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ABSTRACT

With the assumption that normal orthography is regular, the present
study seeks to find rules that determine the contexts in which certain
consonants occur but are not pronounced. Twelve such consonants are detected
and the contexts in which they are mute are determined. Then the related rules
are formulated and their pedagogical implications are suggested.
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1. Introduction

Time has now passed to consider the English orthography as irregular, that is, not
rule-governed. Even examples such as bough, cough, dough, rough, and through in
which the same spelling pattern represents different pronunciations can be said to be
rule-governed (See Schane, 1970). Conventional spelling pattern is in fact closer to "the
optimal phonological representation” than the "standard. phonemic transcription”
(Chomsky and Halle, 1968: 69).

Chomsky and Haile {1968) showed that the pronunciation of English words can be
predicted by paying attention to the spelling of words. The pedagogical rules devised by
Dickerson (1977, 1978, 1978a, 1981, 1982, 1985, 1989, 1989a) also revealed the
regularity of the orthography. Yamini (1997) proclaimed the teachability of these
regularities and the rules thereof.

Before these regularities were revealed, the general belief was that English spelling
did not offer any clues to the pronunciation of words (See Lado and Fries, 1954; and
Mackay, 1987). However, even at that time, there were attempts at finding pronunciation
rules and teaching them to the students. (See, for example, Allen, 1954; Hill and Ure,
1962; Wijk, 1966),

2. Objectives of the Study
This study is an attempt at finding the contexts in which certain consonants are
silent in British RP. The assumption is that the spelling pattern can be a good guide to
tie pronunciation of words. With this point in mind, an attempt is made to find and
formulate rules that show the contexts in which certain consonant letters do not
represent any sounds.
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3. Statement of the Problem

As writing is permanent, it does not change as rapidly as the sounds it represents.
Most sounds undergo changes in spoken language, but the written form retains the old
spelling pattern. This creates some discrepancy between the orthography and the spoken
word, making the pronunciation of written words difficult for the forei gn language
learner. One such case exists in words that contain written symbols that no longer
represent any sounds.

However, if one traces the pronunciation of words back to older times, one sees
that the silent consonants of today were once pronounced fully. For example, <knight>
used to be pronounced as [kmixt] (See Jones, 1956: 213 for the transcription of
fourteenth century <gh>), but now two of the consonant sounds are deleted. Yet, the
spelling pattern includes enough information to signal the correct pronunciation of the
word. It is this information that should be passed to the learner. To do this, one needs to
know exactly at what contexts consonants are not pronounced, and how the spelling
pattern and the morphology of the word may help one pronounce the word correctly.

4. The Study
4.1. Gemination in English

Before specific silent letters are considered, it must be noted that in modern
English there is no gemination, that is to say when there are two consonants of the same
type together, they do not represent two sounds (except in word boundaries). Only one
of them is pronounced and the other is mute. This fact is referred to as consonant
simplification in Chomsky and Halle (1968: 148) and is stated informally in the
following way:

(1) C —» &/ before an identical C

A look at the transcription of older texts reveals that the case was different in the
past. Double consonants used to represent geminated sounds. (See Jones, 1956: 213).
Therefore, there is a logic behind certain double consonant spellings. The fact that these
spellings represent only one sound now should be brought to the consciousness of the
language learners so that they do not try to pronounce double consonants as geminated
sounds.

4.2. Silent Letters

Silent letters are mostly the ones that stand for stop sounds, [p,b,t,d,k,g],
semiconsonants [l, n, r]and the semivowel [w]. The letter <c> should also be included
among those representing stop sounds because it can stand for [k] as well. From among
the combination of consonants, <gh> is usually silent.

If the syllable structures in English are studied, it becomes apparent that there are
certain consonants that can cluster together. As a matter of fact, stop sounds are the ones
that are present in most consonant clusters (See Gimson, 1962; Ladefoged, 1975;
Fromkin and Rodman, 1988; Roach, 2000). But sounds do not combine with other
sounds randomly. The combination takes place inder certain constraints and in certain
contexts the consonants become silent.

4.2.1. Silent <b>.: In the following examples, one can see the contexts in which
<b> is mute and compare them with the contexts that signal a sounded <b>. (Column 11
examples are taken from Wijk, 1966: 115)
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(2) 1 II
obtain [ob'tem] debt [det]
subtract [sab'trekt] doubt [daut]
subtitle ['sabtartl] subtle ['satl]
obtuse [ab'tju:s] subtlety ['satlti]
obturate ['obtjuarelt] doubtful ['dautfl]

It is clear from the transcriptions that in words of columnT <b> is pronounced,
while it is silent in words of column IL. If the structure of the words are considered, it
can be seen that in words of column I there is a boundary between the <b> and the
following consonant; there is a prefix that is attached to a stem. This boundary separates
the final consonant of the prefix from the consonant at the beginning of the root. Thus
the consonants belong to two different syllables and they are both duly pronounced
without any effect on one another. In the second column, however, there is no boundary
as such in the words and the <b> is silent. Therefore, it can be concluded that <b> is
mute in front of <t> provided that the former is not part of a prefix. If this kind of <b> is
represented by b.p, the following rule can be formulated.

