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Basic Spelling Competence in Adults 

William D. O'Grady 
Diana E. Gibbons 

There is virtually complete agreement among competent researchers 
that the development of linguistic knowledge in human beings is depend­
ent upon the complex interplay of two factors: the learner's inborn 
capacities and the linguistic environment. Because it is not possible 
to directly observe the nature of the learner's mental capacities, there 
has been a great deal of controversy over the exact role that they play 
in the language acquisition process. Forced as we are to make compli­
cated inferences about the type of language acquisition mechanisms that 
a child needs for success in the linguistic environment, there will prob­
ably always remain serious disagreements over the precise contribution 
which properties of human nature make to the acquisition of language. 

While spelling behaviour is obviously shaped in part by experience 
and instruction, there is every reason to believe that it is also the 
product of some very special cognitive abilities. Writing and spelling 
are characteristically human activities and actually constitute a rela­
tively recent achievement in the history of mankind. A speaking animal 
for 100,000 years (by even conservative estimates), man's alphabetic 
activity dates back no more than 3,000 years. Given its relatively 
recent appearance and its specifically human character, it is hard not to 
believe that writing activity is integrally dependent upon the existence 
of some fairly sophisticated set of cognitive capacities that allow human 
beings to assign a consistent and unitary graphic representation to an 
infinitely variable stream of auditory signals. Like language acquisition, 
then, tti.elearning of a system of graphic representation (an orthography) 
would seem to be dependent on an interplay between some very specific, 
highly developed mental capacities and some appropriate type of experience 
with a writing system. Unlike the study of first and second language 
acquisition, however, it is possible to characterize the precise nature 
of the contribution which properties of the mind make to the development 
of graphic skills -- thanks to the existence of a remarkable phenomenon 
which manifests itself in the pre-school years. 

One of the most fascinating aspects of a young child's pre-literate 
graphic competence is his ability to make use of his knowledge of letter 
names to write the words of his language (Read 1973, Chomsky 1976). While 
only a minority of pre-literate children seem to develop their own system 
of invented spelling, there are, as we shall soon see, remarkable uni­
formities in the way in which these children use the 26 letter names to 
represent the 40 or so phonemes of English. 

The significance of pre-literate writing for a theory of graphic 
competence should be obvious. Because pre-school writers spontaneously 
develop a spelling system without any experience with conventional ortho­
graphy, their writing constitutes a fairly direct manifestation of those 
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mental abilities that must have allowed man to develop alphabetic systems 
of graphic representation for language in the first place. In fact, one 
might say that- pre-literate spelling provides a window that allows us to 
look into the mind and to assess the contribution that the child's inborn 
cognitive capacities make to his ability to acquire an orthography. 

An examination of the pre-literate writing activity of young chil­
dren (as documented in Read 1973 and Chomsky 1976) reveals a system of 
graphic representation that differs from conventional English orthography 
in a number of remarkable ways. Young pre-literate writers, for example, 
apparently do not assign any special status to phonemic segments in their 
writing system. As a result, it is not unusual to find VC or CV sequences 
as well as diphthongal elements represented by a single graphic symbol 
(see item 4a in the Appendix). The tendency for pre-literate children to 
develop the type of 'letter name spelling strategy' exemplified here 
strongly suggests that the establishment of a one-to-one relationship be­
tween graphic symbols and individual phonemic units is not assigned any 
special priority by the basic cognitive component of graphic competence. 

A second important characteristic of pre-literate spelling is the 
practice of assigning the same graphic symbol to phonemic segments that 
are phonetically related to each other. We thus find the child using the 
same symbol for homorganic affricates and fricatives and the same letter 
for tense-lax vowel pairs with the same approximate place of articulation 
(see Appendix, 4b and 4c). The sophisticated use of letter names just 
exemplified suggests that the child has a very precise understanding of 
the phonetic relationships among the phonemic segments of his language 
and that he is able to exploit this knowledge to increase the represen­
tational range of his spelling system. 

A third interesting property of the spelling activity of pre-school 
children is an apparent nonchalant disregard for the readability of what 
is written. The orthography, while providing a rudimentary record of the 
phonetic properties of linguistic form, is typically uni-directional in 
that spellings can generally not be reliably decoded (see Appendix 4d). 
Interestingly, the children do not seem to be concerned by the illegi­
bility of their spellings and they typically have no interest in reading 
what they have written down. 

It is important to realize, of course, that the spelling behaviour 
just described is almost certainly shaped in part by the letter names 
found in the English alphabet. It is improbable, for example, that a child 
would use H to represent both /c/ and /s/ (as in Appendix 4a and 4b) if 
there were a letter with the name 'esh' in the English alphabet. It is 
likewise also unlikely that the child would use the letter A to represent 
both /e/ and /£/ if there were a symbol with the name 'eh' in the English 
alphabet. These facts not-withstanding, pre-literate spelling activity 
still provides fairly direct insights into the nature of human graphic 
competence. Not only does the child develop the graphic conventions 
exemplified above in a completely spontaneous fashion, the ease with which 
he adapts to the limitations imposed by the system of English letter names 

---------------------------··-································································································· 



.. 

- 3 -

strongly suggests that there is no conflict between his perfonnance and 
the special mental abilities that make alphabetic systems of graphic 
representation possible in the first place. 

If the cognitive capacities that underly graphic competence somehow 
required the development of a spelling system that established biunique 
relationships between sounds and letters, one would expect pre-literate 
spellers to either set aside their attempts at graphic representation and 
wait (as most children do) for instruction in conventional orthography or 
to develop a system of diacritic marks, double letters and invented sym­
bols to supplement the letter names of the English alphabet. The fact 
that pre-literate spellers reject both of these options and press ahead 
with the orthography characterized earlier strongly suggests a basic 
compatibility between the properties of this writing system and the cog­
nitive foundations of graphic competence. Our original position on the 
importance of pre-literate spelling for a theory of graphic competence is 
thus confirmed and we can now proceed to examine the nature of spelling 
ability in adults. 

In an attempt to determine whether or not invented spelling activity 
will provide access to the cognitive foundations of graphic competence in 
adults, we designed the experiment detailed below. 

The Study 

Design. We devised a mini-alphabet comprising eight alien symbols, 
each with a corresponding letter name (Appendix 1). Twenty adults, all 
unilingual English speakers with no training whatsoever in linguistics, 
were taught this alphabet in the belief that it was used to represent an 
actual foreign language although in reality all the sounds employed could 
have been drawn from an English inventory. The teaching and testing pro­
cedures were conducted over three consecutive days. 

Day one was devoted to teaching the alphabet by means of flash card~ 
repetition and writing of the symbols. The subjects learned very quickly 
and were asked to continue their learning at home using any means, visual, 
auditory or kinaesthetic, with the proviso that they could not write any­
thing in any alphabet other than the one being taught. 

The first writing session on Day Two was preceded by a review to 
determine that all subjects were able to recite, recall, recognize, iden­
tify and write the complete alphabet. The subjects were then instructed 
to write ten consecutive nonsense words that were presented to them orally 
(Appendix 2). 

On the third and final day there was a brief review, again to en­
sure mastery. The subjects were then presented with 15 consecutive non­
sense words, six of which appeared in the set from the previous day. 

The nonsense words were structured in such a way that our subjects 
were faced with a task which we feel closely approximates the dilemma of 
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the pre-school invented speller. That is, the words contained more phon­
emes than there were symbols (13 versus B}, there were no letter names 
consisting solely of a lax vowel, stop, fricative or affricate although 
the words demanded that each of these types of sounds be represented by 
the symbols available. At no time was information regarding possible 
sound/symbol correspondences given to the subjects. Like the children, 
they literally had to invent their own spelling system. The question is: 
Can they still do it, or has their graphic competence decayed? 

Results. An examination of the ways in which the adults repre­
sented the 25 nonsense words indicates a remarkable reliance on the same 
types of strategies employed by the pre-school invented speller. It is 
of interest then to compare the adults' performance to some of the par­
ticular strategies and distinguishing characteristics of the young pre­
literate writer. 

Letter Name Strategy (LNS) 

Although four different syllable structures were presented to the 
subjects (CV, VC, GV, VG), a LNS was employed in a highly significant 
(81.5%) number of cases where it was possible (Appendix, 3a). Even in 
cases where the subjects had a choice either to represent each and every 
sound within a word with a symbol or use a LNS (e.g. /yum/ could be 
represented with three symbols or the letter name /yu/ plus an additional 
symbol), they preferred to use the letter name to represent the first two 
sounds in that word. 

Representation of a Fricative with a Homorganic Affricate 

When asked to represent the fricative /s/, our subjects felt more 
compelled to use the symbol ~ (/c/) which has the same place of articu­
lation rather than use the symbol ¢ (/sa/) whose letter name contains a 
fricative (Appendix, 3b). Like the children then, place of articulation 
was an important criterion for establishing the correspondence between 
the sound and the symbol. 

Representation of Lax Vowels 

Our adult subjects exhibited the same ability to exploit the re­
lationship between phonetically similar sounds that was observed in the 
children's spelling discussed in the first part of this presentation. 
This was demonstrated by the tendency of our adult subjects to use the 
diphthongal letter name A (/Aw/) to represent the lax vowel /A/ (Appendix, 
3c). Another manifestation of this phenomenon is seen in the represen­
tation of /a/ with A (/Aw/). It is not really surprising that A (/Aw/) 
should be used to represent both /a/ and /A/. These two vowels are phon­
etically very close. Indeed the children were found to represent two 
such phonetically similar vowels with only one symbol. 

On the basis of these findings one would expect perhaps the adult 
subjects to represent /a/ with the letter I (/aj/) as the children do but 
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in fact this happened in only 8% of cases. Why should it be that the 
adults were unable in this case to use their proven ability to exploit 
phonetic relationships? It may well be due to the fact that the diphthong 
/aj/ functions as a single unit in adult English. If this was the reason, 
it was the only time a difference in the invented orthography of adults 
and children could possibly be attributed to linguistic development. 

Irrecoverability 

As we have mentioned previously, many words written by the pre­
literate speller are not readily decodable (Appendix,4c). This was also 
observed in the adults' writing. As was mentioned before the vowels in 
words such as /bAc/ and /bac/ were often represented by the same subject 
with one symbol,~ (/Aw/). This makes neither of these two words recover­
able with any accuracy. A post-test did establish however that these 
words were perceived as being distinct from each other. 

Inconsistencies exhibited in the children's writing also play a 
part in preventing the words from being easily recoverable. Likewise the 
adults' representations contained many inconsistencies. For example, in 
the spelling of the word /CAb/, eleven of the twenty subjects used a dif­
ferent symbol for the vowel on each of the two writing sessions. All 
subjects seemed however quite unperturbed by the irrecoverability of their 
writings. At no time did any of them display the need to expand the system 
by the use of diacritics or any other means. They seemed, like children, 
to accept the system as being absolutely capable of handling their repre­
sentational needs. 

Interference from English Orthography 

There is no possibility that the child is subject to interference 
from another· orthography whereas this is a factor that could influence the 
adults' performance and therefore warrants some inspection. 

Although the evidence for influence from English orthography is 
actually quite scant we should mention two instances where interference 
may have been a factor. In the two words which contained the sound /s/, 
/sajm/ and /usmu/ (Appendix, 2), that sound was represented by the two 
symbols ¢ ~ (always in that order) in 17 of the 40 examples we have. It 
is possible that some subjects may have used two symbols knowing that in 
English /s/ is represented by the digraph composed of symbols S and H. 
We do know however that not all of the adults in question were subject to 
such interference as some said that they felt /s/ was closer to the letter 
name /ce/ and that they added the second symbol /sa/ to 'soften' the sound. 
The other subjects were unable to say why they had used the two symbols. 
It is difficult then to determine exactly the amount of interference 
present. 

The other example of interference we noted was in the representation 
of the sound /A/ as in the word /cAb/. The vowel in this word is represented 
in the English orthography by the letter u. You will remember that in our 
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alphabet we also had a letter with the name /yu/. If interference was a 
major determining factor in the spellings, certainly it would have sur­
faced here. In fact of the 120 examples we have of words containing the 
sound /A/ only 28 have the vowel represented with the symbol called /yu/. 
Clearly then, although some transfer was evident it was very weak. 

Discussion 

From the data just presented, it seems safe to conclude that the 
basic graphic competence underlying early spelling activity in children 
remains essentially unchanged in adults. As the invented spellings of 
the adults indicate, mature and experienced writers -- like pre-school 
children -- are capable of spontaneously developing an orthography which 
provides a rudimentary representation of the phonetic properties of 
speech but which does not seek to establish a rigorous system of sound­
letter correspondences. The finding that graphic competence is apparently 
not subject to change over time is quite remarkable in light of the fact 
that related language learning abilities do seem to undergo some modi­
fication during childhood and adolescence with the result that the adult's 
capacity for second language acquisition seems to differ in significant 
ways from that of the child. Moreover, it is also worth noting that the 
spontaneous development of a system of 'creative orthography' is, unlike 
the process of second language acquisition in adults, remarkably free from 
the influence of the patterns of the native language system. 

The purpose of this paper has been to compare the basic graphic 
competence of pre-literate children and adults and the principal finding 
has been that the cognitive foundations of writing ability remain essen­
tially unchanged, manifesting themselves in pretty much the same way in 
the spelling activity of both adults and children. What are the implica­
tions of this finding for the ESL teacher? While research with speakers 
of non-alphabetic languages is necessary to fully substantiate this claim, 
it would seem that the basic cognitive abilities that underly mastery of 
alphabetic systems of writing remain essentially unchanged and undimin­
ished in the adult. Moreover, the writer's access to these abilities seems 
remarkably unfettered by interference from the spelling patterns of his 
native language. We know, then, that if we give the average adult a set 
of alphabetic symbols and letter names, he is perfectly capable of de­
vising his own system of graphic representation for a second language. 
While the adult's invented orthography will almost certainly differ from 
the conventional spelling system in a number of ways, it will provide a 
systematic representation of the phonetic structure of the second language 
-- as he perceives it. It seems to us that in order to fully exploit the 
adult's spelling ability, he should in fact be encouraged to begin writing 
in the second language with an orthography which he develops himself. A 
comparable type of program has been successfully implemented for the first 
language in elementary school settings (Beers and Henderson 1977; Chomsky 
1976) and, given the stability of graphic competence, there is no reason 
to believe that it would not be appropriate for older students as well. 
The teacher's role in a spelling program that fully exploits the student's 
basic graphic competence is two-fold: 
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1) First, the teacher must ensure that the student's knowledge of 
the phonology of the second language continues to develop so that he can 
draw upon his basic graphic competence to work out an accurate graphic 
representation of the basic phonemic contrasts of the second language. 
In attempting to achieve this objective, the teacher can use the student's 
spelling to gain insights into his understanding of the phonetic structure 
of the second language. Just as a study of the spelling activity of a 
pre-literate child provides important clues about the way he perceives 
the sounds of his own language (Read 1973), so the creative orthography 
that the second language learner is capable of developing will reflect 
his perception of the sound structure of the language he is attempting 
to learn. 

