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THE AMERICAN ENGLISH RETROFLEX, LATERAL, AND NASAL SYLLABICS:
A PRCBLEM IN PHONEMIC TRANSCRIPTION

Richard A. Murphy

In teaching the pronunciation of standard American English ! to speakers of other
languages the instructor may facilitote the task by employing some form of trans-
cription taken either directly from speciolly prepared materials or, if such malerigis are
unavagilable or inadequote, from one of the many handbooks on American English struc-
ture. The American English retroflex syllabic ond, in 0 more restricted sense, the lataral
ond nasal syllabics, however, are cases where most avgilable transcriptions have hin-
dered the teacher and students rather than assisting them.2

The maijority of structurat handbooks, following the Trager-Smith tradition, treoat
the syllabics phonemically as mid-centrol of high-central vowel plus consonant, basing
their analysis primarily on the principle of potterned disiribution and symmetry rather
than on that of phonetic similarity? The advontoge of such an interpretation is that it
allows for a neat division of English segmental phonemes into the three mutuolly exclu-
sive categories of consonants, vowels, and semivowels,

When transcriptions based upon this anolysis ore used in the classroom, however,
their. pedagogical short-comings become immediately apparent. This is made especially
clear in ottempting to teach the retroflex syllabic as vowel plus consonant, Once the
student has mastered the sounds[ a},[+], [r] separately, he is then asked to combine
them to form syllabic nuclei. The results are most unsotisfactory, simply because
the syllobic nuclei of words like girl, term, or fur in stondard American English are pho-
netically not a combinalion of either g mid-central or high-central vowel plus a retroflex
consonant, but rather consist of a singie, mid-central retroflex syliabic, similor in both
manner and place of orticulation to 1he initial sound of red and the final sound of cor.
It is inetfectual to point out to the students that the symbols /ar/ aor /3r/ actuglly stand
fer the single retroflex svllabic[ : ]They continue to be mis-led by o transcription which
does not iruiy reflect the phonetic facts. If it can be shown that a different phonemici-
zation, one which more closely represents the actual phpnetic situation, is just as valid,
then perhaps teachers would feei more at ease in adopting such g solution for closs-
room use.

The very close phonetic similarity between the various American English retroflexes,
both syllabic and non-syllabic, can easily bs demonstrated. For exampls, one method of
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teaching these sounds that has proved most effective is to posit g single articulatory po-
sition in terms of which the pronunciation of all retroflexes is explalned. This fundamen-
tal position, as it maoy be called, is described as follows: the sides of the tonguse touch-
ing the upper back teeth, the front part of the tongue lowered slightly, and the apex
curved up and back, The (r] or red is produced by storting from the fundomental posi-
tion and gliding to the following vowe!. The [r] of car is produced by moving from the
vowel to the fundamental position. And the [!l of bird is produced by moving from the
preceding consonant to the fundamental position, occompanied by o marked increase in
sonority. Of course, each retroflex allophone is colored in different woys by its imme-
diate phonetic environment. But it is usually not necessary to go into such detail with
the students. A general orticulatory description as outlined hers, followed by carefully
controlled drill, is sufficient in most cases,

The fact that the retroflex varionts resemble each other so tlosely in standard Ame-
rican English, plus the difficulties encountered in the classroom with transcriptions based
upon a /VC/ symbaolization for syllabic | I'l are reasons enough to consider the pos-
sibility of o completely different analysis. One alternative to the Trager-Smith interpre-
tation is to reserve the priority given to patterned distribution and symmetry as onalylic
criteria over phonetic similarity and to establish o single phoneme, symbolized by /r/,
occurring in pre-vocalic, post-vocalic, and vocolic positions in both sirongly stressed
and weokly stressed syllables. Of course, whether a /VC/ or /C/ interpretation of the ret-
roflex syligbic is adopted, the phonetic datg remain the same. The analyst simply has
to weigh the relative merits of each symbolization. The Trager-Bmith anolysis results in
a simpler phonologic description of American English, especially in syllable structure.
A /C/ symbuolization, on the other hand, is preferable from a pedagogical point of view
for the reosons stoted obove, Thus the octual phonemic interpretotion of the phonetic
dota is not automatic, but rather a matter of carefully considered choice.

A further factor, not drown from pedagogy. should also be considered. That is that
o /C/ solution would not necessitate complete abandonment of symmetry and patter-
ned distribution as analytic criteria, but would mersly coll for a different application of
these principles to the phonetic material ot hand. For a distributional pgttern similar to
that described here for /r/ is evident among the loterals and nasals as well.

Syllabic laterats and nasals occur almost exclusively in weakly stressed syllables,
except for such marginal forms as Hmm! Analysts do not agree on their exact distri-
bution, although the following description represents a reasonable account of the pho-
natig situation for stondard American English. The syllabics [I n, m, nf can vary frealy
with vowe| plus consonant in such forms as[ mést~ masH ]tmuscle» [ méysn~ meysin ]
emasons, [ Swpm-Swpin] «opens, and [Jekr“ﬂ ~Jatkin}ii Jedack and Jilb. Under certain
statoble conditions, however, /I/ and /n/ occur only as syllabics. For example, when eith-
er is preceded by /t/ or /d/. there is no /V/ between the stop and the following nasal or
lateral. Thus model, settle, cotton, sadden are [ mddt, sétt, kNdtn, sedn ] respectively.