(3) bp— @ —1t

This is not the only context in which <b> is silent. When there is an <m> before
the consonant, it can exert an influence on the pronunciation of the stop insome
contexts. Study the following examples, most of which come from Wijk (1966: 115).

)] I 11
ambition [&m'biln] limb [lim]
symbol ['simbl] climber ['klaimna]
bombard [bom'ba:d] bomb [bom]
amber ['&mba] climbing ['klaimm]

The examples show that <b> is silent after <m> in final positions and before inflectional
endings. (Notice that the ending in <amber> is different from the one at the end of
<climber>.) Let Ej stand for inflectional endings, and the point can be stated formally as

follows.
(5)b— &/ m— (BD#

Combined with Rule (3), this rule yields the following formal statement.

—t
(6) b_p—»ﬁl

m — (Ep#

As the silent <b> after <m> cannot occur in a prefix, the first part of the rule is written
in the same way as Rule (3). This takes care of both cases and allows the collapse of the

two rules.
4.2.2. Silent <p>. The letter <p>'is also silent in some contexts. I{ it comes before

the group of sounds represented by the features [+anterior, +coronal, o strident, -
voice, -o. nasal], it may be silent. Let us study some words and see in what contexts the
consonant is not pronounced. (The examples in column I come from Wijk, 1966: 119.)
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(7N I I
hypnotize [‘hipnataiz] pneumonia [nju:'maunid)
capsule ['kapsju:l] psychology [sar'koladzi]
lapse [l2ps] psalm [sa:m]
cheapness ['tfi:pms] preumatic [nju:'maetik]
grapnel ['grapnal] bronchopneumonia ['brbnkanju:'mounis]

Column T words include sounded <p> letters, but in the words of column II the
consonant is not pronounced. When the consonant is silent, it occurs together with
another consonant in the same syllable. But when the two consonants belong to different
syllables, both of them are pronounced. Moreover, <ps> combination has a silent <p>
when it starts a word. If this context is also taken as the beginning of a syllable and if
this position is represented by #y, the rule can be stated in the following way.

®) po>B/H#g— )

4.2.3. Silent <t>. The next consonant letter to be considered here is <t>. This
consonant is silent in the words of column II below that are taken from Wijk (1966:
120).

(9 [ I
abstentious [zbs'ten/ss] fasten ['fasn]
existence [1g'zistans) listening ['lisnir]
abstract ['ebstrakt] listener ['lisna]
adjust [2'dzast] hustle ['hasl]
existential [;egzis'ten]l] bustled ['basld)

The consonant <t> appears after <s> in all these examples. The cluster precedes <en> in
some of the examples in column II, but this is not a clue, because there are examples in
column I as well that have the same spelling pattern. What makes the words of column
II distinct from similar words in column [ is that the sequence <sten> is either at the end
of the words or before the suffixes that have been identified as Ej-type endings. The

same is true of the other group of words in column II. These words contain <stle> and
the combination is either at'the end of the word or before an inflectional ending,
represented as E; here. In the words of column [, such an ending does not exist. Thus the

following generalization can be made.
(10) t—> @ /s_{{fn (E;) #

4.2.4. Silent <d>, Like other stops, <d> can also be silent in certain contexts. The
sound that affects the prenunciation of <d> is [n]. However, the reference books used
for the purposes of this study do not show concordance in this regard. Therefore, it
becomes necessary to make a choice and base the rules on the examples found in one of
the references. For this purpose, Jones (1972) is chosen because it shows more
consistency and the transcriptions are rule-governed. The following examples are all
taken from the said source. In cases where there is an option between a silent <d> and a
sounding one, the silent form has been chosen.

11 I II
landlady ['lzn,leid:) handle ["handl]
grandfather ['gren,fa:09) binding ['baindin)]
handkerchief ['hankat/if] bound [baund]
landslide {'lznslard) boundary ['baundn]
handsome ['"h&nsom] winds [waindz]

blindness ['blammis] bandage ['bandidz)
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In all these examples, there is an <n> before <d>!. When there is a vowel or a
syllabic consonant after the <d>, the consonant is pronounced. It is also pronounced

when it is at the end of a word or before a neutral sufﬁxz. In other contexts, the
consonant is silent. This indicates that the consonant should be in medial position in
order to be silent. Moreover, the syllable structure should also be considered. In words
of column II, the consonant <d> starts a syllable while in the words of column I, <d>
appears at the end of the syllable. This position can initiate a generalization about the
contexts in which <d> is silent. If this position is symbolized by Z#, which does not

include word final position nor the position before an Ej-type ending, the following rule
can be devised.