2) Second, the teacher must undertake the task of guiding the 
transition from the adult's invented orthography to the conventional 
spelling system of the language he is learning. This will involve re­
cognizing the fact that the orthography which the adult's special cog­
nitive abilities allow him to spontaneously develop will differ in impor­
tant ways from the conventional alphabetic orthography of the language he 
is learning and that there could well be an optimal sequence for the 
introduction of the standard orthographic conventions of the second lan­
guage. There is evidence from the study of spelling ability in children 
that the transition to standard orthography takes place in an orderly 
developmental sequence (Beers and Henderson 1977; Paul 1976) and it 
seems reasonable to believe that future research will identify a compar­
able phenomenon in adults. Instead of bombarding the second language 
learner with dozens of the spelling rules of English, then, we suggest 
that he be allowed and encouraged to make use of his basic graphic 
competence to develop his own 'natural' orthography and that his invented 
system be gradually modified, in accordance with a pre-determined optimal 
sequence, until the transition to conventional spelling is complete. 

To conclude, we have suggested that adults, like children, have 
the ability to spontaneously develop an orthography for a language that 
they are in the process of acquiring and that this orthography should be 
seen as a desirable first step in the development of a conventional spell­
ing system. It is our belief that this developmental sequence can and 
should be exploited by the ESL teacher and that the first step in the 
learning of a new orthographic system should be the spontaneous develop­
ment of a system of invented spelling. We expect future research to pro­
vide further insights into the nature of graphic competence and the ways 
in which it can be exploited to facilitate the development of second 
language spelling skills. 



1. Symbols and Letter Names 

5 /yu/ 
n /eel 
r /aj/ 
ID /ub/ 

2. First Writing Sessions 

Appendix 

1. /SAW/ 
8. /cab/ 

2. /yum/ 3. /sum/ 4./cAb/ 
9. /Asub/ 10. /sar/ 

Second Writing Sessions 

5. /ras/ 

£P /sa/ 
H{ /ma/ 
,lJ, /AW/ 
"1 /ri/ 

6. /bAc/ 7. /sajb/ 

1. /mub/ 2. /sue/ 3. /SAwc/ 4. /bAc/ 5./sajm/ 6. /rus/ 7. /ras/ 
8. /cab/ 9. /Asub/ 10. /usmu/ 11. /sar/ 12. /yam/ 13. /yumb/ 
14. /risaj/ 15. /'CAb/ 

3. Examples of Spelling Strategies 

a. Letter Name 

Total times used: 81.5% 

e.g. ~ - /sar/; H1j;g - /mub/; ctityl /sAwc/; .§ltllD - /~mb/ 

b. Segmentation of Affricate -- Representation of s 

/sajm/, /usmu/ - n (32.5%) or cp (22.5%) or ctin (45%) 

c. Representation of Lax Vowels (in words where letter name strategy 
was not possible) 

e.g. /15Ab/-,ll, (/Aw/) 47.5%; 5 (/yu/) 20% 
;c~/ - .D. (/Aw/) 54% 

4. Examples of Pre-Literate Spelling (Read 1971, Chomsky 1975 & 1976) 

a. The use of a single letter to represent VC or CV sequences as well 
as diphthongal elements 

R -are; U - you; NHR - nature; BCAZ - because; MAD - made; L~! -
lady; N_!T - night;-BQ.T - boat; HQ.L - hole -

b. The use of a letter name containing an affricate to represent a 
homorganic fricative 

!!_E - she; FE!!_IG - fishing; KRAFI!!. - crayfish 

c. The use of diphthongal letter names to represent lax vowels with the 
same place of articulation 

E (iy) for _!: FES - fish; FL_!PR - flipper 

A (ey) for £: LAFFT - left; F!J..L - fell 

I (aj) for a: GIT - got; CL_!K - clock; DIKTR - doctor 
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O (ow) for o: PQS - paws; W.Q.TR - water 

U (juw) for U: T!!_K - took; L!!_KS - looks 

d. 'Unidirectionality' - spellings cannot be readily decoded 

CAT spells both cat and can't 
BAT spells both bait and ~ 
BET spells both beat and bit 
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1. Introduction 

The Semantics of "Tu" and "Vous" 
Diachronic and Synchronic Considerations 

Patricia A. Duff 

One of the functions of language is to reveal the role relations 
that exist between speakers. Roles are perceived by individuals, then 
evaluated in order that information provided by speech acts may be appro­
priately interpreted by speakers. Part of each speaker's communicative 
competence is a sophisticated set of rules, ·specific to one's cultural 
membership, which determine one's verbal behaviour. It has 
been observed by various linguists that social structure and grammatical 
patterns are profoundly linked. With regard to personal pronouns in par­
ticular, Friedrich (1963) claims that second person pronouns link abstract 
properties of a basic grammatical paradigm to a second matrix of cultural­
ly specific components of major emotional and social significance. Obli­
gatory address forms are part of a speaker's communicative competence 
which fuse grammar and social categories in a very interesting way.l 

It is the aim of this paper to investigate one particular set of 
direct address pronouns, the 'tu' and 'vous' forms in French. The first 
section will focus on their birth and evolution from Latin to French, and 
on the kinds of meaning they have conveyed from a diachronic perspective. 
The second section will treat recent studies in this realm of 'T/V' usage, 
comparing current address norms in France, Quebec, and Alberta. Finally, 
certain general trends will be summarized and evaluated. 

2. The Historical Usage of 'tu' (T) and 'vous' (V). 

The development of two pronouns of address in Europe for the second 
person reference evolves from the Latin forms 'tu' and 'vos'. Brown and 
Gilman (1960) describe in some detail how the two personal pronouns have 
changed in their semantic content over the centuries. Originally T re­
ferred exclusively to the second person singular, and V to the second 
person plural. About the fourth century B.C., however, this usage was 
modified when a second Roman emperor came to power: while one ruled the 
west, from Rome, the other's domain covered the east, from Constantinople. 
This situation is believed to have launched Diocletian's reform, whereby 
an address to one ruler implicitly included his distant counterpart. For 
this reason, the plural pronoun was logically employed. As it came to 
assume the semantic connotation of power as well as plurality, V gradu­
ally seeped into the overall social fiber, through the veins of the ex­
isting social hierarchy. According to Brown and Gilman, the use of T and 
V was by no means uniform within any of the European language groups until 
the twelfth to fourteenth centuries A.D., by which time a standard set of 
rules had been established. Individuals who were superior to others in 
terms of physical strength, socio-economic status, profession, and so on, 
gave T to their inferiors and were in turn given V. In a family, children 
were called T, though their parents were accorded V, the so-called V of 
'reverence'. This power semantic is non-reciprocal or asymmetrical, since 
the actual pronoun chosen between speaker and addressee depends upon the 
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objective relation between the two. Between equals, the choice would be 
reciprocal; between employer and employee, on the other hand, it would be 
non-reciprocal. In Medieval Europe, members of the upper class exchanged 
V with one another, whereas lower class equals exchanged T. The recipro­
cal V was thought to be elegant, and was adopted by the nobility, well­
bred lovers, and by parents and their grown children. 

Gradually, reciprocal V came to represent a formal or distant 
rapport among speakers, Ta more intimate one. Brown and Gilman's {ibid~ 
'solidarity semantic', which calls for reciprocal or synnnetrical pronouns 
of address because speakers consider themselves or their social roles to 
be relatively equal, has in the past two centuries become more widely 
favoured, as political ideologies have stressed equality and brotherhood, 
and have purposed to collapse great social distance and injustice. Mutual 
V was considered appropriate between strangers, irrespective of their 
social status, and at the same time, the scope of mutual T usage was ex­
tended. Among fellow students, employees, athletes and youth, for example, 
this marked the solidarity established by their common membership. 

The pronouns of address have in this historical overview shown a 
correspondence, both social and psychological, to the backgrounds of speak­
ers. Even members of the same social class .might use pronouns differently. 
That is, depending on their political orientation, whether radical or 
relatively conservative, speakers may choose to change or maintain existing 
norms for the system of address forms. The pronouns of address are, there­
fore, reflections or expressions of transient attitudes, 2 to be interpreted 
by interlocutors. It is interesting to note that the present use of pro­
nouns of address in Europe in general favours the establishment and mani­
festation of solidarity among individuals, and consequently, it is T, the 
more 'familiar' personal pronoun, that is becoming more popular and more 
widely used across the various countries, within the family, at work, at 
school, and so on. 

When we map the usage of T and V in French onto the general Euro­
pean picture just presented, certain patterns which exemplify their his­
torical development will be examined. For the reader with an understand­
ing of the semantics currently associated with T and V, it might seem odd 
that in Old French speakers could whimsically substitute T for V, and vice 
versa, when addressing the same individual, even to the point of choosing 
the alternate form within a single sentence. Whereas today, for example, 
such shifts might accompany some emotional shift, like a temper tantrum or 
a moment of unusual tenderness, in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries in 
France, 

tout le monde, OU a peu pres, S 1y tutoie, Ce 
qui est admissible, vu !es personnages, mais 
tout le monde s'y dit vous egalement, ce qui 
est deja plus curieux. (Foulet 1963:199) 

Even less consistent is the mixture of second person singular pro­
nouns with second person plural verbs, or vice versa, which Foulet (ibid1 
illustrates by the following exerpt from a play entitled Courtois d'Arras, 
in which a father is speaking to his son: 

EEEEEEEEEEEEZEZEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEILZEEEEEEEEEEEEEZEEEEEEEIZEZLLLllLILILllllLLlllHHHllHHlllHllHHHHHAHHH•H•HHH•HHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH• 
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Beau fils, taizez-vous, mangez du pain et des pois, 
et envoie promener tes folles imaginations.3 

(Courtois d'Arras 11.49-51) 

Maley (1972:995-1005) concentrates on the usage of T and V through 
Middle and Modern French. She notes that in the sixteenth century, schol­
ars were seeking to transform French into a literary language. Pasquier, 
she cites, explains that it is normal to address a single man with V, 
"specialement quand il est de quelque qualite", since the established 
norm was to give V to nobles, and to receive T; thus V had been the desig­
nated form of address to superiors (Maley 1972:999). T was addressed 
asymmetrically to inferiors, and symmetrically to close friends of the 
same social class. In poetry, however, T was often given to a king, 
prince, or lord, and V was given to equals or to 'people of quality', 
and the latter was even given to an inferior from time to time, to show 
respect. 

It is said that in the seventeenth century there was a crystalli­
zation of the norms of address, from which current pronominal usage is 
derived. The pronoun of foliteness was clearly V, and that form was most 
often used in literature. Even if a master verbally addressed his valet 
with T, this would necessarily appear as V in written form (Antoine de 
l'Estang,1669:57, cited in Maley, ibid:lOOO). 

In speech, T was exchanged between equals as a sign of either 
'amitie' or 'mepris', between common people, or when addressing oneself. 
It was given to individuals who were very inferior, which included members 
of other racial groups (Maley, ibid:l002). 5 The polite form was so common 
that in his letters to family and friends, Racine gave V, and elsewhere, 

a Port-Royal, les enfants eux-memes ne se tutoient pas. 
C'est la toutefois une mode distinguee; dans le peuple a 
l'armee, le tutoiement reste courant. (Brunot and Bruneau, 

1969:232) 

The French Revolution had a profound impact on various levels of 
the late eighteenth century status quo, and accordingly, at that time there 
was a movement toward the symmetrical usage of T and V. Brown and Gilman 
(1960) report that with the concept of 'fraternite', there was a shift 
from the formal V to a mutual 'citoyen' T. The upper class favoured V 
nonetheless, and equated the T with the 'sans culottes' of the Revolution. 
Meanwhile, the 'Committee for Public Safety condemned the use of vous as 
a remnant of feudalism and ordered everyone to use reciprocal tu on all 
occasions (1793)' (Maley, 1972:1002). Within a decade of the great up­
heaval, the V and pre-Revolutionary pronoun usage which depended upon the 
social status, absolute and relative, of speakers was restored. 

By the middle of the nineteenth century, pronouns between parents 
and children were still non-reciprocal (although domestic help was ac­
corded V), but by the end of the century, Twas finally given to parents 
'sous la poussee democratique' (Maley, ibid:l003), Thereafter, Twas 
more a unifier than a discriminator. In the first part of this century, 
T was employed with either those who were very inferior, or with very 
familiar addressees. In literature, it also served to honour gods and 
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princes. Mutual T was maintained in most families (excluding the aristo­
cracy), between children, young students, soldiers, siblings, and between 
husband and wife. Mutual V, on the otherhand, was employed by fiances, a 
master and servant, a servant and child, in-laws, university students, and 
so on. It was also appropriate when addressing members of the opposite 
sex. In general, the degree of intimacy achieved by individuals was an 
underlying factor for the choice of either mutual T or mutual V. 

Following World War II, the T of familiarity expanded, especially 
among people of the same age group, fellow employees, sportsmen, and vari­
ous club members. In the French army V emerged, while in the Communist 
Party Twas necessary. A recent development, occurring in 1967, was a 
decree by the Roman· .. Catholic church in France that God was no longer to 
be addressed as V, as had been the case since the eighteenth century; 
rather, T was to be adopted in all prayers and ritual ceremonies (Maley, 
ibid: 1006). 

