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The Phonological Representations of English

Inflectional Endings*

¥ Mayurce Trichaisii

Language teaching is perhaps the wost important application of
linguisitic theory and research. Since linguistics has undergone a paradigm
shift in recent years-from descriptive to generative linguistics-applied lin-
guistics has also adopted new approaches. The following article illustrates
an old problem seen through new theoretical glasscs

There has long been a controversy about the underlying representa-

tion of the English inflectional endings. Different generative phonologists
postulate different sets of phonological representations necessary and sufficient
to account for the facts of the phonology of pluralization, possessivization,
preteritization and third person singular present tense verb agreement. The
hypotheses concerning their underlying representations are presented and discussed,
and it is shown that it is impossible to arrive at a unique solution without
taking independent phonological facts into consideration.

Generative phonologists pose questions about the phonological repre
sentations of English inflectional endings and the rules by which phonetic
representations are derived. The phonological representations of the plural will
be discussed as a representative of the whole English inflectional endings, similar
to the approach used in Shibatani’s paper.*#*%* Based on data accumulated by
many generative phonologists, there are four hypotheses postulated as follows.

*  The paper is based on M. Shibatani, 1972. "The phonological Representations
of English Infiectional Endings.” Glossa. 6 (1): 117-127.

** Mayuree Trichaisri. Department of Fareign Languages, Faculty of Sciences
and Arts, Khon Kaen University

**% Shibatani, op. cit.
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g. hits kids hisses
UR [hit$s/ lkids$s/  [hisHs/
Rules 1a his 3 s

F . TES kidz
1bII his 3 z
Result: hits kidz hisaz
+strident +strident\
Rules la: D>/ fa T J#
+coronal +tcoronal
. ? s [-I- voiced] H— " I
1b s>z/ z e I

2. hits kids hisses
UR 'hit# ozl [kiddt ozl [his$ros/
Rules: 2a hits kids

2bl kidz
2b11 hisaz

Rusult : hits kidz hisaz

~strident | +strident

Rules 2a 9—-)®/ | H —— , ] 4+

‘_ tcoronal A tcorenat
[+voiced] H#— I
" s/ . * 11
hits kids hisses
Ihit¥z/  [kid3kz/  [hisdkal

UR :

Rules : 3a hisaz

3b hits

Result : hits kidz hisoz
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+strident +strident
Rules : 3a Z>a/ i
+coronal & +coronal
3b 7=>s / [—voiced] 3 3
4, hits kids hisses
UR [hitHoz/ [kidFez/ [histkoz/
Rules: 4a hitz kidz
4b hits
Results: hits kidz hisoz
Rules :
[‘—strident +strident
da g/ | = -.
{ +coronal +coronal
! [ o
4h z—s / l:-voiced] e —m— i

Hypothesis |. The schwa-insertion rule applies first, so we need to
postulate an ad hoc rule voicing non-voiced segments after schwa. But if the

assimilation rule applies first, there will be many endings incorrectly terminat-
+ strident

+ continuant ]

Hypothesis Il also has the same problem as hypothesis I after schwa
These two hypotheses should be rejected because they are shown to
be relatively complicated and ad hoc. According to Halle, the fewer the
features, the more general the solution. Thus, hypotheses Iil and IV should be
favored over I and IIL
a deletion rule.

ing in [-voiced] segments as there are stems ending in [

deletion.

The only problem is the choice of an insertion rule or
Halle also says in his theory of phonology that the phonoiog-
ical description must be appropriately integrated into the language (cf, The
Sound Pattern of Russian, Mouton and Co., 1959, P. 24) Thus, there is no non-
arbitary way of arriving at a unique solution to this problem.

Luelsdorff argues for Hypothesis IV because he finds it economical,
as it needs only one rule which can easily be integrated with other rules for
English. He regards the processes involved in inflectional endings and auxiliary
reduction (is, has etc.) to be the same. However, this is ciearly not the case,
Auxiliary reduction, as shown by King (1970) and Zwicky (1970) involves abs-
tract syntactic information, while this is not the case with inflectionl endings.
Moreover, the application of auxiliary reduction is optional, while the hypothe-
sized vowels in inflectional endings always obligatorily drop. So these two cases
cannot be considered as being the same. Zwicky assumes that the phonojogical
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representations of inflectional endings must have a vowel.

Hockett argues for Hypothesis Ili by introducing the notion of automa-
tic alternation which is obligatory due to the phonemic pattern of the language
as a whole. One of the alternate shapes is the base form, and the other or ot-

hers are said to replace the base form under specific conditons. He suggests
that English has phonolactic conditions as follows:

e [- - sonorant ] [ = sonoOrant ] Fpdt

i | oc voiced oc voiced

6 [ + strident ] + strident Gl
+ coronal [ + coronal

Inflectional ending are so altered that there would be no violation of
these conditions. It is concluded that the base form or phonological representa-
tion of the plural imust be [z| because it is the only representation that involves
a process which can be accounted for by these bhonotactic conditions and makes
the alternation automatic. Hockett chooses a schwa - insertion rule because
phonetically the schwa is the least prominent vowel, so it causes the smallest
amount of alteration in neighboring segments. The reason English uses a schwa
insertion rule in making inflected forms conform to its phonotactics is because
of the tendency to maintain phonetically similar forms as much as possible.

Shibatani examines the arguments presented for the previous analyses,
and gives some evidence arguing for Hypothesis 11l and against the others. He
says that Hypotheses I, II had more rules. Hypothesis T requires a rule of
voicing, but the rule must voice the ending even after sonorantS as in "peas",

"boys". The sequence of sonorants and [S ] is permitted in English as in ' peace
¥

'voice Thus, the voicing of [s/ after sonorants is not well - motivated
because non - plural nouns in English can have a sonorant followed by an [s/.
Hypotheses II and IV involve a rule that deletes a schwa after non - sibilants,
- but again English allows sequences of non sibilant-schwa - dental fricative as in
"mantis”, "treatise"". Thus, the phonological representations iike [s/, [es/ and
[?z[ for the plural make the alternation in question non-automatic. [z[ involves
only processes that can be explained in phonetic terms, but other representations
involve processes that cannot be accounted for independently.

* The conditions are here stated in term of negative conditions, i.e. (5) and (6)

respectively state that there can be no word final obstruent sequence which
does not agree in the specification of voicing, that a sequence of sibilants is
not permitted. There are several excepiions to (3). For exumple, "width,
breudth,“ etc. Condition (6) must be moic constrained in such a way that it
does not apply across prefixes ; "misspell, i -‘-.nappen." etc. violate the condi-
tion stated here.
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