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Te Reo 40 (1997)10—44

A Co-occurrence Restriction in Maori*

Paul de Lacy
University of Auckland

1. Introduction
The Polynesian language Maori has a number of well-known co-occurrence
restrictions on labial segments, listed in (1):
)] *wu *wo *whu *who
At first glance these seem to be transparently related. Accordingly, it is
reasonable to expect that discerning a common underlying motivation for
these prohibitions would be a straightforward, even trivial, matter. It is
somewhat surprising, then, that this assumption is not entirely valid. In fact,
this seemingly simple phonological problem will be shown to be the result
of a complex interaction of non-obvious constraints. In the process it will be
demonstrated that the most parsimonious explanation is provided by a
parallelist conception of phonological computation, specifically Optimality
Theory. In addition, the grammar’s tendency to representational and compu-
tational parsimony will be shown to play an essential part in providing a
solution, validating the notion of featural underspecification (Kiparsky
1982, Archangeli 1984, cf Steriade 1995).

Of course, before the co-occurrence restrictions can be discussed in
depth, it is necessary to consider a few basic facts of Maori phonology.

The Maori language has a set of phonemes that is similar to many
other Polynesian languages. While the vowels are only five in number (/i e
a o u/) the consonant inventory is considerably richer with three voiceless
stops (/p t k/), their corresponding nasals (/m n 1), one rhotic (/t/'), the
labio-velar glide (/w/), the glottal fricative /h/, and the labial fricative ‘wh’.
Of these ‘wh’ exhibits the most variation between dialects. Since this
consonant plays a crucial role in the phenomena under discussion a fuller
treatment of it will be given below.

* Thanks to Wayne Lawrence for providing many significant comments and the
original impetus for this paper. Thanks are also due to Harry Leder, George Puttner,
and two anonymous reviewers. All Maori words and their glosses are from Williams
(1971).

1 This sound is phonetically realised as a voiced tap (Bauer 1993:533). It will be
represented as phonemic /t/ in this analysis.
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2. The Problem

Superficially, it seems that the sequence
logical constraint on adjacent labial sou
general a statement as the labial conson
with the labial vowels /o/ and /u/:

(2)  pou ‘consumed’
mouki ‘Asplenium bulbiferum’

Evidently, the class of affected sound
achieved by noting that ‘wh’ and /w/ ar
the feature [+continuant]. Since all vor
Clements 1983:7), it seems reasonable tc
stated as a prohibition on adjacent labia

However, there is even further
prohibition would prevent /ow/ sequen
sounds. That this is undesirable is showr
specifically, there is a constraint on
configuration ‘CV’.

At this point, the restriction see
Bauer (1993:570) notes one other signi
forms where /w/ has been deleted fol
configuration VC):

3) kowera > koera ‘broken (clouds)
tauwehe > tauehe ‘separate’

Despite Bauer’s uncertainty as to wh
change, a dialectical variation, or a sync}
there is still evidence of a systematic pr
/{o,u}w/ sequences. Coupled with this, V
forms that show these segment seq
restriction on such sequences with ‘wh’.

To complicate matters further, t
restriction in Maori (Williams 1971:xxx
vowels /o/ and /u/, where the sequen
internally. However, Bauer (1993:544
possible vowel-sequences occur in Maor
list a number of forms with the /u
conspicuously few in number, and there |
phonologically marked: some are loanw

* For an overview of the meanings of featural
Hume (1995), Halle & Clements (1983), and
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