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@ The Syllable and Word-Stress

‘

Introduction

For speech analysis, the syllable is a unit next in hierarchy
to the individual speech sound. And according to Peter Roach
"the syllable is a very important unit,”" as far as pronunciation
and prosody are concerned. The understanding of the nature, the
division and the structure of syllable helps as much the students
of language as the students of literature. It also initiates the
students of Phonetics into the areas of stress and intonation. A
proper count of syllables and their nature, whether they are weak
or strong or whether they are accented or unaccented, helps them
understand and enjoy the metrical patternsin the lines of poems.
In the present chapter, however, our concern is confined to
detailing the phonetic aspects of the syllable.

Definition

The syllable can be defined in terms of the pulmonic air
stream mechanism or in terms of the pealks of prominence.
The air from the lungs does noj come out in continuous flow. The
muscles of the chest contract and relax alternately and thus the
air is pushed out in small puffs. Each such movement of the
muscles is called a chest pulse. Each chest pulse corresponds
to a syllable Sometimes, the muscular action is more powerful
than usual. This produces a reinforced chest pulse, and stronger
puff of air. A syllable produced in this way is called stressed
syllable. For example, the English word advantage /
ad va:n t1d3/ has three chest pulses and hence three syllables.

The second syllable -va:in- is pronounced with greater breath
force. Therefore, it is a stressed syllable.
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However, techinlcally more pr?e'cm;l‘y:'ct”;j)’i lable corresponds
to a peak of prominence. The peank s fenerally carried by a
vowel. So, in English word advantaqge /.ullvmn,nd:s /the sounds

/3/. /Qi/ and /1/ are more prominent than the others, Thus
they constitute the peaks of prominence. So, the word has three
syllables. The syllable division in a word Is marked by elther a

dot () or a hyphen (-) as in A.1go.ret/ or S1-ga-ret/

Syllabic Structure

A syllable is composed of its constituent segments (Individual
sounds) vowels and consonants. They are distinguished by their
function in syllable structure. ‘The chest pulse Is carried by the
vowel, which produces free passage for the escape of the air. A
vowel is thercfore the nucleus of the syllable. The consonants
are marginals. They Initiate or close the syllable. The consonant
that begins a syllable is called the releasing consonant and the

one that closes a syllable is called an arresting consonant. The
basic structure of the syllable thus is CVC,/

Peter Roach uses a different tcrmi’hology. though the
conclusions remain the same. According to him, a minimum

syllable would be a single vowel in isolation : are /a:/, or
/3:/. These are preceded and followed by silence . More generally,
however, a syllable will have either an onset that is a vowel
preceded by a consonant as in car /ka:/ or rmore
/md:/, or a coda, that is, a vowel followed by a consonant as in

ease /i:z/ or up /ApP/. or both an onset and a coda as in cat
/ka:t/ or pin /pin/.

It is possible to have more than one consonant at the
beginning or at the end of the syllable. For example, the English
word strike /st‘ralk/ has a sequence of three consonants at the

beginning. ‘The word against has three consonants /nst/ at the

end of the second syllable. Such occurrences are called

consonant clusters. Such clusters must occur as part ol the
same syllable

The number of initial and final three consonant clusters in

English is quite smal) /8/ can be followed by either /p/ and
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/t/. /t/ and /r/ or /k/ and /1/ as in spree, strongz and sc:en‘
initially: in the final position only /lpt/ /1107 /ndz/
/0ks/ or /pst/. /f0s/. /kst/ clusters are possible as in helped
/helpt/, /twelfth/ /twelfB/. bands /bandz/. banks
/bzpks/. lapsed /lepst/, fifths /f1f0s/ next /nekst/

respectively.
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Syllabic Consonants

As stated in the foregoing discussion on syllable, its nature
and structure, vowel is the nucleus, that is, a vowel is an
essential element of q syllable in English. However,
Phoneticians have considered a number of cases where syllables
have no vowels in them and yet have the standing of a syllable.
In such cases, the nucleus is the consonant, which is called q
syllabic consonant. Such syllabic consonants are not many ;
only I, r, or a nasal carries the peak of the syllable, instead of g

vowel. Itis usual to mark such a syllabic consonant with a sma])
vertical mark () as in /bp t!/

element jp the
k a sy
Therefore, the structure of the second
CV. Given below
remember :

In phonetics, it is customary to mar llabic consg

Syllable jn A, s i
arc¢ some more words fo, the StDtullwl,ll be

udents &
cattle /ke.t!./
bottle /bD.t!./
wrestle T e.s}/

muddle = /ma.dl
couple /ka.pl/
subtle /SA-t!-/
Little Al
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Cotton /Ako.tn/

Mutton  /ma.tn/

Sudden  Aa.dn/

ridden  Ardn/ |

The occurrences of the syllabic /r/ are more common inp
American accent than in R.P. or B.B.C English. The word particular
would be pronounced by most Americans as /PT tIk;)lr/,

whereas BBC speakers pronounce it /pa'tlkjala/ with ng
occurrence of syllabic consonant init.

rd-Stress =

Py

Stress

-Jtress is the result of an additional degree of breath
force that we expend on a certain syllable in an English word.
That certain syllable distinctly stands out from the rest when

the word is pronounced, Fudge is, therefore, right when he says

th e s
that “stress means essentially that one phonological element is

singled out within another. longer, phon

is shown by Placing a vertical
stressed syllable.

ological element. " Stress
bar () above and in front of the

Varieg) Number of ables remains almos!
This jg a distijp UnstreSSed svil .
Ctrhythm f Yllables between them

In sy
c
. h langUages. the occurrenc?®
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of stressed and unstressed syllables is equally distributed.
Phoneticians lay"down four kinds of stress in English. They are
primary. secondary, tertiary and zero. /These stresses are
distinguished from eacn otner by the degree of breath force that
. A speaker expends on various syllables of syllablc words. For

example, in the English word, Organz;dﬁom /3:ganar'zeif an/

the fourth syllable zel- has the highest degree of accent. The -
first syllable receives the next degree of accent. Next in order is
“the third syllable, and so on. Practically we use two degrees of
accent—primary and secondary.

Since marking of stress in English words causes a great
deal of difficulty, especially to foreign learners, it becomes
obligatory to present the complex matter of stress placement
through some simple rules, at least for the beginners. This may
indeed not straighten the matter, particularly when we know
that almost all the rules have exceptions to their application.
Peter Roach rightly observes : “Nevertheless, practically all the
rules have exceptions and readers may feel that the rules are so
complex that it would be easier to go back to the idea of learning
the stress for each word individually.” In the light of this
observation, it is suggested that we should list commonly used
words under each rule and it is recommended further that
students commit themselves to more practice after having been
initiated into the subject matter..
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