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Abstract 

We present evidence for the analysis of the 
vowels in English <say> and <so> as 
biphonemic diphthongs /ɛi/ and /əu/, based on 
neutralization patterns, regular alternations, 
and foot structure. /ɛi/ and /əu/ are hence 
structurally on a par with the so called “true 
diphthongs” /ɑi/, /ɐu/, /ɔi/, but also share 
prosodic organization with the monophthongs 
/i/ and /u/.  The phonological evidence is 
supported by dynamic measurements based on 
the American English TIMIT database. 
Calculations of F2-slopes proved to be 
especially suited to distinguish the relevant 
groups in accordance with their 
phonologically motivated prosodic 
organizations. 

Introduction 

Rhymes in English (E.) sigh, soy, and sow 
(pig) are often classified as "true diphthongs", 
in contrast to those in say and so, which have 
been claimed to pattern with monophthongs 
(Clements/Hertz 1996, Giegerich 1992, Harris 
1994, Kenyon/Knott 1953, Ladefoged 1999, 
Lehiste/Peterson 1961). We argue here that 
phonological evidence supports the parallel 
biphonemic representations in (1a,b), where a 
vowel associated with the nucleus (N) is 
followed by /i/ or /u/ in the coda (C), thus 
building a complex rhyme (R) (Phonological 
and phonetic evidence for the representations 
of the diphthongs in (1a) is discussed in 
Raffelsiefen and Geumann 2016). The choice 
of /i/ and /u/ is motivated by markedness 
(affinity between high vowels and syllable 
margin). Syllabic /i/ and /u/ are assumed to 
generally co-associate with the coda in E. (cf. 
(1c)), unlike other monophthongs, which 
associate with the nucleus only (cf. 1d)). 

The prosodic structures in (1) are supported 
by neutralization patterns in prevocalic 
position. Systematic replacements of simple 
nuclei by the type of complex rhymes shown in 
(1a,b,c) in loan word adaptation serve to 
satisfy the constraint *NN (No adjacent 
nuclei). Examples are given in (2). 

(2) Hebrew Isr[a.e]l > E. Isr/ɛi.ə/l, Isr/i.ə/l, 
Spanish p[a.e]lla > E. p/ɑi.ɛ́/lla 

"/ɹ/-insertion" in non-rhotic dialects also 
satisfies *NN by supplying a final coda as is 
shown in (3). No /ɹ/ is inserted when the 
morpheme ends with a coda already according 
to the representations in (1a,b,c), as is 
illustrated in (4). 
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