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Syllabification is usually taken to be a categorical process in phonology. This is, however, in 
contradiction with a variety of experimental results, which suggest a more fluid syllabification, with 
consonants being variably associated with the preceding segment (coda),  the following one (onset) or 
both (ambisyllabicity). The phonetic literature also stresses the difficulty in finding stable phonetic 
correlates for syllable boundaries or constituents; recent work (e.g. Krakow 1999) rather suggests the 
existence of cues to the syllabic affiliation of consonants. These gaps between theory and 
experimental data may be interpreted in at least three ways: (1) the syllable is not a relevant 
theoretical concept (Kohler 1966; Angoujard 1997); (2) the gaps reflect a distinction between different 
levels of syllabification (phonetic and phonological) (Selkirk 1982; Itô 1986); (3) the experimental 
results do not reflect the subjects’ syllabification rules. 

I would like to explore a more direct approach to syllabification that bridges the gaps between 
the phonological, phonetic and psycholinguistic results. I consider that syllabification is a gradient 
surface process and that the (intra- and inter-speaker) variation observed is real and linguistically 
relevant. Syllabification does not consist in localizing syllable boundaries, which have no 
phonological status, but in identifying syllable peaks (sonority maxima) and determining to what 
extent each surrounding consonant associates with the preceding and following segments. More 
specifically, I suggest that the syllabic affiliation of consonants depends in large part on a principle of 
perceptual dependency, according to which the syllabic affiliation of a consonant is a function of the 
degree of perceptual dependency between it and each of its adjacent segments. This perceptual 
principle interacts with other known factors related to word margins (Steriade 1999; Berg & Niemi 
2000; Martens et al. 2002), morpheme structure and rhythm (tendency to equalize syllable duration; 
Maddieson 1985). This principle also accounts for and unifies a number of tendencies observed in 
syllabification: 
• Consonants tend to associate with the following segment more than the preceding one, as a 
consequence of a perceptual asymmetry between onsets and offsets of acoustic signals (Bladon 1986; 
Delgutte 1997; Wright 2004). The onset maximization principle, including the unmarked status of 
CV, and the syllable contact law (Vennemann 1988) may be interpreted as following from this 
tendency. Interestingly, Tabain & al. (2004) observe that the CV-VC asymmetry is more pronounced 
in English than in Arrernte, a language exceptionally analyzed as VC (Breen & Pensalfini 1999). 
• Consonants are attracted to more salient segments, which provide stronger perceptual cues: vowels 
more than other consonants, stressed vowels more than unstressed ones, phonetically longer vowels 
more than shorter ones (Treiman & Danis 1988 ; Ishikawa 2002 ; Redford & Randall 2005). 
• Sonorants appear more easily than obstruents in coda position (Clements 1990 ; Barry et al. 1999 ; 
Zamuner & Ohala 1999 ; Content et al. 2001 ; Ishhikawa 2002), as a result of coarticulation between a 
sonorant and a preceding vowel being more salient than coarticulation between an obstruent and a 
preceding vowel. Among obstruents, stops associate with the preceding vowel more than fricatives, 
due to their weaker internal cues that make them more dependent upon contextual cues. Among stops, 
Delattre (1940) further notices a contrast between intervocalic [pt] (reptile) and [kt] (recteur) in 
French, [p] appearing more readily than [k] in the following onset, possibly for reasons related to the 
perceptibility of stop release. 

It remains to be seen to what extent this approach to syllabification is compatible with the 
phonological processes that have been claimed to depend on syllable constituents or boundaries. The 
role of the syllable in phonotactic processes has already been questioned (Steriade 1999 ; Côté 2000 ; 
Blevins 2003 ; McCrary 2004). Otherwise, the approach outlined here is compatible with processes 
that depend on the number of syllables (or peaks), as well as the distinction betweeen closed and open 
syllables and heavy and light syllables. 
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