal that 
invokes a constraint that is 
needed elsewhere? 

 
 
 
 
 


