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Abstract

This thesis examines the synchronic restructuring of a language’s grammar in response to
diachronic sound change. The sound changes of deaspiration and spirantization in Sylheti
resulted in a drastic reduction of lexical contrasts. | argue that a synchronic “crazy rule” of
velar fortition arose in Sylheti in response to this change. The effect of diachronic change on
the Sylheti grammar is indirect—it is not like the crazy or suspicious rules of Bach & Harms
(1972) and Scheer (2015), where successive sound changes obscure the effect of a rule, leading
to opaque surface patterns. Instead, the rule appears to be a case of contrast preservation of a
marked category in a marked environment (Prasad, 2021). The Optimality Theoretic analysis
shows that parametrized faithfulness and markedness constraints on place of articulation (PoA)
and voicing are responsible for the observed distribution of Sylheti obstruents. Markedness
constraints are minimally satisfied through constraint conjunction (Smolensky, 1995) to
prevent the neutralization of lexical contrasts. | also present a Government Phonology analysis
of the alternation using licencing conditions. The thesis also compares the theoretical account
of Sylheti phonology with the analysis of data collected in Lakhipur, Assam, through three
structured data elicitation tasks. The data showed that the velar fortition rule is a categorical
phonological rule, being exceptionless. It also showed an interaction with phonetic processes
like voicing assimilation (ek din [eydin] ‘one day’) and initial aspiration (kisu [kPisu]
‘something’). The orthographic representation of aspiration is found to have a marginal effect

on the velar obstruent’s phonetic realization.
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