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1. Introduction. It is a well-known fact that there is a cross-linguistic preference to avoid coda-
onset clusters with sonority rise, a tendency known as the Syllable Contact Law after the work by 
Murray & Vennemann (1983) and Vennemann (1988). This law has been adduced to explain some 
diachronic changes, but also synchronic phenomena such as epenthesis and epenthesis positioning, 
consonant strengthening, syncope blocking, word order and subtraction regulation in blend 
formation, allomorph selection, metathesis, and regressive manner assimilation. 2. Goal. The main 
purpose of this talk is to explore, on the basis of an extensive set of processes drawn from Romance 
languages, the nature of the Syllable Contact constraint in Optimality Theory. Moreover, we will 
also discuss which sonority conflations and reversals across languages should be possible and 
which should not, and how these language-specific details could be incorporated in the OT 
machinery. 3. Data. The processes under examination are the following: a) regressive manner 
assimilation in some varieties of Catalan and in Languedocian Occitan (see 1), b) onset 
strengthening and epenthesis in Catalan (see 3), c) alveolar fricative rhotacism in Majorcan Catalan, 
dialects of Sardinian and dialects of Galician (see 2), d) alveolar fricative gliding in Languedocian 
Occitan (see 2), e) strategy selection in word-initial consonant clusters violating the minimum 
sonority distance constraints in Catalan, and, finally, f) allomorph selection in Catalan and Spanish 
(see 4). 4. Discussion. Few of these processes have been considered to date in the literature devoted 
to Syllable Contact, although their analysis leads to some important typological and theoretical 
implications: 1) Behind the large amount of phonetic variation found in Romance languages due to 
consonantal contacts, a universal pattern can be outlined, that which ensures the optimization of 
syllable contacts: all the processes considered (see § 3 and 1-4), indeed, can be analyzed as 
strategies to improve syllable contacts. 2) Syllable Contact cannot be regarded as a single constraint 
which categorically bans coda-onset clusters with rising sonority, but should be broken down into a 
universal hierarchy of constraints targeting all possible sonority distances between adjacent 
heterosyllabic segments, as originally suggested by Murray & Vennemann (1983) and implemented 
to the OT machinery in Bat-El (1996), Gouskova (2001, 2002, 2005), Baertsch (2002), and 
Baertsch & Davis (2005). This claim is derived from the manner assimilation and lenition patterns 
depicted in (1) and (2). The emerging generalization behind the facts of regressive manner 
assimilation is that sonority increase across syllable boundary is leveled out by total assimilation 
(1a-1d), although a certain degree of sonority increase is permitted when a nasal or a sibilant are in 
first position (1j-1k). The emerging generalization behind the facts of lenition is that decreasing 
sonority distances can also be improved by increasing the sonority of the consonant in coda position 
(2c). These patterns can only be accounted for within a theory which targets all possible 
intersyllabic sonority distances, both positive and negative, through different markedness 
constraints and which, therefore, allows faithfulness constraints to intervene between them. 3) The 
asymmetrical phonological pattern of liquids (laterals, flaps an trills) and obstruents (voiced and 
voiceless) as far as manner alternations in Romance are concerned, leads to the necessity to have a 
theory which considers a sonority scale with fine distinctions between segments and which 
consents, across linguistic varieties, conflation and, eventually, reversals of segments that are in 
adjacent ranks in the sonority scale. To put a simple example, the fact that nasals assimilate the 
manner of articulation of the following lateral but not that of the following trill (1c vs. 1k) advocates 
a sonority scale where trills have less sonority than laterals, as already proposed in some studies 
(Bonet & Mascaró 1997, Parker 2002). Likewise, the fact that the processes of rhotacism and 
gliding apply before a voiced stop but not before a voiceless stop (2b vs. 2c) advocates a sonority 
scale where voiceless stops  have less sonority than voiced stops, as already put forward in other 
studies (Steriade 1982, Davis 1990, Blevins 1995).  
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Data* 
 
