
Abstract 

This is a small article on a small topic: the reduced vowel [´] (“schwa”) in Contemporary 
Standard Russian. However, being at the heart of one of the most complex problem areas 

of Russian phonology, viz. vowel reduction, schwa certainly deserves thorough 
inspection. My objective is twofold. First I explore a number of generalizations about the 

distribution of schwa, some of which have not been made explicit in the literature. 

Secondly I sketch an analysis in terms of Optimality Theory (OT, McCarthy and Prince 
1993; Prince and Smolensky 1993). To the best of my knowledge, an OT-based analysis 

of the full range of data explored in the present paper has not been advanced before. My 
central claims are:  

• The distribution of schwa may be described in terms of purely phonological 

generalizations involving syllable and foot structure as well as assimilation. 

• Constraint interaction in terms of OT facilitates an explicit and insightful account of 

the distribution. 


