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Pons-Moll, Clàudia. 2022. Discussion in: Rasin, Ezer (auth.) “Challenges for the sise-
based  parallel  analysis  of  Modern  Hebrew  vowel  deletion”. Radical:  A  journal  of
Phonology, 4, 32-37.

COMMENTS

Rasin’s  paper  discusses  three  empirical  challenges  for  Bat-El’s  (2008)  formal

interpretation  of  the  process  of  syncope  in  Modern  Hebrew.  Bat-El’s  proposal

understands Modern Hebrew vowel deletion in inflected forms as a means to keep the

number of syllables  steady,  uniform, across the paradigm constituents.  Hence Rasin

refers  to  it  as  a  size-based  analysis.  To  build  up  the  proposal,  Bat-El  resorts  to  a

particular application of the Transderivational Correspondence Theory (Benua 1997),

which, as shown by Rasin’s paper, is visibly challenged by three patterns related to the

interaction between vowel deletion and vowel epenthesis  in Modern Hebrew. These

three challenging patterns include a) epenthesis in the base (which leads to syllable size

discrepancies between the constituents under paradigmatic pressure, defying thus the

constraint  DEPσ-OO, nuclear to Bat-El’s account);  b) epenthesis after deletion (which

leads to vowel quality changes, inexplicable under the size-based analysis), and c) a

case  of  underapplication  of  –e deletion  (which  the  size-based  analysis  overlooks,

prompting the wrong deletion of the vowel). 

Rasin  shows  that  a  traditional  rule  and  derivational-based  analysis  is  free  of

empirical challenges and thus preferable to the parallel  and size-based interpretation

pursued  by Bat-El.  Overall,  I  think  Rasin’s  paper  is  a  valuable  contribution  to  the

understanding  of  the  process  of  syncope  in  Modern  Hebrew,  especially  because  it

provides  solid  empirical  arguments  for  which  an  interpretation  based  on  paradigm

uniformity is untenable, and because it also proves that a derivational account of the

data under study is unavoidable.
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However, whereas it is certainly true that Rasin’s proposal is empirically-flaw-free

(at least, as far as the interaction of vowel deletion and vowel epenthesis is concerned), I

would have liked to see a “drive” behind the rules proposed and an explanation for their

specificities. Why should a word-initial a delete when placed in an open syllable and in

ante-pretonic position in adjectives, participles, and nouns (see the rule in 5a)? Why

should an unstressed e delete when placed in a two-sided open-syllable environment in

adjectives, participles, and verbs (see the rule in 5a)? I would also have liked to see

some apparent generalizations about the data, like the fact that syncope seems to be

systematically  associated to  stress shift,  that  it  seems to be a strategy to  avoid two

contiguous unparsed syllables in order to obtain a trochaic foot (see Pariente 2017), that

it never affects high and round vowels, that it is more regular in verbs, participles and

adjectives than in nouns (supporting, thus, Smith’s 2011 typological observations about

category-specific phonology and the privileged status of nouns). Overall, while I foresee

analytical alternatives for why the syncope process operates and about its specificities,

after thinking carefully about it, I have not been able to find an alternative account of

the data that does not include derivations. In fact, I think this is the most conspicuous

facet of these data: the interaction of deletion and insertion processes is so intermittent

that is difficult to explain without resorting to derivations.

That said, I will focus my reaction around some concerns about Bat-El’s application

of  Transderivational  Correspondence Theory,  proposed by Benua (1997).  In  fact,  in

addition  to  the  empirical  counterexamples  related  to  the  interaction  of  syncope and

epenthesis  pointed  out  by  Rasin,  Bat-El’s  proposal  also  faces  various  issues  of  a

technical  nature.  As I  will  argue,  these  technical  issues  call  for  a  more constrained

application of the Transderivational Correspondence Theory, and, by extension, of any

formal device conceived to account for paradigmatic pressures among the members of

an inflectional or a derivational paradigm.

The first  issue  affects  the  elements  under  correspondence  and  subject  to  output-

output  faithfulness.  Bat-El’s  (2008)  proposal  assumes  that  the  elements  under
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correspondence that are subject to the output-output faithfulness constraints go beyond

the base. The author does indeed claim that the portion in correspondence includes not

only the base, as illustrated in (1), but the base plus the affixes, as illustrated in (2).

However, according to the traditional view, it is only the shared portion of the members

of a paradigm, that is,  the common base,  that should be under correspondence and,

therefore, subject to O-O faithfulness. 