(1) Manner assimilation patterns of Majorcan & Minorcan Catalan (MC) and Languedocian Occitan (LO) 
Potential intersyllabic rising sonority   Flat or deacreasing intersyllabic sonority  
→ manner assimilation → manner preservation 

a. Stop + non-stop consonant (MC)  e. Stop + stop (MC) 
cap llit  /kap##it/  [ka.it] ‘any bed’  cap tros /kap##ts/  [kat.ts]  ‘any piece’ 
cap iot /kap##jt/ [kaj.jt] ‘any yacht’  llac petit /ak##ptit/  [ap.p.tit] ‘small lake’ 
b. Alveolar fricative + lateral, rhotic, glide (MC)  f. Alveolar fricative + non-sibilant (MC) 
dos llits /doz##itz/ [do.its] ‘two beds’ dos peus  /doz##pwz/ [dos.pws]  ‘two feet’ 
dos iots /doz##jtz/ [doj.jts] ‘two yachts’ dos fils  /doz##filz/  [dos.fils]  ‘two threads’ 
c. Nasal + lateral, glide (MC)     g. Nasal +stop, fricative, rhotic (MC) 
un llum  /un#um/  [u.um] ‘one light’ un peu /un#pw/ [um.pw] ‘one foot’ 
un iot /un#jt/ [uj.jt] ‘one yacht’ un foc /un#f/ [u.fk] ‘one fire’ 
d. Obstruent + sonorant (LO)    h. Lateral, rhotic, glide + consonant (MC) 
ròc mòl /k##ml/ [rm.ml] ‘soft rock’  mal fet  /mal##fet/  [mal.fet] ‘not well-done’ 
tot l’argent /tut##l#adent/ [tulladen] ‘all the’  mal ritme /mal##ritm/ [mal.rim.m] ‘bad rithm’ 
Apparent exceptions       bar petit /ba##ptit/  [ba.p.tit] ‘small bar’ 
→ rising sonority but preservation (MC)     i. Sonorant + obstruent (LO) 
j. dos nius /doz##niwz/ [doz.niws] ‘two nests’    ram petit  /am##petit/ [ram.petit] 
k. un riu /un#iw/ [un.riw] ‘one river’     sol petit /sol##petit/  [sul.pe.tit] 
    
 
(2) Rhotacism / gliding patterns in Majorcan Catalan (MC), Sardinian (S), Galician (G) and Languedocian Occ.(LO) 
Potential intersyllabic rising sonority  → lenition         Flat or decreasing intersyllabic sonority→  preservation 
a. Alveolar sibilant + sonorant b. Alveolar sibilant + voiceless stop 
tres manos /trs##mans/ [tr.ma.ns] ‘three hands’ (S) tres panes /trs##pans/ [trs.pa.ns] ‘three breads’(S) 
tres yannas /trs##jannas/ [tr.jan.nas] ‘three doors’ (S) tres canes /trs##kans/ [trs.ka.ns] ‘three dogs’(S) 
dos mons /doz##monz/ [do.mons] ‘two worlds’ (MC)  dos pans /doz##panz/ [dos.pans] ‘two breads’ (MC) 
dos nius /doz##niwz/ [do.niws] ‘two nests’ (MC)   dos cans /doz##kanz/ [dos.kans] ‘two dogs’ (MC)  
estás mal /stas##mal/ [es.ta.mal] ‘you feel bad’ (G)   estás tolo /stas##tolo/ [es.tas.to.lo] ‘you are mad’ (G) 
cos nud  /ks#nyt/ [kj.nyt] ‘naked body’ (LO) las pòrtas /las#ptas/ [las.p.ts] ‘the doors’ (LO) 
c. Apparent exceptions → Potential decreasing sonority but lenition 
tres boes /trs##bs/ [tr.b.s] ‘three oxen’ (S), tres domos /trs##dms/ [tr.d.ms] ‘three houses’ (S)  
dos bous /doz##bwz/ [do.bws] ‘two oxen’ (MC), dos dits /doz##ditz/ [do.dits] ‘two fingers’ (MC) 
estás doente /stas##doente/ [es.ta.do.en.te] ‘you are ill’ (G) 
los buòus  /luz#bjwz/ [luj.bjws] ‘the oxen’ (LO) 
 
(3) Onset strengthening and epenthesis patterns in Catalan 
honrat  /onad/  [un.rat] ‘honest’ vendre /bn+/ [bn.d] ‘to sell’ 
(4) Allomorph selection patterns in Catalan and Spanish  
/in/ → selected allomorph by default: inestable [instab.bl] ~ [inestale] ‘unstable’; insegur(o) 
[insu] ~ [inseuo] ‘unsafe’  
/i/ → selected allomorph to avoid a bad syllable contact (i.e. intersyllabic sonority rise): il·legítim [ilitim] ~ ilegítimo 
[ilexitimo] ‘illicit’; irracional [irsjunal] ~ [irajonal] 

                                                 
* Due to space reasons, just a reduced sample of the data under analysis is exposed. 
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