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Hiatus resolution in Hungarian: an optimality theoretic account

Péter Siptár

Hiatus, i.e., a heterosyllabic sequence of adjacent vowels, constitutes a dispreferred configura​tion in a number of languages. Some languages disallow the occurrence of hiatus altogeth​er; others prevent some instances from arising by various means but let others surface or re​solve them in some surface-phonological manner. The diverse means of avoiding hiatuses, resolv​ing potential hiatuses, or breaking up actual ones, include elision of one or the other vowel, diphthong formation or glide formation, vowel coalescence, as well as epenthesis of a default consonant, capturing a ‘floating’ consonantal melody or the spread of some (conso​nantal) melody from one of the vowel positions flanking the empty onset position. 

This paper surveys the major hiatus avoidance/resolution patterns that are attested in Hungarian (these turn out to include nearly all of the logically possible pat​terns, cf. Siptár 2002). In particular, we discuss elision of the first vowel (szomorØ-odik ‘become sad’), that of the second vowel (kocsi-Øn ‘on a cart’), diphthong formation (autó ‘car’), consonant epen​thesis (karcsú-s-ít ‘make slim’), and floating consonant realisation (a-z-alma ‘the apple’). Final​ly, hiatus resolu​tion in the strict sense (fi[j]ú ‘boy’) is given an OT analysis.


In optimality theoretic terms, the general dispreference for hiatus can be ascribed to the universal constraint Onset (1a); languages that tolerate hiatus will have Onset ranked rel​atively low, whereas languages that never tolerate it will have Onset ranked relatively high. The two general repair strategies, elision and epenthesis, involve violation of Max-IO (1b) and Dep-IO (1c), respectively (cf. Kager 1999).
(1) 
a.
Onset
Syllables must have onsets.



b.
Max-IO
Input segments must have output correspondents (‘no deletion’).



c.
Dep-IO
Output segments must have input correspondents (‘no epenthesis’).

Depending on which of these three constraints is ranked lowest, the following three basic situations are predicted (cf. (2)–(4), where dots represent syllable boundaries, < > enclose underparsed (≈ deleted) segments and bold C stands for an epenthetic consonant):

	(2)
	               /CVV/
	Max
	Dep
	Onset

	
	(        CV.V
	
	
	*

	
	         C<V>V
	*!
	
	

	
	         CV<V>
	*!
	
	

	
	          CV.CV
	
	*!
	


This ranking suits Hungarian inasmuch as cases like fáraó ‘pharaoh’ (monomorphemic), kutyá-ul ‘(feel) wretched’ (analytical morpheme boundary), szomorú-ak ‘sad.pl’ (synthetic morpheme boundary), kutya-ól ‘kennel’ (compound boundary) or szomorú arc ‘sad face’ (word boundary) are concerned. However, all (partial) resolution strategies referred to and ex​emplified in the second paragraph above remain unaccounted for.

	(3)
	              /CVV/
	Max
	Onset
	Dep

	
	            CV.V
	
	*!
	

	
	        C<V>V
	*!
	
	

	
	        CV<V>
	*!
	
	

	
	(    CV.CV
	
	
	*


This ranking is clearly inadequate for Hungarian: although special cases of ‘consonant in​sertion’ do occur (karcsú-s-ít ‘make slim’, a-z-alma ‘the apple’, fi[j]ú ‘boy’, and cf. Vago 1989), these have to be accounted for in some other manner. Ranking Dep-IO lowest is not the appropriate way of capturing them.
	(4)
	              /CVV/
	Dep
	Onset
	Max

	
	            CV.V
	
	*!
	

	
	(    C<V>V
	
	
	*

	
	(    CV<V>
	
	
	*

	
	         CV.CV
	*!
	
	


Which particular vowel will be dropped in each actual case has to be determined by the help of further constraints (cf. Casali 1997). This ranking appears to be adequate for cases in which the first (tiszta ‘clean’ (adj.) + ít → tisztít ‘clean’ (vb)) or the second (hajó ‘ship’ + unk → ha​jónk ‘our ship’) vowel is deleted (cf. Törkenczy & Siptár 2000). But, again, it is insufficient to capture the Hungarian pattern in general since it incorrectly predicts that in cases like fáraó or fiú one or the other vow​el will have to go, too. Compare szomor<ú>-odik ‘become sad’, szo​mor<ú>-ít ‘make sad’ vs. szomorú-ak ‘sad.pl’, szomorú-an ‘sadly’ vs. szomorú-<o>n ‘on the sad one’, szomorú-<a>bb ‘sadder’: whether it is the first or the second or indeed neither of the two vowels that gets deleted seems to be quite arbitrary.


The paper will introduce further constraints and rankings (as well as certain consid​erations from outside OT, cf. Myers 1999, Kálmán et al. 2004) to capture some of the minor patterns referred to above but will concentrate on an account of hiatus resolution in the strict sense as observed in cases like (5a–b) vs. (5c).

(5)
a.
diéta
((
‘diet’


laikus
  (
‘layman’



siet

‘hurry’


női
  ((
‘female’



pióca
((
‘leech’


síel
  (
‘ski’ (vb)



fiú

‘boy’


dicsőít
  (((
‘glorify’


b.
kettéoszt    
(( ~ ((
‘divide’



ráér
  
(( ~ ((

‘have (plenty of) time’



poén 
  
( ~ ( 

‘punchline’


c.
ráadás
(((, *(((
‘encore’

oázis 
(, *(
‘oasis’



ideális
(, *(
‘ideal’

oboa
(, *(
‘oboe’



kalauz
((, *((
‘conductor’ 
műút
((, *((
‘road’



neon
, * 
‘neon’

fluor
, *
‘fluor’
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