(1) Standard O-O correspondence

k  a  t  á  n         ‘small.m.sg’

k    ø    t  a  n   – á    ‘small.f.sg’

(2) Bat-El’s (2008) proposal

k  a  t  á  n         ‘small.m.sg’
k    ø    t  a  n – á      ‘small.f.sg’

An  O-O  faithfulness  constraint  that  requires  “the  size  of  the  suffixed  word  to  be

identical  to the size of the stem in terms of syllable  count”,  as proposed by Bat-El

(2008),  is,  at  any  rate,  unconventional.  Moreover,  the  possibility  of  having  this

constraint undominated, as estimated by the factorial typology, would lead to undesired

consequences,  the  most  extreme  being  the  lack  of  affixation,  in  order  to  keep  the

members equal in terms of syllable number. To put it in other words, there is a limit on

the  scope  of  the  output-to-output  faithfulness  pressures:  the  shared  based  in  a

derivational paradigm (which corresponds to the underlined portion in the examples of

1a).  Under this  standard perspective,  what  output-output  faithfulness constraints  can

regulate is any kind of change from the base of the underived form to the base of the

derivative form or from the  base of the derivative form to the  base of the derivative

form, as the changes we find in the alternations V~Ø~V: the OO mapping [katán]  →

[ktan-á]  involves  a  violation  of  MAX-OO and the  OO mapping  [ktan-á]  → [katán]
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involves a violation of  DEP-OO. But,  beyond that,  not much more can be regulated

through output-output faithfulness constraints.

The  second  issue  affects  the  notions  of  overapplication  and  underapplication.

Paradigmatic  pressures have traditionally  been invoked to account  for  exceptions  to

sound laws, or, in more current terms, to account for cases of phonological opacity. Two

essential  concepts  when  dealing  with  phonological  opacity  are  overapplication  and

underapplication.  Overapplication  refers  to  situations  where  a  phonological  process

applies  even  though  the  conditions  that  make  it  applicable  are  not  visible.

Underapplication occurs when a phonological process does not apply even though the

conditions that make it applicable are met. Bat-El’s proposal resorts to OO faithfulness

to give an answer for what I would say is the  normal application of the process of

syncope in Modern Hebrew. Indeed, what I cannot see in the Modern Hebrew data is

neither  the  overapplication  nor  the  underapplication  of  a  process  driven  by  OO

faithfulness.  We would find overapplication,  for instance,  if  the syncope process —

motivated perhaps by the need to satisfy a specific markedness constraint M1 in the

affixed forms— would also apply in the unaffixed forms, where there is no motivation

for its application (3). On the other hand, we would find underapplication if the syncope

process would not apply in the affixed forms (4), due to the influence of the base, in

which  syncope  does  not  apply.  In  principle,  because  of  BASE-PRIORITY,  only

underapplication (4) would be expected due to the influence of base on the derivative

form. In  sum,  it  appears  to  be  another  unusual  application  of  the  Transderivational

Correspondence Theory.  

(3) Overapplication of syncope (hypothetical example)

[ktan-á] (syncope motivated by markedness) ‘small.f.sg’
→ [ktán] (syncope motivated by DEP-OO) ‘small.m.sg’
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(4) Underaaplication of syncope (hypothetical example)

[katán] (lack of syncope) ‘small.m.sg’ 
→ [katan-á] (lack of syncope motivated by MAX-OO) ‘small.f.sg’

Another point of concern in Bat-El’s proposal is that it assumes that the pressure among

paradigm constituents in inflectional paradigms (i.e. verbal and nominal paradigms) is

asymmetric,  that  is,  that  it  is  possible  to  identify  a  base,  to  which  the  rest  of  the

members of the paradigm have to be faithful (in the specific case of her proposal, there

must be uniformity regarding the number of syllables). However, this is not the most

usual application of Benua’s (1997) model, primarily conceived to account for pressures

among the members of a derivational paradigm and in which the identification of a base

that  has priority  over the rest  of the paradigm members is  fully  justified.  In fact,  a

canonical analysis for these data in terms of paradigm uniformity would be to resort to

the Optimal Paradigms model (McCarthy 2005), specifically conceived to account for

paradigmatic pressures among the members of an inflectional paradigm. According to

this model, it is not possible to aprioristically identify a base, unlike in the derivational

paradigms, so the direction of the paradigmatic pressure is expected to be symmetrical

and determined,  not  by  the  priority  of  the  base,  but  by  markedness.  The  paradigm

constituent that satisfies a high-ranked markedness constraint is the one in condition to

exert  pressure over  the rest,  and thus only overapplication of a  process  is  expected

(unless an even higher-ranked markedness constraint blocks overapplication). Applied

to  the  Modern  Hebrew data,  this  constituent  would  be  the  affixed  form,  in  which

markedness (a constraint against two unparsed syllables) triggers syncope ([ktan-á]), but

the  effects  of  the  OO  faithfulness  constraint  OP-Dep-V  on  the  unaffixed  forms

(potentially leading to *[ktán]) are inhibited by the IO faithfulness constraint MAX-IO,

which blocks deletion in  the unaffixed forms ([katán])  but  not  in  the affixed forms

(because of course MAX-IO is dominated by the markedness constraint). This leads to

non-uniform inflectional paradigms ([ktan-á]~ [katán]), as far as the V~Ø is concerned.
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The take-home message is that the more orthodox the application of a model, the

better. Not radical at all. 
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