3. The current usage of 'tu' (T) and 'vous' (V) 

France 

J. Ford (1974) reviews the work of Brown and Gilman (1960), with 
particular interest in the application of the system of direct address 
pronouns to current tendencies in France. He specifies that T marks simi­
lar identity, and V marks reverence for power superiors. Because one does 
not always realize the status of individuals when first meeting them, Ford 
claims that a mutual V is often employed to avoid potential embarrassment 
at a later date. V represents good breeding, and implicitly creates a kind 
of barrier between interlocutors. This is because V as a concept comprises 
two notions or 'semantic fields' (Ford,ibid:ll43). There is a 'power sem­
antic', by means of which V stands for respect and/or reverence, and there 
is a 'distance semantic', which assumes the three features of formality, 
distance, and disdain. Distance is identified as a constant feature of V 
(ibid: 1144-1145). 

The concept of T, on the other hand, comprises three notions: cam­
eraderie, intimacy, and condescension. In the family, for example, both 
within and across generational lines there is a predominating 'solidarity 
semantic' at work, which interprets the degree of intimacy present into 
the pronoun T. Ford cites an exception to this generalization; it seems 
that General DeGaulle addressed his wife and son as V, which might be ex­
plained by the General's lengthy military training where the V of respect 
predominates (ibid: 1146). In other cases, some aunts and uncles might be 
called V if they are seldom seen, thus hardly known by their relatives. 

In May, 1968, the French address dynamic was upset by a 'tutoiement 
sauvage' (Bustin-Lekeu 1973:774), similar to the revolution of nearly two 
centuries prior. Ford remarks on the closeness of the linguistic tie to 
the social-political situation; for example, when the pervading norms came 
under tension and attack, especially in student quarters in Paris, the 
usage of T and V was challenged. Normally, the shift from V to T procedes 
as follows. 

For V/V the situation may drop reverence and respect 

.. 



.. 

- 15 -

to end up a distance-formality relation. A V/V can 
become a T/V relation by gradually dropping V notions 
and adding either cameraderie and/or intimacy, or 
condescension changing into disdain. The outcomes 
are two different T/T. The first involves reciprocal 
cameraderie or intimacy (or a mixture of both); the 
second is mutual disdain (Ford, 1974: 1148). 

This process was catalyzed in 1968, such that V was stripped of its 
power, and T took control with power. Thereafter in the French student 
milieu,speakers would readily 'tutoient' at their first meeting, and this 
was the T of acceptance. Taking into consideration the variables of age 
and sex, often if these differed between students, there would not be the 
spontaneous shift to mutual T until they got to know each other better. 
Since 1968, according to G. Donovan (The University of Calgary; personal 
communication), it is common for university students in the same academic de­
partment to exchange the reciprocal T, and this has generalized so that T 
is usually given to any other student. It should be mentioned that stud­
ents in the faculties of law, medicine and pharmacy take exception to this 
observation; as they are quite probably from backgrounds where V was f re­
quently used as a mark of social distinction, they tend to maintain a 
reciprocal V usage even with classmates and some friends. 6 Professors who 
exchanged V with their colleagues just fifteen years ago, now too have 
adopteJ the solidary T in many areas; the same is true of high school 
staff. One significant condition is that the verbal encounters be between 
two men or between two women, because the V of distance and often respect 
is preserved between the sexes. In Ford's observations, students who re­
ceive T from their professors admire the concern and interest that is 
offered to them, and they sense that these are 'real flesh and blood' peo­
ple who are teaching them (Ford,1974:1154). Overall, Ford sees a tendency 
toward the T of solidarity, something Friedrich (1972) has referred to as 
an 'esprit de corps', which is an extension of the kinship bond. 

Donovan (personal communication) summarizes the rather complex sys­
tem of direct address pronouns currently in use in France as follows. 

Within the basic fabric of each social class there is certain lin­
guistic behaviour which can be expected of speakers according to their age. 
For example, older people retain the traditional, polite vous, whereas 
their middle-aged counterparts, who value equality with others moreso 
than they value class distinctions, adopt a more impersonal form. Young 
people, on the other hand, reject what subservience they observe in their 
parents' speech and thus opt for a more humanized, personal tu. 

F. Bustin-Lekeu (1973:774) captures the basics of the semantic 
content of the forms T and V in the following excerpt: 

Le systeme binaire d'autrefois, fonde sur la relation 
d'autorite et de pouvoir (power structure), demeure 
sous-jacent a un autre systeme plus complexe -- le 
notre -- ou le sentiment d'une certaine solidarite 
entre les locuteurs entre en ligne de compte pour de­
terminer si l'on usera de la forme polie (signe d'une 
reverence reelle OU neutralisante, en quelque SOrte, 
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lorsqu'il n'y a ni veritablement solidarite ni autorite 
en jeu) ou bien de la forme familiere qui, elle, sera 
toujours chargee de signification. / 

Intereste:din what she termed 'a polarization toward a liberating 
T\Bustin-Lekeu (1973) conducted a study entitled 'Toutoiement et Vou­
voiement Chez les Lyceens Franrais', where she examined the T/V usage 
of thirty-six Grade Io students in an urban district in the Midi of France. 
This sample of fourteen to sixteen year oldsincluded twenty-two girls, 
fourteen boys. The questionnaires she distributed had three parts: (1) 
pronouns used within the family; (2) pronouns used at school; (3) students' 
response to the problem of direct address pronouns. A summary of the re-
sults from Bustin-Lekeu (ibid.:773 - 782) follows. Percentages are 
rounded here to the nearest whole number. 

(1) a. There is reciprocal T between parents, children, and grand­
parents. 

b. Generally aunts and uncles send and receive T; 3 informants 
indicate V/T; 6 say it depends. 

c. For adult cousins, male and female, pronoun choice depends 
on distance, age, usage imposed by parents; 7 informants 
favour T. (The use of V within the family originates with 
the upper middle class; i.e., students whose fathers are 
doctors, engineers, professors.) 

(2) A a. Asked how they would respond to a new student, 81% give T. 
b. Asked how they would respond to V from the new student, 

almost half the informants would 'react', while more then 
half would 'tolerate'. Of the first group, most would 
demand an explanation or laugh; of the second :group, most 
would decide that the V was his business, or would consider 
the V 'cold'. 

c. Meeting an unknown student, in the corridor, 64% of the 
boys would give T (age is an important factor) ; 59% of the 
girls would give T (age and sex are the most important 
factors). *Immediate, reciprocal Tis not (yet) universal 
there. 

B a. According to the school administration, students are to be 
given V by teachers. 

b. Teachers' usage according to subject: 
Phys. Ed. 81% informants claim to receive T. 
Maths/Sciences 61% informants claim to receive T. 
Letters 58% informants claim to receive T. 

c. Teachers' usage according to age: 
Old 42% informants claim to receive T. 
Middle 70% informants claim to recei~e T. 
Young 57% informants claim to receive T. 

d. What would motivate the teacher's shift from V to T? 
(36% say mid-term shift was highly unlikely) 
1. sympathetic teachers -- 40% informants claim this would 

cause change. 
2. common involvement in extra-curricular activity -- 33% 
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3. with time -- 21% 
4. academic performance -- of no significance. 

e. Regarding the importance of T: 
2/3 informants say it is significant/desirable (most say 
it shows that the teacher is equal and thus wants to 
reduce social distance; others say teacher confides in 
students, is 'nice', or is simply interested in them). 
14% (all boys) say insignificant. 
Others: 4 girls say it depends mostly on particular 
speaker; 1 boy says even T does not necessarily eliminate 
distance. 

C a. 62% informants occasionally give T to teacher (but not 
systematically). 
38% informants never give T to teacher. 
(Some boys spontaneously volunteer T to nice teachers; 
for a girl, however, 'il est probable que ce serait des­
agreable de tutoyer un professeur'.) 

(3) a. Although they do not really like the pronominal distinction, 
they would not go so far as to T everyone ('la violence 
verbale'). 

b. 70% informants would prefer reciprocal T in certain cases. 
52% say this is not possible because of age differences. 
(Not even 1/3 would dare take the initiative.) 

c. T from adults does not disturb informants; 78% wouldn't want 
V from family, teachers, friends. 

d. RECIPROCITY is the problem with using T and V: 
64% say the pronouns should always be used reciprocally. 
(71% boys vs. 59% girls; also, boys suggest universal T.) 

e. Asymmetrical usage (V/T) is disappearing in the following 
pairs: 
1. daughter-in-law/mother-in-law, 
2. workman/engineer, 
3. maid/young boss. 

f. If a pronoun were to disappear, which would you prefer to 
see go? 
75% informants would prefer V to go. 

In concluding her study, Bustin-Lekeu relates that it is not the 
system which bothers students, but the workings of the system; "it is so 
complex that dismissing or maintaining social barriers is almost oppres­
sive" (ibid.: 782). In all, there are mixed feelings regarding either 
the acceptance or the changing of the present system of direct address 
pronoun usage. 

Quebec 

The old, traditional form (of direct address in France) was 
the vous to your parents, and that only very slowly broke 
down, and it did not break down until after the people had 
immigrated to Canada Now in Canada, for many, many people, 
as soon as they meet each other, they tend to go to the tu. 
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But there are 'hold-overs' -- pockets of people and their 
families -- who hold over the older usage. (Donovan, personal 
communication) 

The trends toward symmetrical pronoun usage and a widening use of 
T have already received much attention. It is nonetheless noteworthy that 
substantial pockets where the traditional address system has been preserved 
may be found in various regions in the Province of Quebec, mostly rural, 
and elsewhere the T/V usage may correlate predictably with speakers' socio­
economic background. Some of the studies by Wallace Lambert which pertain 
to this area of enquiry will be described below., and the conclusions drawn 
from his findings will also be reported. 

A pilot study by Lambert (1963) focused on the use of T and V as 
forms of address in French Canada. One hundred thirty-six French-Canadian 
boys, sixteen to nineteen years old, who were attending a CEGEP in Quebec 
City, were asked to fill out questionnaires regarding their own T/V usage. 
They were also asked to describe their father's occupation. which helped 
classify them into one of three social classes: (1) Professional; (2) 
White collar; (3) Blue collar. 

Most of the boys revealed that they give V and receive T when speak­
ing with their grandparents; from their parents, most boys would receive T, 
half giving V in response, the other half giving T. Thus, regarding the 
students and their grandparents, aunts and uncles, there was generally far 
more non-reciprocal usage than students with their parents. Either it was 
a matter of grandparents seeking 'respect for elders', or it was the boys 
marking the social distance separating them from their grandparents. It 
was Lambert's prediction that knowledge of the boys' social class member­
ship might help determine which pronoun would be given to parents. Ques­
tions raised considered the following possible explanations: Is middle/ 
upper class usage more traditional so the V of formality, or perhaps re­
spect, is accorded? Does V mark social distance, and thus prevent intimacy? 

The results of his study confirm the existence of a strong relation­
ship between socio-economic status and the forms of address used. Those 
families higher up the socio-economic ladder show greater tendencies of re­
ciprocal T between parents and children, whereas their lower class counter­
parts tend to use T/V non-reciprocally. 

Lambert encouraged further investigation into the pronouns generally 
used by French-Canadians, and he suggested that v~riables including age, 
sex, and social class of informants be considered. 

One social-psychological aspect that Lambert considers is the con­
flict faced by young lower class children who must learn to use different 
linguistic forms than their parents, whose example of language use they are 
expected to acquire and follow. That is, parents will usually address each 
other and their children, close friends and siblings with T, but children 
must learn in appropriate cases, that they, unlike their parents, must 
address the parent, aunt or uncle with V. 

Lambert's college-aged informants feel comfortable with reciprocal 
T between friends of either sex. With teachers, priests, and strangers, 
reciprocal V is most appropriate because it is a marker of social distance. 
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Since the variable of social status is included, Lambert claims that the 
rule system in French Canada is more complex than the one in France, which 
relies primarily upon the degree of familiarity which has been established 
between interlocutors. 

In a study Lambert conducted a few years later (in Lambert, 1969: 
86ff.), fifteen hundred French speaking students in Alma and Montreal, 
Quebec, filled out detailed questionnaires. Informants were from Grades 
3, 5, 7, 9, and 11, and came from various schools in each city. Thirty­
four possible instances of social interaction were examined, and inform­
ants were asked which pronouns would be given and received by them in each 
case. Family interaction was of chief inter~st, especially the use of 
pronouns between close family members versus similar behaviour with dis­
tant family members. Later the chi-square statistic correlated linguistic 
use and age, sex, or social setting. 

As in Lambert's pilot study. where middle and upper class children 
directed a reciprocal T toward their parents, social class was again a 
very significant factor in determining the pronoun usage in similar rela­
tions in subsequent analyses. 

Age 

The relation between social class and the selected pronoun was 
greater with elementary school children than with high school students. 
Chi-square values ranged from 60-70, to 14 respectively. That is, about 
60% of the informants used reciprocal pronouns with both parents; 40% used 
non-reciprocal pronouns. From a sample of Montreal students originally 
from France (and upper class backgrounds), 90% claimed to use reciprocal 
T with their parents. 

Rural/Urban Differences 

The results from Alma, Quebec differ from those from Montreal and 
Quebec City; the rural nature of the Alma area seems to reduce the impor­
tance of socio-economic status, at least as far as pronouns are concerned. 
Students there all received T from their parents, of course, but they 
seemed to be almost equally divided when addressing their parents, some 
using T, and others V. 

In the country it is found that more non-reciprocal exchanges take 
place than in the urban centres. In this vein, Lambert cites examples of 
rural girls with their grandparents, aunts, and uncles, and rural boys 
with their aunts and godparents. 7 Reciprocal usage is still greater, how­
ever, between rural children and their cousins and brothers-in-law, than 
for urban children • 

With extended family members, social class plays a more significant 
role for rural, but not urban speakers. Generally, for both rural and urban, 
80% would give their grandparents, aunts, uncles, and godparents V, and 
receive T in turn. 

