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Syllable Prominence in Tibetan:
A Perspective of Linguistic Inventory Typology

SUN Kemin and LIU Danqing

[Abstract] As a mighty category in Sino-Tibetan languages, syllables play important roles in many
aspects, such as phonology, morphology and syntax. The current typological researches on
Sino-Tibetan syllables in China are mainly focused on Chinese, while little has been done on
Tibetan, a language distinct from Chinese, which awaits in-depth and detailed studies. In the light of
Linguistic Inventory Typology, this paper examines the prominence of syllables in Tibetan from
three perspectives: markedness, stability and closedness. Our findings are displayed as follows:
differences in both the complexity of maximal syllables as well as sonority contours between and
among Tibetan dialects are significant, but mandatory initial consonants are found universal;
boundary readjustments of Tibetan syllables, though indicating relatively weaker syllable stability
than that in Chinese, are less common than in languages which are not syllable-mighty; and in
addition, the phonotactics, sound alterantions and sound changes are affected by elements beyond
syllables, and the fusion between syllable nucleus and coda is still low, both of which indicate that
Tibetan syllables enjoy a low level of closedness compared to those of Chinese.

[Keywords] Linguistic Inventory Typology mighty category the Tibetan language syllable
prominence
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