(I2)d> D /n—2=2g

There is also another context in which <d> can be silent, and it is before <g>.
Usually <d> appears before <g> in contexts in which the latter sounds as [dz]. In this
case, the <d> is not pronounced. For example in <judge> and <knowledge>, where <g>
is before <e> and should be pronounced as [d3], <d> is silent. However, in contexts in
which <g> should be "hard" (pronounced as a stop sound), <d> is pronounced. In these
cases, the two consonants do not belong to the same syllable. For example, in
<mudguard> and <bloodguilt> both stops are pronounced and they belong to different
syllables.

4.2.5. Silent <k> and <g>. From the list of stops, <k>and <g> are left to be
considered. These letters can be silent when they come before [+anterior, +nasal]
sounds. <g> may be silent in front of both nasal sounds represented by these features,
but <k> can be silent only before <n>. The examples in (13), most of which come from
Wijk (1966: 92) indicate the positions in which the letter <g> is or is not pronounced.

(13) I 1
agnostic [2g'nostik] gnat [nzt]
diagnose ['daragnouz] impugn [im'pjusn]
signal ['signsl] sovereign ['sovrin]
ignore [1g'na:] sovereignly ['sovrinli)
stagnant ['stzgnant] assignment [a'sainmant]
sigma ['sigma] paradigms ['peradaimz]
dogma ['dpgms] assigning [o'sainm)]
fragment ['fregmont] assigner [9'sam3]
ragman ['regman] diaphragm ['darofreem)

paradigmatic [,parodig'metik]
diaphragmatic [darefrag'matik]

The spelling <gn> appears in all positions, initially, medially and finally. The
group <gm> does not appear word-initially, but it is found in the other positions. The
letter <g> in <gm> is silent only in the final position, but the <g> in <gn> is mute in two
of the positions in which it is found, word-initially and word-finally. Yet, in
<assignment>, <sovereignly>, <assigning>, <assigner> and <paradigms>, <gn> and
<gm> are found in the middle position, and the <g> is mute. However, this is different
from the medial positions found in column I The sequence appears before a word
boundary; there is a suffix added to an independent word. The suffixes that appear in
this position are either of Ej-type or start with a consonant. The latter are the endings
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that Dickerson (1982) calls neutral. They can be referred to as Ey, and the observations
can be stated in the following way.

#-——n
14 &/ E;
R et 8 Ok
n E.

Let us now examine the contexts in which <k> is silent. Study the following
examples.

(15) I 1l

darkness ['da:knis] know [nau]

nicknack ['niknzk] knife [narif]

breakneck ['breiknek] antiknock ['enti'npk]
crookneck['kru:knek] foreknowledge {fo:'nolidx)
banknote ['benknaut] penknife ['pennaif]

These examples reveal that <k> is silent when it is at the beginning of a word or at the
beginning of an independent stem attached to a prefix. These two positions can be
referred to as the beginning of a syllable. This will exclude cases like <sickness> and
<banknote> where <kn> appears word-medially, but the two letters are not in the same
syllable and there is no silent letter. Thus the rule can be stated in the following way.

(16)k > @ /#y —n

There are other examples in column I that seem to have silent letters. This
happens when there is a <ck> combination. It seems that one of the consonants is
pronounced and the other is mute. This is in fact the general case of gemination
reduction which was already considered. As both consonants have the [k] sound, the
consonant simplification rule calls for the deletion of one.

It was already mentioned that <c> should also be included in the list of the stops,
because it sometimes stands for the sound [k]. From the point of view of being silent in
certain contexts, <c> can be considered in the combinations <cc> and <s¢> as well as in
<ck>,

In the combination <cc>, when both consonants have the sound [k], there will be

only one [k] sound, as in <accomplish>, <accompany> and <account>.> This is, as
already mentioned, due to the absence of gemination in English. The same thing
happens when both consonants in the combination <s¢> have [s] sounds. Again, only
one [s] 1s pronounced, so it is usually assumed that <s> is pronounced but <c> is not. As
examples, consider <science>, <scissors> and <adolescence>.

4.2.6. Silent <n>. The letter <n> is silent when it comes after <m>, but not in all
contexts. Let us study some examples and sce where there is a silent <n>. (The
examples in column II are taken from Wijk, 1966: 119.)

(17) I II
amnesty ['&mnasti] solemn ['splom]
autumnal [2:'tamnsl] autumn ['o:tom]
columnal [ka'lamnal] column ['kolom]
condemnable [kan'demnabl) condemn [kan'dem]
infirmness [in'fa:mnis) solemnly {'splomli]

columnist {'kolamnist] columns ['kolomz]
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The cluster <mn> mostly occurs in medial and final positions. The only word in
which this combination occurs at the beginning is <mnemonic> where <m> is silent.
The words in the two columns above indicate that <n> is silent in final positions and
before neutral endings.