If one were to ask whether the solidarity semantic has replaced the 
non-reciprocal one, it would be fairly certain that it has not. In fact, 
over 40% of the informants sampled here reported non-reciprocal address 
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fonns with their own parents; so, in much general family interaction, the 
majority of direct address pronouns exchanged would be non-reciprocal. 
The element of socio-economic status is important insofar as urban centres 
show a gradual movement toward reciprocal T (between parents and children) 
in direct relationship to movement up rungs of the socio-economic ladder. 
Again, rural social norms seem to operate with their rules for pronoun 
selection, without needing to include details of one's social class back­
ground. 

An interesting point which Lambert briefly discusses is his conclu­
sion from preliminary testing that family ties where T/V is prevalent are 
as strong and close as relationships defined by T/T. 

Secondly, his treatment of children's evaluative reactions to T and 
V in family discussions has opened up another door to studies of the seman­
tics of T and V. Briefly, when eleven year olds were played recordings of 
simulated parent-child interactions characterized by T/T in one case, and 
T/V in the other, the children judged that families whose pronoun usage was 
reciprocal were more respectable, with better family spirit, and were more 
progressive or more modern; moreover, the son using V in the conversations 
would have a greater chance of receiving the dog he requested in the dis­
cussion (Lambert 1969:90). 

Alberta 

The last section of this paper deals with the French that is spoken 
in the province of Alberta. Again the focus of attention is the T and V 
usage, and like Lambert's study, the intrafamily norms are the primary 
scope of our own investigation. 

Method 

The author chose to sample three Frunch speech communities in Al­
berta, which, by means of their differing geographical locations and social 
characteristics might provide an interesting picture of pronoun patterns 
in this province. St. Paul was selected from several potential sites for 
this survey, to represent the northeast of Alberta; next, a district in 
Edmonton, in which a French college, high school, parish, and convent are 
located; and finally, members of a local French church in Calgary consti­
tuted the third sample. Questionnaires (after Lambert, 1963) written in 
French were distributed personally in each of the above communities. In­
formants were asked primarily to specify the form of address, either 'tu' 
or 'vous', they usually gave to each of twelve listed individuals, and how 
they in turn were normally addressed by each person. Their interlocutors 
were the following: (1) mother; (2) parent(s); (3) grandparents; (4) 
uncles and aunts; (S) brothers and sisters; (6) male friends; (7) female 
friends; (8) teachers; (9) priests; (10) nuns; (11) older people; and (12) 
strangers. In addition to their actual pronoun usage, informants were 
asked to specify the following: (1) sex; (2) age category; (3) mother 
tongue; (4) birthplace; (5) region from which their grandparents came; 
(6) father's occupation; (7) informant's occupation. The questionnaire 
was just one page in length, and was by no means complete, but was adequate 
for the purpose of this study. Basically, it follows 
Lambert's Pilot Study described already, save a few additions. The cate­
gory (2), parent(s), was intentionally included in both questionnaires, 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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and occasionally it is found that an informant would address his/her mother 
with a different pronoun than with his/her 'parent' (father?). It was not 
the interest of this analysis to yield statistical correlations, yet these 
might be very significant in further work in this topic area. 

St. Paul 

St. Paul is a town of about four thousand inhabitants, situated to 
the northeast of Edmonton. Although French speakers may have been in the 
majority just a few decades ago, today there are almost three equal minor­
ity groups -- native Indian, Ukrainian, and French, whose common denomi­
nators might be the English language they have adopted and their common 
lifestyle in a fairly isolated farming community. Once-French schools, 
churches, and businesses have been anglicized, although some families con­
tinue to communicate in their native languages when at home. Children of 
even second generation St. Paul natives receive French at home, but usually 
re~pond in English. The preceding details might help explain why it was 
rather difficult to locate a sample of 'franco-Albertans'. 

Five men and five women were asked to fill out the questionnaire; 
their average age would be close to forty years. (Refer to Appendix I.) 
All had grown up in the town speaking French; their grandoarents came 
mostly from Quebec, and their fathers were in most cases farmers. The re­
sults of the questionnaire are very convincing of the homogeneity of the 
informants. Overwhelmingly, mothers, parents, grandparents, aunts and 
uncles were given the direct address pronoun V by informants (the sole ex­
ception, is a daughter who gives her mother T, which is perhaps the mark 
of solidarity established between the two as they deal with the father, 
who is senile -- who is given V); similarly, teachers, priests, nuns, 
strangers, and older people are given V, the traditional representation 
of respect and distance. Conversely, and actually asymmetrically, all 
informants received T from (1-4), and this has been seen before in certain 
working class or rural milieux in Quebec. Between siblings and friends 
the elements of intimacy and age determine the use of mutual T in every 
specified case. There is almost an even split between whether informants 
claim to receive Tor V from categories (8-12). This does not seem to 
depend upon the age group of addressees. Do these data follow a general 
trend toward a universal solidary T, which is common in other parts of the 
French-speaking world? It would seem that in the nursing home, yes, but 
elsewhere, the V form is by far the preferred pronoun of address. (One 
informant mentioned that it had upset her to adopt the T form when ad­
dressing God the Father.) 

College St. Jean, Edmonton 

One main reason for sampling the college was to observe pronoun 
usage among students, who come more often from small French communities 
neighbouring Edmonton, as well as towns further north, and further east 
to Saskatchewan, Ontario, Quebec, and New Brunswick. The average age of 
informants was in the early twenties, though several teachers at the col­
lege also took part in the survey. There were twenty-eight who filled out 
questionnaires: nine males, nineteen females. All spoke French natively; 
most had been raised in Alberta, and their grandparents generally came from 
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Quebec. Regarding their fathers' occupations, an indication of socio­
economic status, about thirteen were farmers, eighteen involved in trades 
of some sort, and two were professionals. The results indicated that 
over half addressed their mother/parents T -- (as far as tracing these 
informants to birthplace, SO'llle of them were from out of province); grand­
parents, however, received V far more often than T; aunts and uncles were 
split evenly, some receiving V, others T; a great majority of informants 
gave V to those occupying roles worthy of their respect (8-10), and to 
those from whom they were separated by age and social distance. Regarding 
the pronouns received from others, T definitely predominated, except when 
interacting with strangers, who give V. Once again, mutual Twas exchang­
ed between peers. 

It was interesting to speak with the priest and several nuns in the 
same neighbourhood, whose usage was linguistically conservative, following 
traditional norms. One nun who had moved to Alberta from Brittany in 1912, 
was particularly helpful in elaborating upon her direct address pronouns, 
when and with whom a certain form was appropriate. She had exchanged 
mutual T with her parents, mutual V with grandparents, and with aunts and 
uncles, professors, priests, and so on. As for other nuns, she explained: 

Je n'aurais jamais ose dire tu a une religieuse, 
meme mes soeurs qui etaient religieuses, on se 
disait vous, 

Similarly, when addressing her niece who was also a nun, she would 
most often use v. Instinctively, when one of her own sisters became a 
nun, there was a shift from T to V. 

J'attacherais plus de respect a vous qu'a tu; 
••• je ne me permettrais pas de dire tu aux 
personnes que je voudrais respecter. 

And to God? 

A Dieu je dis tu, dernierement, .... je n'ai pas 
toujours fait ~a. Autrefois, c'etait toujours 
vous •.• je ne me serais jamais permi de dire tu 
au Seigneur autrefois; ••• il y avait une certaine 
distance, le respect; mais graduellement cela a 
change. 

When she explained that she still shifts frnm T to V with God, it 
seemed appropriate to ask which form would reflect which state of affairs. 
When asked how she addressed Him when she felt very far away from Him, it 
was surprising that she responded: 

Je dis: ''Aie pitie, Seigneur" plus de "ayez pitie, 
Seigneur". 

One informant at the college, filled out his form while sitting 
next to one of his colleagues there. The former, a man from Beaumont, 
Alberta, filled in categories (1-11) as received from others, with T. 
While thinking out loud as to how a stranger would address him, his col­
league stated that in Quebec almost everyone would exchange T. Asked his 
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opinion of the suggestion that the French address system in Alberta would 
likewise shift to greater usage of T, he replied that in his very large 
family, the children and grandchildren of his brother·s and sisters still 
say V to parents, and that maybe just the fourth generation would start 
to say T to their parents. (Note that Beaumont, recently 90% French 
speaking, is now an English suburb/development site belonging to Edmonton.) 

Reviewing the results from the college, it again is apparent that 
the characteristics of speakers themselves are very important, more so 
than socio-economic background, in determining the selection of either T 
or V. Also, one perceives a standard set of norms which unite the com­
munity members, and leave less defined relations to be decided by age, 
roles and the sex of speakers. The importance of age was emphasized by 
one young student, who explained that she thinks she gives T not V to her 
parents because they are very young. 

L'Eglise Sainte-Famille, Calgary 

Although most of the twenty informants from this local parish come 
from towns in Quebec and Ontario, it is surprising how similar these re­
sults are when compared with those from St. Paul. On the average, the 
eight men and twelve women would fall into the 'middle aged' category; 
their grandparents came from Eastern Canada, in general; the fathers of 
twelve were farmers or labourers, while seven said their background might 
be 'white collar'. Four cases of T addressed to the mothers of informants 
seem to be closely linked to the informant's origin in Montreal (where T 
is more widespread than in the countryside). It is clearer from this 
sample that most of the informants would receive the V form from the priest, 
nuns, older people, and strangers. Again it is evident that the age vari­
able causes this difference. 

A sideline note, brought to the author's attention by the priest 
at this church, shows the continued respect for members of the opposite 
sex, through the marking of V. For at that church as in most, T would be 
given to God and Christ under normal circumstances, however V would be 
offered Mary -- in 'Je vous salue, Marie", but "que ta volonte soit faite ..• " 
to God. 

Conclusion 

Les notions d'autorite et de solidarite •.• combien 
l'equilibre de notre systeme est sans cesse a revoir 
et surtout difficile a maintenir, car rien n'est plus 
etroitement lie aux phenomenes d'evolution sociale et 
de transformations des moeurs qua la fa~on dont nous 
percevons qui sont nos pairs. (Bustin-Lekeu 1973:774) 

The usage of direct address pronouns, like many social norms and 
institutions, is in a constant state of flux. As society and its social 
values change, language seeks to accommodate for this by allowing words 
to be emptied or revised in terms of their semantic content, and reapplied 
to the new situation. The changing usage of T and V through one part of 
European history, has shown how the birth of a second pronominal usage has 
triggered ensuing conflict in usage of direct address pronouns across cer­
tain social strata. Generally, the achievement of cameraderie between 
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speakers, a common age group and social class membership, would satisfy 
the requisites of the solidarity semantic, and would likely result in 
movement toward reciprocal T. 8 This trend is quite prevalent, and has 
been encouraged by students, particularly in France. A comparable usage 
exists in Montreal, where a feeling of common membership or brotherhood 
seems to take hold. This widening of T usage, however, has not really 
penetrated the well-established norms for proper and respectful pronoun 
usage in districts of France, rural and working class Quebec, particularly 
"well bred districts" in France, and most areas of French Alberta. One 
might speculate that the over-riding tendency will affect these pockets 
within the next few generations, under the influence of other French and 
European language norms, a changing political ideology, the influence of 
English, and so on. Whether or not these will prove stronger than centu­
ries-old tradition, remains to be seen. 
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Footnotes 

1La langue en tant que "realite immediate de la pensee" (Karl Marx) 
peut etre autant plus liee a l'ideologie que la realite refletee par la 
langue .•• plus fortement conditionnee par des structures sociales. Ceci 
est fort particulierement valable pour la terminologie a !'aide de laquelle 
sont denommees les classes d'une societe donnee." (Langue Francaise, Paris, 
Vol. 9, 1971:105.) 

2N. Dittmar (1976) mentions the concept of "Weltanschauung" or 
world outlook. 

3Courtois d'Arras, ed. Edmund Faral, 2nd ed. Paris: 1922. Cited 
in Foulet (1963:199). The play is an adaptation of the biblical parable 
of The Prodigal Son. In the original text, this excerpt appears as: 

Biaus fieus Cortois, car soies chois, 
Si mangies del pain et des pois, 
Si lai ester ta fole entente. (in Foulet, ibid.) 

~In the 18th century, this polite V emerged among the Russian elite, 
where it marked respect and formality (Friedrich, 1972). Also regarding 
the polite usage in France, from the 17th century, the third person sing­
ular pronoun was borrowed to show great respect for someone with whom one 
might usually exchange a mutual V. 

5The question of addresses given to members of "out-groups": it 
seems that since 1957, T has been given to French African natives by their 
European superiors. Donovan explains that this non-reciprocity, or'"Tiers 
Monde" de l'adresse' (Bustin-Lekeu (1973)) tends to be given to the natives 
because they among themselves prefer this usage, and it is natural that 
they would attract this toward them. He adds, however, that when the T 
is given to blacks in France (very common practice), this is clearly a re­
flex of racism. 

6The author acknowledges with thanks the helpful reflections and 
personal observations of Dr. G. Donovan, Department of Romance Studies, 
The University of Calgary, who has lived and studied extensively in French 
communities. 

7It was brought to my attention by a French-Canadian classmate, that 
when she meets with her two sets of uncles and aunts she is of ten ill-at­
ease at having to address one set, from the farm, with V, then turn to 
address the other set, equally close to her, but from the city, with T. 

8A very interesting contribution made by Ford (p. 1156), not dis­
cussed elsewhere, is his observation of a T-V dualism in plural as well 
as singular addresses. When speaking informally to close friends, it seems 
the "T may be unconsciously borrowed from its strictly grammatical function 
as second person singular, and is used in expressions like "tu vois", even 
when referring to a specific group. There is an 'unconscious tendency to 
choose appropriate and fitting semantic fields, dispite grammatical limi­
tations'. 
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APPENDIX I 

Table I 

Form of Address Between St. Paul Residents and Others* 

Interaction with 
'tu' 'vous' Depends 'tu' 'vous' I sent sent no answer rec'd rec'd depends 

1 Mother 1 9 0 10 0 0 
2 Parents 0 10 0 10 0 0 
3 Grandparents 0 10 0 10 0 0 
4 Uncles, Aunts 0 9 1 10 0 0 
5 Brothers. Sisters 10 0 0 10 0 0 
6 Boy friends 10 0 0 9 0 1 -
7 Girl friends 9 0 1 9 0 1 
8 Teachers 1 8 1 5 4 1 
9 Priests 2 8 0 4 6 0 

10 Nuns 2 8 0 4 6 0 
11 Older People 1 8 1 6 4 0 
12 Strangers 1 8 1 5 5 0 

*Entries are actual frequencies based on the replies of 10 informants --
5 males, 5 females. 2 (15-20 years old); 1 (21-25 years); 1 (26-35); 
6 (36+ years). Most informants' fathers were farmers. 

