Are branching syllabic constituents really necessary?
The aim of this paper is to reexamine the definition of branching constituents in syllabic
representations. It is generally accepted that languages such as Italian and French, to name but
two, allow certain types of branching syllabic constituents. Most phonological accounts of these
languages would characterize forms containing sequences of an obstruent consonant followed by
a liquid consonant (henceforth OL) as having a branching or tautosyllabic representation (see, for
example, Davis 1990 for Italian, and Kaye & Lowenstamm 1984 or Dell 1995 for French). As
such, the OL sequences [g+1] and [k+r] in (1) would be represented as in (2).

(1) Italian French

Obstruent + [1] | il globo [ilglobo] “the globe” le globe [1dglob] “the globe”

Obstruent + [R] | il cratere [ilkratere] “the crater” | le cratere [lokRateR] “the crater”
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It is crucial to note however that not all languages syllabify such OL sequences in the same
manner. Indeed the forms in (3) taken from Gbe languages (Capo 1991) appear to syllabify the
obstruent and the liquid in two different syllables, i.e. as a sequence of an initial obstruent
followed by an empty nucleus followed by the liquid in onset position as in (4).

(3) Fongbe Phonetic form Gloss
Obstruent + [1] | klu [klu] ‘to scratch’
Obstruent + [R] | tli [tli/tri] ‘to be thick’
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This raises the issue as to the nature of branching constituents. In other words, why are the
Italian or French obstruent + liquid sequences in (2) analyzed as branching onsets, but not the
Fongbe sequences in (4)? If such constituents cannot be derived from the class of the segments
involved (i.e. if liquids do not always syllabify in the same syllable as the preceding obstruents)
then how are branching constituents created? The answer appears to be that they are preformed
and must be stipulated for each individual language.

The purpose of this paper is to examine an alternative viewpoint. We claim that preformed
branching constituents do not exist and that sequences of (apparently) tautosyllabic consonants
are artifacts. We propose that all phonological segments are parsed into binary units by a syllabic
algorithm. Such combinations of two adjacent segments constitute phonological phases which
are either a) strong (i.e. ready for interpretation by the phonetic interface) or b) weak (i.e. not
directly interpretable by the phonetic interface and thus requiring further licensing by an adjacent
segment). Under this approach, the difference in syllabification of the OL sequences above lies
in the lexical properties of liquids: they constitute strong phases in Fongbe, but they constitute
weak phonological phases in languages such as French. We also claim that syllables are not built
from segmental units through derivations, but erected from alignment of permissible prosodic
structures and available segmental melody as suggested in language production research.
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