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Adopting the OT framework to analyze a phonological pattern sometimes leads to a
reduction in the complexity of posited phonological representations. This often happens when
phenomena that require an intricate hierarchical representation in other frameworks can be recast
in OT as the result of simpler representations interacting with constraints that, being violable, are
sometimes incompletely satisfied. For example, McCarthy and Prince (1993) account for the
location of infixation in Tagalog /um + gradwet/ —> [gr-um-adwet] by showing that this option
best satisfies the constraint NOCODA; as they explain, the apparently constituent-like behavior
of the onset consonants [gr] falls out from the NOCODA analysis without requiring an Onset
subsyllabic constituent in the phonological representation. Similarly, Padgett (2002) shows that
the hierarchical structure of feature geometry can be simplified if constraints that call for the
spreading of a feature class (i.e., a node) are not all-or-nothing, but can be only partially satisfied
in cases where the demands of a higher-ranked conflicting constraint are at stake.

Even in OT, however, the simplest conceivable phonological representation is not always
the most desirable. In this paper, I argue that there is a trade-off between representational
simplicity in subsyllabic structure and the ability to appeal to functionally motivated constraints
in the analysis of liquid-specific restrictions on syllable onsets. 

Languages such as Iglesias Campidanian Sardinian (Bolognesi 1998), Korean (Kim-
Renaud 1986), Mongolian (Poppe 1970), Guugu Yimidhirr (Haviland 1979), Pitta-Pitta (Blake
& Breen 1971), and Kuman (Blevins 1994) avoid either rhotics, or both rhotics and laterals, in
the onset position of word-initial syllables. The most plausible functional motivation for an
avoidance of initial rhotics or liquids is that, as high-sonority segments, they are insufficiently
perceptually distinct to be onsets in word-initial position. (See Flack, to appear, for experimental
evidence that sonority, rather than internal cue robustness for the liquids, is the motivation for
initial-liquid bans in several Australian languages.) But glides are even higher in sonority than
liquids, so a functionally motivated — that is, sonority-based — account of liquid-onset
prohibitions seems to predict that a language banning initial liquids would ban initial glides as
well. This prediction does hold for some languages, such as the Sestu dialect of Campidanian
Sardinian (Bolognesi 1998), but not for the languages listed above.

The solution to the unexpected behavior of syllable-initial glides is to recognize that there
are two possible positions that glides can take in a G(lide)-V(owel) sequence: they can be either
true onset glides (1) or rimal onglides (2).

(1) True onset glide      σ (2) Rimal onglide     σ
  2  2

  g        rime  g        rime
G        g

     V   G  V
Ø     1

The need to distinguish between onglides that are included in the syllable rime and onglides that
are not has previously been motivated (in non-OT frameworks) for several languages on the basis



of syllable weight, glide fortition patterns, and phonotactic distributions (Kaye & Lowenstamm
1984; Davis & Hammond 1995; Rubach 1998; Harris & Kaisse 1999). I argue that the same
distinction can be used to account for liquid-specific onset prohibitions if the functionally
grounded constraints on onset sonority are sensitive specifically to segments in true structural
onset positions (1). This entails that in languages where syllable-initial glides “escape” sonority
restrictions affecting rhotics or all liquids, the glides are syllabified as rimal onglides. Independent
evidence that onglides are indeed rimal can be provided for at least two of the languages that fit
this pattern: Iglesias Campidanian and Seoul Korean.

In conclusion, liquid-specific onset prohibitions can be analyzed without stipulative, non-
grounded constraints if onset sonority constraints are able to recognize the difference between
structures (1) and (2). But if this kind of difference is available for constraints to evaluate, then
it must be the case that GEN produces candidates with a certain amount of abstract hierarchical
syllable structure. Thus, it is not necessarily the case that the simplest possible syllable
structure — a flat structure in which all segments have the same relationship to the syllable
node — is the best analytical choice, even in the OT framework. Finally, the requirement that
GEN be able to produce candidates that differ as in (1)-(2) has various further implications for the
syllabification of non-glide consonants and the inventory of syllable-structure constraints as well.
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