Table II 

Form of Address Between Edmonton Residents and Others* 

Interaction with 
'tu' 'vous' Depends 'tu' 'vous' 
sent sent no answer rec'd rec'd Depends 

1 Mother 17 11 0 27 1 0 --- >----
2 Parents 15 13 0 27 1 0 
3 Grandparents 5 22 1 25 3 0 
4 Uncles Aunts 12 13 3 28 0 0 
5 Brothers Sisters 27 0 1 28 0 0 
6 Bov friends 27 1 0 28 0 0 
7 Girl friends 26 1 1 28 0 0 
8 Teachers 8 17 3 22 3 3 
9 Priests 4 22 2 23 4 1 --

10 Nuns 3 22 3 17 8 3 
11 Older People 0 28 (1) 20 5 3 
12 Stram!ers 3 23 4 8 19 6 

*Entries are actual frequencies based on the replies of 28 informants --
9 males, 19 females. 12 (15-20 years old); 11 (21-25 years); 2 (26-35); 
4 (36+ years). Fathers: farmers etc. 13, trades 18, professionals 
(engineers) 2. 
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Table III 

Form of Address Between Calgary Residents and Others* 

Interaction with 'tu' 'vous' Depends 'tu' 'vous' 
sent sent no answer rec'd rec'd Depends 

1 Mother 5 14 1 17 1 2 
2 Parents 5 14 1 18 0 2 --3 Grandparents 3 16 1 18 0 2 
4 Uncles, Aunts 4 16 0 19 0 1 
5 Brothers Sisters 18 2 0 19 0 1 
6 Boy friends 19 0 1 19 0 1 
7 Girl friends 18 2 0 17 2 1 
8 Teachers 2 17 1 10 8 2 
9 Priests 1 19 0 7 12 1 

10 Nuns 2 18 .0 4 15 1 
11 Older People 1 19 0 9 10 1 
12 Strangers 2 16 2 4 13 3 

*Entries are actual frequencies based on the replies of 20 informants --
8 males, 12 females. 1 (15-20 years old); 3 (21-25 years) 5 (26-35 years); 
11 (36+ years). Fathers: farmers etc. 12, .trades 7, professionals 1. 
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Questions in Natural Speech: 
Problems of Recognition, Usage and Analysis* 

Christopher J. Doran 

1. Introduction 

This paper concerns itself with certain problems in naturally oc­
curring speech, with our intuitive knowledge of what questions are. The 
problems that I want to discuss are not exclusively limited to 'questions' 
and could be applied to other types of utterance. However in this paper 
'questions' will serve as a focus for the discussion, although I may draw 
on other types of examples to illustrate more general points. My first 
task will be to try and categorize, in some formal way, what enables 
speakers in conversation to be able to recognize a question. Knowing that 
not all utterances are questions, what is it that differentiates them from 
other types of utterance? Thus I am interested in the types of criteria 
people use in natural speech so as to be able to know that a certain ut­
terance was a question. Notice that I am concerning myself with not just 
an abstract definition of what a question is, but how people actually use 
their ideas and knowledge of what questions are in conversation. Secondly 
I will take certain utterances which are questions and illustrate the dif­
ferent ways they can be used in conversation, e.g. how they are able to 
imply a command rather than a request for information. 

Lastly, and following from the prior discussion, I will show that 
the problems which stem from the problems of usage and recognizability of 
questions also lead to further difficulties if we as analysts attempt to 
make formal studies of naturally occurring speech. I will then propose 
a tentative suggestion for accommodating these problems within the con­
text of speech act analysis. 

2. In this part of the paper, I want to deal with how we as members of 
a culture with the same language are able to know such things as what con­
stitutes a 'question', and how do we recognize it as such. I will look at 
some of the features which have been said to be indicative of a 'question' 
and compare these features with the way in which questions are used in 
natural speech, in order to estimate how applicable these features are. 

Most traditional analyses start from the premise that questions may 
be framed in syntactic forms (e.g. Quirk, Greenbaum, Leech and Svartvik 
1972:386). Thus, word inversion, the presence of the wh- interrogative at 
the beginning of a sentence, and rising intonation may all indicate a ques­
tion. However it has been noted that questions such as 'Can I have a pen­
ny?', 'May I have the salt?' although framed in this syntactic question 
form, are not really questions but are requests. This is pointed out by 
the argument that in either of the questions a simple yes/no type answer 
may well be insufficient to satisfy the questioner. But Searle notices, 

The sentences .•. have literal utterances in which they 
are not also indirect requests. Thus 'Can you reach the 
salt?' can be uttered as a simple question about your 
abilities (say by an orthopedist wishing to know the 
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medical progress of your arm injury) (Cole and Morgan 1975:69) 

Thus he says that 'Can you reach the salt?' can have two meanings, a lit­
eral one and a request one, dependent on context. This difference between 
a question and a request is well exemplified here, in that these two de­
scriptions of 'Can you reach the salt?' are, in these instances, mutually 
exclusive. However, occasions often arise when an utterance contains both 
question and request elements in it. In such cases people do not feel 
the necessity to delineate precisely the status of the utterance and feel 
justified in calling it either a request or a question. 

Another commonly stated feature of questions is that they have 
rising intonation at the end of the sentence. This may or may not be 
accompanying the syntactic form of the question. 

"Are you going to the ffike?" 
"You're going to the oilice?" 

Here it is said that intonation is able to show that a question is present. 
However rising intonation at the end of a sentence does not necessarily 
mark it as a question. Rising intonation can be used for other purposes, 
e.g. calling someone, expressing surprise. An utterance like B below: 

A: I killed the cat. 
B: You killed it. 

is often difficult to label in any precise way, it frequently being taken 
as an expression of surprise or a question. Thus both or either interpre­
tation may be put on B's utterance because of its rising intonation form. 
Quirk, Greenbaum, Leech and Svartvik also indicate that rising intonation 
may be used "to indicate that our utterance is non-final, or that we are 
leaving it open and inconclusive." (1972:1044) I.e. that we are not fin­
ished with our speech and are going to continue. 

Rising intonation may also not be present at the end of a syntactic 
question. Characteristically, many yes/no type questions (those seeking 
an answer 'yes' or 'no') do not have the rising intonation, and have a 
falling tone at the end of sentences. Falling tones in questions can also 
indicate displeasure. 

"Are you coming or not?" 
"Are you coming?" 

From these discrepancies it seems that the system of simple (mainly syn­
tactic) rules invoking certain characteristic features of ten used for 
categorizing utterances as questions is not adequate. In order to satisfy 
our demand for how questions are recognized as such, we must examine other 
additional ways in which people know what questions are. Because of the 
factor mentioned earlier that, often, questions and requests may be in­
corporated into the same utterance, I want to examine how utterances which 
can be classified as question/request are differentiated from other types 
of utterance e.g. commands, threats, snubs. 

As examples of the latter one could include: 
''What do you think you are playing at?" (command) 
"Are you man or mouse?" (threat) 
"Are you the man who still believes in Santa Claus?" (snub) 
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I do not want to restrict this paper just to what criteria delimit 
the form that· questions can take, but also want to propose certain forms 
of utterances which might be recognized as questions, but which are not 
covered by the above conditions, and which as a consequence will make the 
task of formulating specific rules to enable us to attach the label 'a 
question' to an utterance more difficult • 

This study emerges from the light which analysts such as Austin 
(1962) and Searle (1969, 1975) have thrown on the question of utterances, 
and uses their analyses as a base point to begin the investigation. Austin 
(1962) was the first to notice that utterances have both locutionary and 
illocutionary force. The locutionary force is associated with ideas of 
sense and reference, and is primarily descriptive. 

"It is raining." 

This is subject to notions of truth and falsity, and can be verified, for 
instance, by looking at the weather. The other type of utterance, the 
illocutionary, is a slightly more involved idea to handle, and is con­
cerned with the intentions and consequences of the utterance. To take one 
of Austin's examples, the statement 'France is hexagonal. 1 cannot be evalu­
ated very easily on the true-false scale that was proposed above. It may 
be that the speaker is only giving an approximate description, he may be 
confusing 'hexagonal' with 'square', or he may just be mistaken in that 
he meant another country not France. In order to find out what the speaker 
meant by that statement, we can either allow him to elaborate or ask him 
exactly what he means. However, it is probable that we would come to the 
same conclusion as Austin on this statement, i.e. that it is a rough de­
scription rather than a right or wrong one. (But consider what inferences 
we might make if the speaker went on to say 'each angle measuring sixty 
degrees.') 

This notion of a speaker's intention as expressed in speech, is a 
tricky one and Austin deliberately differentiates between illocutionary 
acts and another type, the perlocutionary, because of this problem. The 
latter type of act is defined in terms of its consequences rather than 
its intentions. Thus if I say 'I alarmed him,' then this would be a per­
locutionary act, according to Austin, because 'alarmed' is measured in 
terms of the consequences on 'him' rather than my intentions. 1 

The idea of the difference between illocutionary and perlocutionary 
is important in my analysis of questions. If I say that one can identify 
questions because they are followed by answers, then this is to be con-· 
fusing the perlocutionary aspects and the illocutionary aspects of the 
notion of a question. 

Austin also notes that utterances have 'performative' functions, a 
type of locutionary act that utterances can perform certain actions 
rather than just describe them. Thus 'I do' at a wedding can be said not 
just to describe the event, but to perform it, in that, if the 'I do' was 
not included, then the event -- the marriage -- would be said to have not 
taken place. But these performative functions may be encased in utterances 
which do not use an explicit 'performative' verb. Austin gives the example 
that 'I promise I shall come.' may sometimes be given in the form, 'I shall 
come.' This utterance conveys the sense of promise implicitly. But it is 

llliiliilllllllllilliilliiiiiiiiiiiiiiiilliiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiilliiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiililliililliiiiiiiiiiiiiillliiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiilllilliiiiiiiiiiiiiiillliiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiilliiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiillilliiiiiiiiiiiiiiiillilliiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiliilii 



- 32 -

important to note that Austin says that not always is the sense of prom­
ising given by the second utterance, 'I shall come.' 

Thus I want to suggest that questions may also occur like promises 
with illocutionary force in otherwise formally unmarked sentences (un­
marked -- indicating that they do not convey the sense of a question by 
any outward syntactic or intonational form). If I say, for example, 

"I'm going to the store now." 

in the context of my own home, in the presence of my family, then I think 
it may sometimes be heard as a question, but that it will not be heard as 
a question on every occasion of its occurrence, whether in the same con­
text or in a different one. Listeners might reply to it, 

"O. k. fine, see you." 

or "Could you get me a packet of cigarettes while you're there." 

(which would be an adequate reply to the more easily identifiable ques­
tion, "Do you want anything from the store?"). I propose that contextual 
and situational variables (rather than syntactic variables) are at work 
here in enabling us to hear this as a question/request rather than a mere 
statement of intention. Notice that this does not resolve in any neat way 
Austin's problem of illocutionary and perlocutionary force. Remember 
that perlocutionary force is the force of an utterance measured in terms 
of its consequences, e.g. 'I alarmed him.' (Here one cannot infer from 
this that the speaker's intention was to alarm.) The perlocutionary force 
of the utterance, "I'm going to the store now." may be given as, "Do you 
want anything from the store?" because of the reply concerning the cig­
arettes. But it is crucial to realize that the actual intention of the 
utterance may or may not have been that. That the listener interpreted 
it as a question does not enable us to categorize the utterance unambigu­
ously as a question. The problem is a recurrent one and I will return to 
it in the final section of this paper. 

In this part of the paper, I have outlined certain types of utter­
ance which could be called questions, I have described conventional ques­
tion labels, and also introduced an utterance which has the force of a 
question but not any overt marking. I have indicated that conventional 
questions, which ask for a response may not be marked in the conventional 
manner (i.e. by the lack of syntactic markers) and that unconventional 
formulations may serve the purpose of asking for a response (i.e. 'I'm 
going to the store now') thus indicating two main differences in this 
loosely held notion of question. 

1. They can ask for answers, replies, or information despite 
their form. 

2. They can have a conventional syntactic question form and 
'do' other things. 

Throughout, I have not tried to define in any strict way what a question 
is, as this problem constitutes a major focus of the paper. Although 
questions may not always follow the conventional rule formulations (i.e. 
intonation, word inversion) Wrl.ch they are supposed to, this does not usually 
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presenta problem for interactants. That is, they are able to formulate 
and 'hear' questions based on other criteria quite easily in conversation. 
In the next part of this paper, I want to look at this second category, 
the more easily identifiable, syntactic questions, and examine the 
varied uses that they have • 

3. I now want to concentrate on those analyses which have investigated 
syntactic questions, i.e. ones which from their grammatical form or their 
intonation pattern can be regarded as questions. (This is not to infer 
that the type of distinction which I made between utterances which have 
the form of questions and those which have the force of questions, is not 
an important one, but only that syntactic questions have been discussed 
more in the literature.) 2 

The most detailed study of questions, as an object of inquiry in 
natural speech, is given by Goody (1978), who classifies questions into 
four main types: Control, Rhetorical, Deference and Information. Al­
though this research was based on a community in West Africa, its pur­
pose is a more general one: 

This essay is a first exploration of the nature of 
questioning -- what is it that we do when we ask 
questions. (Goody 1978:17) 

She accepts the implications of Austin's work and gives instances of 
questions in which the illocutionary force of an utterance is present in 
the locutionary act. Thus she cites as an example of an Intention-Defer­
ence question, "Are you going to greet X today?" (1978:32) said by her 
subordinate to her while they were working (at weaving) in the village. 
She analyses this as being a statement by the speaker to the effect that 
"We should greet X today." Goody goes on to describe the reasons for 
this reading of the utterance. The person who addressed her was her 
subordinate, and 

It is wrong for the subordinate to tell his senior what he 
should do. Instead he asks him what is ostensibly an Infor­
mation question. The superior may then answer 'Yes I shall 
greet X (the chief)' thus assuming the initiative; or he may 
say, 'No, I must visit the farm today.' thus denying the need 
to greet the chief, but without having to admit that he has 
been told to do so by a subordinate. (1978:32-33) 

The main point of Goody's argument is that this use of different types of 
questions for different purposes can be explained in terms of the relative 
status and level of intimacy of the interactants. Thus, for example con­
trol questions often occur in the speech of adults to children because 
of the high status differences between them; but she points out that when 
adults try to use other types of questions to children, these questions 
are still often heard as Control questions. 