Those who adopt the /VC/ interpretation for the retroffex syllabic gre consistent in
analyyzing the lateral and nasal syligbics phonemically in the same way. But transcriptions
based upon this interpretmiOn' are pedagogically accepiable only as long as the nasal and
lateral syllabics are freely interchangeable with /VC/. When only the syllabic is possible,
then a vowsl plus consonant symbolization couses the same difficulties encountered with
the retroflex. That Is, the insertion of[+Jor [s]in the JHinal syllable of forms such as
[mﬁdﬂor[s&dnjls cs unacceptable a pronunciation as [gu‘i-] ar' [garlr] for girl.



THE AMERICAN ENGLISH RETROFLEX, LATERAL, AND MNASAL SYLLABICS: 85

Here again, if one is willing to sacrifice ‘a simple description of phonemics to great-
er teaching effectiveness, then ¢ /C/ phonemicization and symbolizotion may be adop-
ted for the latergl and nasal varionts aos was done for the retroflex. And, as noted above,
olthough this interpretation results in greater complexity of statement, there is still some
evidence of patterning and symmetry: for the distribution of /i and /n/ runs generatly
paraile! to that of /r/, even though the syllabic lateral ond nasal are restricted mainly
to certgin definoble environments in weakly stressed syllables. 5

An analysis which resuits in a /C/ symbolizalization for English syllabic consonants is
ceriginly not without precedent. More than twenty years ago Pike tentolively included
/ n}r.alll.'f in his chart of English phonemes. ¢ He did not feel that grguments based
upon symmetry, frea variation, or structural pressure were convincing enough to warrant
a vowel plus consonant interpretation of these syllabics. Later studies also identified
single phonemes with both consonantal and vocalic ollophones. Hockett, for example,
arranged phonemes into seven different categories according to their occurrence os
syllable peak nuclei, peak sotellites, margins, or various combinations thereof.3 And
Jokobson, Fant and Halle, in their treatment of distinctive features, acknowledged the
#joint presence of two opposite featuress [vocalism and consonontalism) in one phoneme
even lhough they noted this for the loterais and the avorious intermitient r-sounds»
only,

In focing the general problem of phonemicization, one must reoiize, above all, that
there may very well be more than one fegitimote solution. Even if an analyst takes o
rigid stond on a particular interpretation, he has to recognize the existence of other
possibilities, even though they are not as acceptable to him as his own. It is within this
contaxt that the phonemicization and trangription ot the Americon English retroflex late:-
al, and nasal syliabics must be considered. Both the /VC/ and /C/ interpretations have
their advontages and disodvantages, and one cuan argue for agoinst either on the basis
of simplicity of description vs. pedagogical effectiveness (i e. phonetic similarity). Perhaps
the mere realization that an glternative /C/ interpretation is justifiable linguistically os
well as pedagogicaliy will suffice to free teachers and writers of materials from depending
on a Trager-Smith ana'vcis in which educational implications were never meant to be ¢
consideration. 1
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AMERIKAN INGILIZCESINDE HECE YAPAN RETROFLEKS
LATERAL VE GENIZL! UNSUZLER
FONEMIK YAZIDA BIR SORUN

OZET

Gilnlimiizde Amerikan Ingilizeesinin yipis1 lizerine yazilrmig olan ve iginde fone-
mik yaziya yer veren kitaplann ¢ogu, hece yapan linslzlerden «retrofleks» «lateral»
ve genizli linsiizleri, i{inllilerle {insiizlerin bilegiml olarak igleyen, diizenli dagilim ve
simetri elemanlarina analitike Kriter Oncelik tamyan, Trager-Smith tipi analizden ya-
rarlanir.

Hece yapan bu iinsiizlerin 8gretiminde elde edilen tecriibe sopucu, simftaki uy-
gulamalarda /VC/ (linldl ve {nsiize gosterme) tipi yorumlamaya dayamlarak dii-
zenlenmiy olan fonemik yazimn eksiklikleri kesinlikle belirmigtir.

Bu yazida ne siirtilen baska bir ¢dziim yolu, gerek hece yapan gerek yapmiyan
linstizlerin /r1mn/ seklinde yazilmasidir. Boyle bir ¢éziim yolu Amerikan Ingiliz-
cesi fonolojisinin, /VC/ tipi analize Kiyasla daha girift bir gehkilde tasvir edilmesine
yol agmakla beraber, égretim bakimindan ¢ok daha iyi sonuclar vermelktedir. Ayri-
ca, bu tipte bir yorumlama, dilbilim agisindan, fonetik benzerlik esaslariyla onlara
kiyasla daha kisith bir oranda beliren diizenleme ve simetri elemanlarina dayanila-
rak desteklenebilir,

Sonug¢ olarak, /C/ (linsiizie gosterme) ¢izlmiiniin gerek dilbilim gerekse ogre-
tim ybnlerinden gegerlilifi oldugunun bilinmesi, baz1 &grencileri kendi ihtiyaglarina
uygun diismeyen tek tipte bir fonemik yaziya bagl Rkalmaktan kurtarabilir.