(18)n—>/m—(En)#

4.2.7. Silent <r>. In some dialects of English <r> can be syllabic, but in the type
of English this study is concerned with, there is no syllabic <r>, because the consonant
is not pronounced in the contexts in which it could be syllabic. This leads to the silent
<r>. Wherever <r> is found in an unstressed syllable and it is not immediately followed
by a vowel sound, it is silent. This includes final position as well, because at the end of
the word there is no vowel immediately following the consonant. However, if a word
that ends in a silent <r> is immediately followed by another word beginning with a
vowel sound, the <r> is pronounced.

4.2.8. Silent <I>. In some words, <> is found in patterns such as <alm>, <alk>,
<alf>, and <olk>. These spelling patterns not only signal a different pronunciation for
the vowel, but also call for the silence of <I>. Thus in cases where there are [a:] and [o:]

sounds for <a> in the patterns mentioned here, the <I> will be mute?. The same thing
applies to <olk> when <o> is long. The following examples which are taken from Wijk
(1966: 118) include silent <I>.

(19)  calm [ka:m] psalm [sa:m] almond [‘'a:maond]
half [ha:f] calf [ka:f] behalf [br'ha:f]
chalk [tf>:k] talk [to:k] walk [wa:k]
folk [fouk] yolk [jauk]

The rules pertaining to this area can be formulated as follows:
(20) 1 4@/-{;; —k

QD1 >/ a m}

4.2.9. Silent <w> and <h>. The next letter to be considered here is <w> which is
silent in front of <r> provided that it does not stand fora vowel sound. Words like
<write>, <typewriter>, <shipwreck> and <wrench> can be mentioned as examples.

A very well-known example of a silent letter is <h> in <wh> words. In British RP,
all these words are pronounced with a silent <h>, though in some dialects of American
English a [h] sound is heard before [w].

4.2.10. Silent <gh>. The combination <gh> also becomes silent in some contexts.
It is silent before <t> with the word <laughter> being an exception.

(22) caught [ko:t] bought [bo:t)
light [lart] daughter ['do:ta}
doughtiness ['dautims] lightening ['laitnim]
Thus the following rule can be formulated.
(23Ygh—»> D/ t

In contexts other than this, <gh> is silent after <i>, asin <high>, <weigh> and
<sigh>, but elsewhere the <h> becomes silent and there is a [g] sound. Where there is a
word boundary as in word compounds, both consonants are pronounced. In other words,
<gh> or any element of the combination can be silent when both elements are in the
same syllable. Consider the following examples. -
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(24) 1 I
spaghetti [spa'geti doghouse ['dpghaus]
aghast [2'ga:st] froghopper ['froghopa]
yoghurt ['jpgat] staghound ['steeghaund]

4.2.11 Other letters. There are also some other letters such as <ch, {, ph, th, m>
that are mentioned in Wijk (1966) and are silent in some words. Because of their low
frequency, these cases are not studied here. Interested readers may refer to Wijk (1966:
115-122).

5. Conclusion

It can be seen that the regularity of the spelling pattern and the morphology of
words can easily guide us to the correct pronunciation of words. The rules presented
here will prevent us from making hasty generalizations which would confuse us and our
students. One may encounter examples such as debt, doubt and subtle and come up with
the conclusion that <b> is not pronounced in front of <t>. Later, when a counterexample
such as subtitle' is observed, it may be taken as an exception, which is as confusing as
saying that in some words the rule works but in some others it does not.

The rules formulated here can be pedagogically useful. However, it should be
borne in mind that in most cases the formulas, as they are presented here, may not be
pedagogically applicable. The teacher's awareness of the paradigm will guard him/her
against hasty generalizations. Then depending on his/her discretion and on the
proficiency level of the students, s/he may choose to present the generalizations in such
a way that the students understand them.

Acknowledgements
This paper was extracted from the author's dissertation. He expresses his deepest
gratitude to the members of the thesis committee, Dr. M. Dabir-Moghaddam (advisor),
Dr. S. M. Ziahosseiny and Dr. M. Nowruzi (readers). He is also grateful to the
anonymous referees of Journal of Social Sciences and Humanities for their useful
suggestions.

Notes
1. There is only one word in which <d> comes before <n> and is silent. The word is
<Wednesday>.
2. Neutral suffixes are the ones that start with a consonant.
3. For information about the different pronunciations of <c> see Dickerson (1986, 1989,
1989a), Yarmohammadi and Pouretedal (1996) and Yamini (1997).
4. There are some words with <alm> spelling in which <a> is pronounced as [0:] and
<I> is not silent. Examples: almighty, almost and almanac.
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