Adult: 
Child: 

What are you doing? 
Nothing. (Goody 1978:34) 

Goody says that in this example, this was intended as a deference question 
by the adult to the child, but was treated as a control question. Its 
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original intention was to express interest and concern in the activities 
of the child. But Goody realized that often this would not have the de­
sired effect on the child unless 'this form of questioning has to be done 
very gently.' (1978:34) to prevent the child treating it as a control 
question. This example hints at some of the problems involved in 'hear­
ing' a question correctly. 

Another use which the 'question' can be put to and which has been 
carefully documented is the 'Clarification Request' used by adults to 
young children. Corsaro (1977) isolates the 'Clarification Request', and 
says that it is used mainly by adults in their talk with young children, 
featuring less frequently in interaction with older children, and these 
clarification requests are rarely produced by the children in this inter­
action. They are interrogatives which take one of three linguistic forms. 

The first is a clarification marker of some type (i.e. what, 
huh, hum ••• ). Although it would be difficult to specify all 
the possible clarification markers, it is clear that they 
belong to a definite set of constructions, all of which would 
be recognizable as such by native speakers. (1977:186) 

A second type is the simple repetition of the last speaker's utterance, 
but they are always interrogatives either by· intonation or by slight 
modification of the initial utterance, e.g. 

and, 

Child: I can't do it. 
Adult: You can't? 

Child: I'm going to put a band-aid on it. 
Adult: You're going to put a band-aid on it? (Corsaro 1977:187) 

The third type is the 'expansion' whereby the adult expands and para­
phrases the speaker's utterance. 

Adult: 
Child: 

Adult: 

O.k. Where'd you get 'em at? (Referring to strawberries.) 
On place where (B looks up and says the following as if 
reading a sign) -- you pick your own strawberries. 
Pick your own strawberries? You got 'em at a place that 
says you pick your own strawberries? (1977:187) 

Corsaro also assigns function to those C.R.s (Clarification Re­
questions) and notes the typical places where they would occur in speech. 
He states that when there are communicative difficulties between speakers 
(i.e. when one speaker does not hear the utterance of another), one may 
call for a clarification marker. Clarification requests which ask for 
a clarification or a repetition of an utterance heard, but not clearly 
understood, may be formed from either of the last two types of C.R. An­
other function of the C.R. is to fill in 'one's turn in conversation' .. 
Although it doesn't actually involve clarification, it usually takes the 
form of the first type of C.R. mentioned, and Corsaro gives it the label 
of 'marker of acknowledgement.' (An analytic problem may be noticed here 
in that it is now possible for Corsaro to label the same utterance as be­
ing either a clarification marker or a marker of acknowledgement, and 
the difference between them seems to be the intention of the speaker.) 

.. 

i11ii11iii11ii11ii11iii11iiii11ii11ili11ii11ii11iili11ii11iii11iiiiiililiilliliiiiiliiililiiililiillliiliiilliilliiilillllliiillllUlllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllll 



" 

- 35 -

In the next partP~ this paper I want to return to some important prob­
lems concerned explicitly (but not exclusively) with Corsaro 1 s analysis, 
and try to relate them to more basic problems of conversation analysis. 

Keenan, Schieffelin and Platt (hereafter K. S. P.) (1978) assert 
that two basic functions of questions are that they (1) are directives 
to attend; (2) express items of immediate concern to the speaker. 

By the former they imply that a question shows by its form that it 
needs a response, and thus what it does is to make somebody attend to 
the speaker. The status of the response needed is unclear, however, e.g. 

'What did I say about drinldng it out .of the can?' (K.S.P. 1978:51) 

This may indicate that a verbal response is required or that it may be an 
imperative, and thus a reply might be thought of as being 'cheeky.' But 
it does seem to fulfill the criterion of directing a person to attend.3 

That a question expresses an immediate concern of the speaker is 
less clear cut, and largely asserted, rather than argued for by K.S.P., 
and thus it is unclear as to what is exactly meant. 

Although different analyses have focused on different aspects, it 
is clear that 'what may be regarded as utterances with a question like 
form' can function in many varied ways and that the main task of these 
analyses has been to classify these 'questions' into categories of 'what 
they really are.' The next part of this paper will examine the fruit­
fulness of this type of task, and outline in more detail the criteria 
that are used to classify utterances. 

4. The features and uses of 'questions' in actual speech, because of 
their varied properties that I have outlined, present a number of poten­
tial problems for any analysis in terms of their analyzability. In this 
section I want to clarify the nature of these problems. To explicate my 
case, I will use data mainly from Corsaro's (1977) analysis of the 'Clari­
fication Request.' The reason this is chosen is that it is a well-docu­
mented example and presents the data in a detailed, systematic way, 
rather than that the problems which I want to discuss are exclusive to it. 
In fact, these problems apply to many other types of analysis, but for the 
sake of brevity, will not be discussed here. 

I have outlined in the earlier parts of this paper that questions 
can perform many other functions rather than just asking for information 
or a response, and that this is connected with the knowledge of what we, 
as ordinary speakers in society, see as being a 'question'. I have de­
monstrated that the knowledge which speakers use to understand what ques­
tions are, is not a simple analytic process of identifying features such 
as intonation or the presence of syntactic elementswithin an utterance. 
(Yet it is not true to say that speakers do not attend to these types of 
features in conversation.) 

Thus, the type of knowledge which interactants possess includes 
the syntactic features which I have outlined in the early part of the 
paper. But these rules are not restrictive in the sense that one is com­
pelled to make utterances or to hear them in such a narrow way. Thus 
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rules are known by speakers, but they must be considered in the context in 
which they occur. And the use or otherwise of these rules is a context­
bound activity. Now by this I do not mean that they are predictive rules 
in that, if the context is specified then the appropriate utterance will 
be produced, 4 but that a speaker in an interaction knows that rules exist, 
but he is not bound to follow them. The consequence of this is that speak­
ers can influence conversation by either attending to these rules or dis­
regarding them, and that certain inferences will be made by the hearers 
on the basis of how the rule is applied or not applied. For example, if 
I do not return your greeting when I see you in the street, you may infer 
a number of things: that I am annoyed, that I am short-sighted, that I 
think you are being too familiar, that I am in a hurry. The actual reason 
for this lack of return of greeting cannot be specified in any exact way, 
but by using a speaker's 'cultural competence' (that common sense type 
knowledge that any ordinary person in that culture will have), you may 
come to a decision as to what the reason was, in this particular instance. 
But it is important to note the reason chosen for this occasion may not be 
applicable to other times when I fail to greet you. For example, on the 
first occasion of me not returning your greeting, you may posit the reason 
as 'being in a hurry.' If this happened on a number of occasions, con­
secutively, you might feel that this reason was invalid and might choose 
another one, although the actual occasion of the sixth 'meeting' might 
have an identical physical context to the first one. 

It is also true that syntactic and intonational features may be 
present and CAN be used by speakers in order to make assertions such as 
the following hypothetical example. 

A: Have you washed the dishes? 
B: It's not my turn. 
A: O.k. I was only asking. 

Thus in A's second utterance, we can see it as an appeal to certain fea­
tures of A's first utterance which allow it to be a question, i.e. its 
syntactic form (although it appears to have been treated as a command). 

That I have outlined different aspects of the term 'question' still 
leaves unresolved the problem of whether an utterance is a perlocutionary 
act or an illocutionary act (i.e. whether a question was intended as a 
question or merely heard as a question). In conversation, this problem 
is largely left unresolved, in that interactants do not feel the need to 
specifically ask whether or not some utterance wa~ a question. (Although 
one can cite examples which actually question the status of utterances. 

"Are you asking me or telling me?" 

or seek clarification in some way. 

"What do you mean?" 
''What are you trying to say?" 

and I do not dispute that these are legitimate types of utterances within 
conversation.) 

This ambiguity in language seems intrinsic to it, by which I mean 
that in many of the conversations throughout this paper (which although 
some of them are hypothetical, I take it can be heard as conversations 

• 

• 
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which could naturally occur) I have demonstrated ambiguities which can 
and do occur, even though the hearer may know exactly the 'grammatical' 
meaning of the words used (i.e. it is not a case of the hearer somehow 
failing to hear, in an acoustic sense, what was said). This apparent 
paradox must be examined to see how conversationalists achieve this cap­
acity to 'understand conversations.' How is it that they come to make 
sense of conversations? 

Garfinkel's et-cetera principle (Garfinkel 1964) is one solution 
which has been proposed. This states that a hearer in a conversation will 
fill in or assume the existence of a common understanding of what is said 
when it is not immediately obvious. 

Now I see it that what Corsaro is doing in his analysis, is using 
the same type of reasoning to make sense of the conversation such as that 
in the extract below. Corsaro is using his 'common understanding' of the 
conversation and all its background knowledge to make sense of what the 
conversation was about, as exhibited by his description which accompanies 
the text. 

1. B-M: 
2. M-B: 
3. 
4. M-B: 
5. 
6. M-B: 
7. B-M: 
8. M-B: 
9. B-M: 

10. M-B: 

11. B-M: 
12. M-B: 

Transcription 

A present for you. Open it. 
For me? 
[B nods head yes] 
Are you sure? 
[B nods head yes] 
Does it have my name on it? 
Yes. 
Where? 
Right on the box. 
(Inaudible) O.K. [opens pack­
age]. 
You forgot to read the card! 
I blew it. I blew it. I 
don't even know who it's 
from? Read the card for me. 
Come here. 

Description 

Buddy's mother employs the CR 
_(2) as a marker of acknowledge­
ment. Note that the mother's 
use of the CR here momentarily 
takes control of the topic away 
from Buddy and puts her in 
charge. At 6 she produces a 
leading question which is aimed 
at producing the sequence which 
follows (i.e. the mother's fail­
ure to read the card). Subse­
quent discussion with the moth­
er confirmed the researcher's 
belief that Buddy failed to 
'read the card' several times 
on Christmas day. (1977:198) 

Thus Corsaro is demonstrating how HE makes sense of the conversa­
tion, and the method which he uses is not different from that used by the 
interactants themselves. Now, if that problem of obtaining the meaning of 
utterances is problematic to the interactants, then Corsaro, employing the 
same methods, cannot be said to have obtained the correct unambiguous mean­
ing of the interaction. He has only done what others could do and that is, 
form a CANDIDATE explanation of what occurred. 

A candidate explanation is one which is a possible explanation of 
'what really happened' which might differ from an explanation given by 
other people who saw exactly the same video-tape as Corsaro. I find that 
I am applying the word 'explanation' here to what, in effect, is a certain 
'type of description of what happened.' Thus, different descrip-
tions might be given as to what happened, but although all these descrip­
tions mightbe accepted as describing what took place, they might be criti-
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cized on the grounds that they were inadequate. Compare this with Austin's 
'France is hexagonal.' It may be difficult to criticize this as being 
incorrect on most occasions of use, but we can criticize it for being in­
adequate in certain contexts (e.g. if we are trying to give the properties 
of hexagons). 

In actual conversation, if a student asks another, 

A: What happened in the lecture I missed? 
B: Oh, he talked for 45 minutes. 

This maybe thoughtof as being inadequate in that, although it was a correct 
description, it did not 'answer the question' in some way. (Although once 
again, in certain contexts, this may be seen as an adequate answer and B 
will be satisfied with it.) 

The second point which allows interactants to make sense of what 
is being said in conversation is called the 'Retrospective-Prospective 
Principle' (Cicourel 1970) and this in fact constitutes a more serious 
argument against Corsaro's attempt to assign meaning to conversation. 
This princple states that "routine conversation depends upon speakers and 
hearers waiting for later utterances in order to decide what was intended 
before" (Corsaro 1977:202). As Corsaro is in effect a listener in this 
conversation, then he seems to be ignoring this principle, in that his 
description which accompanies the conversation is his formulation of the 
conversation, and does not allow for different interpretations being in­
ferred by the interactants in the course of the later conversation. One 
might argue against this and say that young children might not have the 
memory capacity to reflect on what was said previously in a conversation, 
and this point may be accepted. However, it does not invalidate the gen­
eral claim, as both the adult and Corsaro (who may be thought of as a 
silent listener in the conversation) can and do reflect on what was said. 
This point emphasizes the importance of the Retrospective-Prospective 
principle and Corsaro's lack of attention to it. 

The third point which I want to make concerning the analysis of 
conversation is to outline the notion of 'Undercutting' which other writers 
have noted as being a feature of conversations (Turner 1974; Atkinson and 
Drew 1979). With regard to the Corsaro tape on page 198, we can see that 
at line 20, the mother makes the utterance, 

"A new ring?" 

Corsaro, using his competence as an adult and a listener to the conversa­
tion, notes, 

Here it is difficult to determine whether the C.R.s 
(Clarification Requests) reflect surprise or are markers 
of acknowledgement. I feel that they serve the latter 
function because they were produced with a high-pitched 
voice and paralleled the excitement of the young child.(1977:198) 

Here we have evidence that what Corsaro is explaining is a candidate de­
scription and that it might be open to undercutting, i.e. that people 
might interpret it differently, both analysts and interactants. 

.. 
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A high-pitched voice may sometimes indicate surprise and sometimes 
a question, but it always depends on the context. Corsaro has shown the 
basis for his inference, but in order to assign that the status of being 
'the correct meaning,' he may be seen to be saying that this is a 'reason­
able' type of inference to make and one which 'anybody might have made' 
after seeing the tape. Although it may be a 'reasonable' inference, it 
does not make it correct. Thus others are still able to undercut him, 
e.g. 

By stating that the mother had talked earlier about 
wanting a new ring and was thus surprised that Buddy 
should remember that piece of information. 

In other words, people may draw on other relevant background knowledge 
and use it to either support or undercut certain utterances, this back­
ground information not necessarily being part of the present conversation, 
but knowledge which can be shown to be 'relevant' in this particular in­
stance. 

5. From these analytic problems of how we can obtain unambiguous de-
scriptions of speech, it is apparent that although members have little 
problem in making sense of utterances, its analysis presents multiple 
problems which are not easily resolved. 

As I have tried to demonstrate throughout the paper, the tools 
which the analyst uses are predominantly those of the interactants, i.e. 
natural speakers' knowledge. However, for this to enable him to obtain a 
correct unambiguous meaning of the interaction when this privilege is not 
allowed the interactants (in that interactants can dispute the meanings 
of utterances, misunderstand, be ambiguous, lead others astray, tell lies, 
etc.) is a dangerous'exercise. 

Throughout we have seen that interactants concern themselves with 
making sense of conversation by fitting it into the context, being aware 
that they may misinterpret, and holding meanings in abeyance if they are 
unclear (e.g. perhaps holding more than one interpretation of an utter­
ance). 

These then seem to be the guidelines that analysts should use. By 
making explicit the background knowledge which they are using to inter­
pret an utterance, and by outlining the candidate nature of the description 
of it and thus accepting that other interpretations are possible and valid, 
one will hopefully be able to tackle more productively the task of speech 
analysis . 



Footnotes 

*I wish to express my thanks to W. C. McCormack and R. H. Souther­
land for a number of valuable collUllents on this paper. However, I bear 
total responsibility for remaining errors and shortcomings. 

1Austin's analysis of perlocutionary acts is more narrow than the 
one I envisage, in that he feels that certain verbs have perlocutionary 
force (e.g. 'to alarm'), but I feel that ordinary speakers in conversation 
do not feel so restricted; thus, they may say 'I alarmed him' without 
knowing for certain that their action definitely caused alarm in 'him.' 
Thus in speech, 'I alarmed him' may say something about the speaker's in­
tention rather than the consequences on the 'him'. 

2But see Grice, Searle, Gordon and Lakoff in Cole and Morgan ed. 
(1975) for discussions on related matters. 

3The most detailed account of this property of questions and other 
related utterances is given in Sacks, H. 'On the Analyzability of Stories 
by Children' in R. Turner (ed.) (1974). 

4For attempts at this type of analysis, see Ervin-Tripp 1971 
'Sociolinguistics' in Fishman (1971) 'Advance.s in the Sociology of Lan­
guage Vol. l '. 
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Vowel Harmony in Yamba 

Terri R. Scruggs 

Introduction 

Traditionally, when one speaks of Vowel Harmony, one thinks of, for 
example, Hungarian or Turkish. In such 'traditional' languages, all suf­
fixes harmonize to the root of the word; that is, the vowels of one mor­
pheme are more important than those of the other morphemes and they affect 
one (or all) of the features of all the other vowels in the word. But in 
Yamba, the process is somewhat different. Two clitics, one that occurs in 
noun phrases and one in verb phrases, undergo harmony based on the stem 
vowel of the head of the phrase. No other clitics or affixes follow this 
pattern of harmony. The following data give some examples of cases where 
it does not happen. The affixes are -a 'question marker', -a 'if', and 
-am/'-arn 'my (sg/pl) ', where low tone ,_and mid tone - distinguish certain 
morphemes. 

(1) 'guest ion marker' 'if he .•. ' 'mi··· '1 

'neck' mi mi-a mi-am/mi-am 

'farm' ' nzu-arn nzurn nzu-a 

'cutlass' fek fe?-a fe?-arn/fehe-am 

'go' lo lo-a lo-a 

'sing' ' yarn-a yam yarn-a 

'hear' yuk yu?-a yu?-a 

'break' k:i:p kip-a kip-a 

In spite of the consonant alternations in the above data, there is 
no vowel harmony. Aside from these four morphemes, no other vowel-initial 
suffixes have been found; hence, it is not possible to verify if the qua­
lity of the suffix vowel determines whether or not Vowel Harmony will 
occur. 

The two suffixes in which Vowel Harmony does occur contain a vowel 
which is not a, but rather a. All other suffixes containing this vowel 
have an initial consonant which does not undergo any alternation. 

(2) 

'sift' 

'white' 

Citation 

kpes 

fafap 

Causative 

kpes-sa 

fafap-sa 

Vowel Harmony has not been found to occur in suffixes that clearly begin 
with a consonant (or semivowel) in which that consonant (or semivowel) 
does not undergo alternation. 

(3) 

'neck' mi 

'cutlass' fek 

'banana' gom 

'that •.• ' 

mi-na?a 

fe?-na?a 

gorn-na?a 
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'his ••. ' 

gorn-ye 
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Yamba is a Benue-Congo 1anguage spoken by about 35,000 people in 
the North-West Province of Cameroon, Africa. The data was collected 
during the period November 1977 to May 1979 while working in conjunction 
with the Summer Institute of Linguistics under the auspices of the Nation­
al Office for Educational, Scientific and Technical Research (ONAREST). 
Two different men provided the data, one age 22 and the other between 
ages 40 and SO. 

2. Harmonizing Suffixes 

For the noun phrase, it is the clitic which indicates 'locative' 
that harmonizes with the vowel of the noun. For the verbs, it is the 
clitic which indicates 'repetitive action'. In Yamba most words, includ­
ing nouns and verbs, are monosyllabic; hence, there is no need to specify 
the stem vowel more closely than just 'the stem vowel'. However, there 
are some disyllabic and compound nouns; in these cases the clitic harmon­
izes with the last vowel of the stem. 

The locative marker is specified as -ha because in certain cases 
it does not harmonize and hence is identifia~le. However, the existence 
of the h and the a are not identifiable from the same set of data. The 
only place the h is seen is an instance where a never occurs, as Vowel 
Harmony always takes place there. -

The following data gives evidence for the vowel of the locative 
clitic. 

(4) Citation Locative 

(a) 'banana' gom gom-a 

'(snake)' nzwim nzwim-a 

'handle' !Jkem nkem-a 

'hat' tam tam-a 

'things' bum bum-a 

'lake' tam tam-a 

(b) 'forest' kop kop-a 

'hut' tap tap-a 

'handle' tep tep-a 

'(dust)' dzap dzap-a 

'wing' bap bap-a 

(c) 'soldier ants' !Jge:s !Jge:s-a 

'(leaves)' we:s we:s-a 

The repetitive marker, in contrast to the locative marker, always 
harmonizes exactly with the stem vowel of the verb and cannot be identi­
fied as being one vowel over another; its distinctive features are com­
pletely unspecified. It begins with the consonant h (which also appears 

.. 



.. 

- 43 -

in the locative marker as seen in data(5)). 

(5) (a) Citation Locative (b) Inf in. ReEetitive 

'neck' mi mi-hi 'trace' fi fi-hi 
'hole' wi wi-hi2 'build I Ci ci-hi 
'hand' bo bo-ho 'catch' ko ko-ho 
'hill' nda nda-ha 'shoot' ta ta-ha 
'head' tu tu-hu 'vomit' lu lu-hu 
'grave' se se-he 'transform' be be-he 
'(basket)' IJga Qga-ha 

For the purposes of this paper, we will denote it with the shape -he. 

These two markers can be distinguished by tone but because tone is 
not relevant to the discussion, it will be omitted from this paper. 

The only environment in which the h is seen on the surface is when 
the harmonizing suffixes occur with open syllables. However, it seems more 
likely that the h deletes after a closed syllable than that it is inserted 
here for the following reasons: first, in other places in which transition 
elements are inserted, they are not h. Why this one should be h is not 
clear. Secondly, other clitics and affixes that begin with vowels do not 
insert an E_ following an open-syllable stem (see data (1) examples 1 and 
4). 

first 

The following rule of Vowel Harmony can be formulated based on (5). 

(A) Vowel Harmony I 

a ---> vi I vi+ h ~-

Now let us consider stems that end in a nasal consonant. 

(6) (a) Citation Locative (b) Inf in. ReE'etitive 

i. 'trap' nd;!J nd:i:-:i: 
'valley' ntoIJ nto-o 'love' koIJ ko-o 
'bush' IJga!J !Jga-a 'read' taIJ ta-a 
'cross' ntaIJ nta-a 
'bracelet' mvi!J mvi-i 'loosen' fiIJ fi-i 
'thatch' ywiIJ ywi-i 'dig' tii.!J tii.-ii. 

ii. 'farm' nzum nzu-u 'scratch'kom ko-o 
'stomach' vam va-a 'sing' yam ya-a 
'heart' nt:i:m nt:i:-:i: 'blow' fim fi-i 

'trap' tam ta-a 

In this data it can be seen that several rules are operating. The 
is the rule of 

(B) h-Deletion 

i. h ---> 

ii. ·[-cons] -voe 
+cont 
+low 

h-Deletion, hinted at above. 

0 I c + v 

---> 0/[+cons] + [ +syll] 
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Due to the fact that no other affix has been found that begins with 
an h, it is not necessary to specify the final vowel in rule B any further. 
h has been specified as [-cons, -voe]; this is due to the special quality 
of two segments .!! and }_ which differ from all other nonvocalic segments in 
that vowel harmony occurs across them. 

Following this, there is a rule of m- and JJ-Deletion. 

(C) Nasal Deletion 

i. {m} ---> 0 I v 
IJ 

+v 

ii. [:~~s] ---> 0 I [+syll] ~- + [+syll] 

Rule C is actually a much-simplified version of the actual nasal 
consonant deletion rule, but for the purposes of this paper we will ig­
nore syntactic and morphological conditioning which can cause !!!_, .!il.• both, 
or neither to delete. 

Thirdly, there is the rule of Vowel Harmony. 

(D) Vowel Harmony II 

a ---> vi I vi + 
These three rules (B, C, and D) interact quite closely in that 

they are ordered one after another. h-Deletion must precede Nasal De­
letion11s the rules are written. Then-Nasal Deletion must precede Vowel 
Harmony because if the nasal does not delete (as in data (1) examples 2 
and 5), Vowel Harmony does not operate. 

There is one more rule operating in this data. The 1J seems to 
cause the previous vowel to be nasalized. This is a very i;;-w-level rule 
in Yamba. 

(7) 1 bird I swiJJ 
'gun powder ' JJkaJJ 
'(fislmet)' nzi:iJJ 
'brain' val;) 
'cow' mOOIJ 

The rule could be stated as follows. 

(E) Vowel Nasalization 

i. v ---> v I JJ • 

ii. [+syll] ---> [+nas] / -[:~~s]. 
+back 

The syllable boundary (.) is necessary to prevent~ in l;)wa.gwe 'woman' 
or the first~ in ku.ggup 'shoe' from being nasalized. 

Looking closely at the data in (6) a very interesting fact can be 
seen. The rule of Vowel Nasalization occurs before Nasal Deletion in the 
case of the repetitives but after Nasal Deletion in the case of the loca­
tives. It seems, then, that the ordering constraints for this rule are 
specific for certain morphological classes. 

• 
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Moving on to stems that end in nonnasal consonants: 

( 6) (a) Citation Locative (b) Infin ReEetitive 

i 'house' ndap nda?-a 'speak' cep Ce?-e 
'peel' yup yu?-u 
'cross' wap wa?-a 
'blow' fwap fwa7-a 
'break' kip ki?_-i 

ii. 'coco' kut ku?-u 'plug' ts et tse?-e 
'calabash' mvat mva7-a 'cut' Cit Ci?-i 
'trap' ntat nta?-a 'chase' bEt bE?-E 
'body' nit ni?-i 

iii. 'cutlass' fek fe?-e 'ask' fek feh-e 
'thigh' buk bu?-u 'hear' yuk yuh-u 
'grinding IJgok ngo?-o 'tell' tsok tsoh-o 

stone' 
'cloth' cak Ca?-e 'wait' tak tah-a 
'book' IJWak IJwa?-a 'work' fak fah-a 
'stem' ndik ndi?-i 'say' dik dih-i 

Again, there are several rules operating in this data. The first 
is the rule of h-Deletion established above, rule B. The second rule for 
this data has several parts. Rule F deals only with the nouns. 

(F) Consonant Weakening 

~} ---> ? I v + v 

The counterpart of this rule for the verbs has two different parts. The 
first part is similar to rule F. 

(G) Non-Back Consonant Checking 

G) ---> 7 I v + v 

The second part is an operation similar to the one ~ undergoes as will be 
seen in rule (K) below . 

(H) Back Consonant Weakening 

k ---> h I v + v 
The third rule for this data is, once again, a rule of Vowel Harmony . 

(J) Vowel Harmony III 

a ---> vi I vi t~J + ~-
The rules are also ordered with respect to each other. Rule B, h_--Deletion, 
must precede rules F, G, H, (these 3 are mutually exclusive), and they in 
turn must precede the rule of Vowel Harmony (J). 

The final set of data to be examined contains stems ending in s. 

iiiiiiiiiiiiiilliiiiiiiiiiiiiiiilliliiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiililliiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiillilliiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiilliiiiiiiiiiiiiiilliilliilliiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiilliiiiiiiiiii 
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(9) (a) Citation Locative (b) Inf in. ReEetitive 

'fire' mis mih-i 'sneeze' tis tih-i 
'(basket)' kpes kpeh-e 'take out' fis fih-i 
'hill' nzes nzeh-e 'yawn' ;JES g£h-£ 

'reach' WES w£h-£ 

There are two solutions to this data. In one the s of the stem 
deletes such that CV s + h V ===> CV+ h V. In the second, the h of the 
suffix deletes and then the s weakens to h; that is, C V s + h V =-;;;=> C V s 
+ V ===> CV h + V. It is not clear which of these two solutions is the 
better. However, despite the fact that it looks like the second solution 
involves an extra rule making that analysis more complex, that one was 
chosen as the better solution for the following reasons: (a) it preserves 
a generality, (b) it actually makes use of existing rules, h.-Deletion 
which is needed elsewhere and Obstruent Weakening which will be seen in 
rules F' and G' below,and (c) it avoids a further ordering constraint which 
would be necessary if s had to delete before the h deleted. The solution 
which involves simply :i-Deletion actually is the one requiring more rules. 

Hence, we will say that for this data there are three rules opera­
ting; !!_-Deletion (rule B) is the first. The second rule changes~ to h. 

(K) .§_-Weakening 

s ---> h I v + v 
The third rule operating is that of Vowel Harmony as stated in V.H. III, 
rule J, and the same constraints of ordering occur here: the _!:i_ deletes, 
then the stem-final consonant undergoes its specific change, and then 
Vowel Harmony occurs. 

Taking a closer look at the rules of Vowel Harmony I, II, and III 
(rules A, D, J), we can collapse them into a single rule. 

(A') Vowel Harmony 

i. e ---> a I 
e 
i 
0 

u 
:i 
e 
£ 

---> ii. 

[

+syll ] -high 
-low 
-round 
+back 

a 
( { ~}) 

e 
i 
0 

u 
:i 
e 
£ 

l 
-+syll ] ahigh 
~low 
yround 
oback 
£nas 

I r+syll ] a high 
~low 

lyround 
aback 
£nas 

[
-cons] 

( -voe ) 
+low 

It no longer seems relevant that there is a morpheme boundary in the en­
vironment, sometimes before the [+low] glide, and sometimes after it. But 
it is necessary that this rule be ordered after h.-Deletion (B). 

""""'""""""'""""""""""""'""""""'""""""""""""" .................................................. 01111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111 



• 

• 

- 47 -

An attempt at collapsing the rules that deal with obstruent-f inal 
stems, Rules F and K for the nouns, might look like this: 

(F') Obstruent Weakening I (nouns only) 

[ 
+cons J ===> [ -cons l -son -voe 

<-cont> +low 
<-cont> 

I [+sylll + [+syll] 

For the verbs a similar attempt could be made, combining rules G H K. 

(G') Obstruent Weakening II (verbs only) 

I [+sylll + [+syll] 

It does not appear that these two rules may be combined in any succinctly 
written form, in spite of their obvious similarities as far as the change 
that is made and the environment in which the change happens. 

So far, it has been seen that all verbs undergo some rule involving 
the stem-final consonant and subsequent Vowel Harmony and that not all 
nouns do. There seems to be some systematic way in which this happens for 
the nouns. Stems whose final consonant is a bilabial usually do not under­
go a consonant-change rule and vowel harmony. For the m's (data 4a and· 
6ii) the percentage is considerably less than half for those that do under­
go these operations; for the .E_'s (data 4b and Si), the percentage is far 
less than that for those that do undergo these operations. There does not 
seem to be any kind of phonological conditioning that decides which m-f inal 
stems will change and which will not; in fact, the near homonyms ndum 'mole' 
and ndum 'husband' act differently. But difference in tone is not the fac­
tor causing the difference in derivation. Other high-tone nouns tum '(ani­
mal)', nzwim '(snake)'Qkum 'chief' do not follow suite with ndUm '1iUsband'. 
Even in the data given~6 (ii}, only the first and last nouns have high 
tone; the other is a low-tone noun just as is ndmn 'mole'. 

With the ~-stem nouns though, there does appear to be a phonological 
distinction between those that will change and those that do not. If the 
vowel of the stem is.!. or~ (data 9a), Obstruent Weakening and Vowel Har­
mony will operate; if the stem vowel is~ (data 4c), these two rules will 
not operate. 

Noun stems that end in 0, .!_, ~. and _g_ always undergo the change . 

One further note needs to be added about the ~-final and _£-final 
stems that I have cited as candidates for undergoing the change. In all 
cases, they may undergo the changes optionally. Both routes are open to 
them. 

(10) 'in the house' ma 
'in the fire' sa3 
'in the (basket)' sa 

ndap-a 
mis-a 
kpes-a 

ma 
sa 
sa 

nda 7-a 
mih-i 
kpeh-e 
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As explanation for this, there are two possible choices: either the lan­
guage is changing so that the Vowel Harmony process(es) are becoming more 
widespread, or these processes have begun to limit their distribution. 
It is difficult to tell which is the case and I do not have any dialect 
comparisons of locative phrases at hand to make a check from them. 

In the case of 'in the house', the only £_-example, one could spec­
ulate that this happens because of the extreme frequency of the word, 
'house'; the people say 'we talk that way when we're not talking properly 
or when speaking fast'. That it is a fast speech rule which is invoked 
only in the case of one much-used phrase is a possible explanation; thio 
could be interpreted to mean that the process is spreading. 

For the case of the ~'s, I have no immediate explanation, specu­
lated or otherwise. 

3. Dialect Forms 

We could perhaps look at one other area of the phonology for a clue. 
There are some verb forms which appear to be long (or at least longer than 
the general case for verbs); that is, there seems to be what might be 
called an echo vowel after the stem-final consonant. Some of these 'long' 
forms have cognate 'short' (short means 'usual canonical shape') forms 
which give evidence that the long form may actually be the stem + ha, the 
'repetitive' marker. 

(11) te? 
tsok 

'sew' 
'tell' 

te?-e 
tsoh-o 

'patch' (sew repeatedly) 
'preach' (tell repeatedly) 

These two examples show that the words in the following data may (some 
do) have short forms (that is, the nonrepetitive form). And some may not 
actually be repetitive forms but they certainly resemble the repetitive 
forms in phonological shape. That is, the 'stem-final' consonant is al­
ways ?, h, or the two vowels are nasalized indicating the loss of an Q, 
and the two vowels at the end of the word &ith or without a consonant-be­
tween them) are identical. This is just the situation for all verbs that 
clearly have a repetitive and nonrepetitive form. 

For the words in question, the variations (which are known) for 
two of the other Yamba dialects are given. Mbem is the main dialect, Born 
is north of it, and Rom is off to the south-west. Mbem is the most pro­
gressive of all the dialects because it is the largest, is located on the 
only road through the territory, and has been the centre for education 
and health resources for thirty to forty years. 

(12) Mbem Bom Rom 

a. 'patch' te?e te:r tyEt - tyeka 
'plug' tse?e tsarka tseka 
'curl up' ke?e k£pka keka 
'fall' kE?E karka kayka 
'hang' ka?a karka kaka 

b. 'forfeit, mah a maka maka 
lose' 

'hide' swihi swika swEka 

# 
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'extinguish' 
'preach' 
'descend' 
'lean' 
'be ready' 

c. 'dry by heat' 
'refuse' 
'hang' 
'shift' 
'lie down' 
'descend' 
'bend' 
'bury' 
'appear' 
'turn' 
'be pregnant' 
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Mbem 

lihi 
tsoho 
suhu 
ya ha 
Hhi 

yaa 
azee 
b'£'£ 
soo 
noo 
tsoo 
zoo 
tiiii 
yaa 
bi;{ 
zii 

Bom 

limka 
ts aka 
suka 
yi:ka 
fwika 

y'Enka 
dz'Enka 
bank a 
salJa 
nolJa 
tsa1Ja 
zam 
tiiJJa 
y£nka 
baa 
zumka 

Rom 

suka 
yak a 
Hka 

ya1Ja 
dzaJJa 
beyl;Ja 
so1Ja 

tsama 
zamlJa 
tii1Ja 
yai1Ja 
bwi1Ja 
zimlJa 

Note: the data from Bom and Rom was collected from two grand­
fathers and was not checked with other younger speakers of these 
dialects. The vowel changes are beyond the scope of this paper. 

This data supports several parts of our analysis thus far: 

(a) the vowel of the 'repetitive' is probably a 
(b) the intervocalic h can and usually does indicate a k-f inal 

stem (for verbs at-least) 
(c) the intervocalic ? may derive from a stem-final k (although 

not for verbs in the data seen previously) -

However, in the (a) and (b) sections of data (12), the ka from Rom 
and Born may represent the actual suffix added and our previous-rule B 
would have to be amended to be a k-Deletion rule instead of h-Deletion 
if that rule were needed. Data from Born shows an r in the middle of sev­
eral words and much more data can be brought to bear to show that Born r's 
often correspond to Mbem ?•s in syllable-final position. The data from 
Rom shows simple deletion-of the stem-final consonant (if there is evi­
dence for one in Rom). For the Mbem data of (b), the rule of k ---> h 
could be easily modified to acco=crlate this data. For most of the (b) 
data from Born and Rom it is difficult to say which k-rule is operating: 
k-Deletion from -ka or k-Deletion before the ka suffix. Within the (c) 
data, there are five ex~ples from Born which show evidence for -ka as the 
suffix. It appears that the k has disappeared totally from Mbem-:- In Born 
the k generally stays following front vowels and deletes elsewhere; in 
the Tatter case (Born) the a of the suffix usually remains unchanged. In 
Rom the k looks as if it always deletes, but in two cases after a stem-
f inal m,-it may be that the 1J is the k of the suffix having assimilated 
to the-nasality of the m. The stem-final nasal usually stays without 
nasalizing (in the case-of IJ) the following vowel (which is just as the 
Vowel Nasalization rule as previously stated predicts). 

iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiilliilliiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiilliiilliiiiiiiiiiiiiilliiiiiiiiiiiiilliiiiilliii 
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4. Conclusion 

In conclusion then, we can say that there seems to be some property 
of the suffix -ha (or /-ka/) that invokes Vowel Harmony in the Mbem dia­
lect. There are three cases where this is not generally the case; .E_­
final nouns, .!!!.-final nouns, and /CEs/ nouns, but these are very much the 
exception rather than the rule. Because of the dialect situation as out­
lined above, we also suggest that Vowel Harmony is an innovation of the 
most progressive dialect rather than a vestige of an older form of the 
language. 

Footnotes 

1~am is representative of several possessive affixes. The 
others are: -aves/aves 'our' (sg. & pl.) 

-awe/awe 'your (pl.)' (sg. & pl.) 
-awo/awo 'their' (sg. & pl.) 
' indicates high tone. 

2
There is also a variant wira which might suggest a citation form 

of wir. This does not occur in this dialect· but does in other dialects. 
3The difference between the two prepositions 'in' reflects direc­

tion. ma means 'up into' and sa means 'down into' from the speaker's 
view point. 

• 

iiiliiiiiliiliiliiiliiiiililiiiiiiiiliilliililiiiiillliiilliiiiilllllllllllliillilliiiliiilillliiHH11111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111 



• 

Aspects of Current Phonological Change in Snowdrift Chipewyan 

Richard Douglas Jehn 

O. Introduction 

Dramatic sound shifts are presently occurring in Snowdrift, North 
West Territories Chipewyan which may provide some clues to the nature of 
normal phonological change in language. 1 This paper deals with the com­
plete shift of /t/ to /k/, the loss (or voicing) of /~/, the loss of 
morphemes which contain /y/, and the reanalysis of nasalized vowels into 
vowel plus nasal consonant, all of which are illustrations of the type of 
sound change that the linguist in the field rarely expects to witness. 

Section 1 of the paper briefly describes the community of Snowdrift 
and the native speakers who provided the data presented here; Section 2 
gives a brief account of Chipewyan phonology; Section 3 presents the data 
which substantiate the sound shifts in progress and I also discuss aspects 
of the phonological rule changes which account for the sound shifts (i.e. 
rule loss, rule addition, etc.); and Section 4 summarizes the paper with 
some consideration to the possible motivations for such rapid changes. 

1. Snowdrift, N.W.T. -- The Community and the People 

Snowdrift is primarily a native Chipewyan community with a popu­
lation of 263 persons (R.C.M.P. figures for 1978). There are about fif­
teen non-Chipewyan residents in Snowdrift, mostly consisting of govern­
ment employees (R.C.M.P., Department of Public Works, etc.). Virtually 
the entire community is fluent in both Chipewyan and English, with many 
children acquiring both languages in the home (i.e. not in the classroom). 

Six Chipewyan speakers provided the material which is presented 
here -- two older native Chipewyans who were not fluent in English, and 
four younger speakers (15 to 30 years of age) who, although Chipewyan was 
their first language, exhibited some vocabulary deficiencies as the data 
below will show. 2 

Data from all four younger speakers will be presented, some of 
which provides support for the varying conclusions that are presented in 
the final section of the paper. The young speakers were S.M., a 15 year­
old male; B.A., a 19 year-old female; F.M., a 23 year-old male; and F.C., 
a 30 year-old male. They had finished Grade 8, Grade 10, Grade 8, and 
Gra~7 in school, respectively. All four were born in Snowdrift. 

One of the older speakers was born in Snowdrift (a 64 year-old male 
-- no education). The other was born in Fort Smith, N.W.T., but he moved 
to Snowdrift when he was very young (a 67 year-old male -- no education). 
Both men were quite familiar with the Chipewyan syllabary (which was 
adopted from the Cree syllabary) and had "taught themselves to speak Eng­
lish." (The latter is a claim which the two men iterated, but which can­
not be explicated nor substantiated due to lack of information.) 

In the next section of the paper, I discuss elementary aspects of 
Chipewyan phonology. In the following section of the paper I present the 
data which illustrate the changing phonemic system and the abstract rule 
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changes which may account for the changes. The data from the older speak­
ers are collapsed and appear as though they were :;licited from only one 
person. 3 The data from the younger speakers are presented separately with 
each form (or list of forms) and areidentified by the initials of that 
person (see above). 

2. Snowdrift Chipewyan Phonology -- A Brief Account 

There are six vocalic and thiry-five consonantal phonemes in Chipe­
wyan. Five of the vowels may surface as nasalized vowels (only /a/ does 
not). These may be analyzed as Vn underlyingly, however. Tone is dis­
tinctive in the language, althou~h it seems to be giving way to general­
ized rules of stress assignment. There are only two tones in Chipewyan 
-- high and low. The minimal pair tu 'whitefish'; tu 'fish' establishes 
the distinctiveness of tone in Chipewyan. 

The six vocalic phonemes follow: 

i u 

e a 0 

a 

Tabled below are the thirty-five consonantal phonemes. 

(a) (b) (c) (d) (e) (f) (g) (h) 

(1) b d g 

(2) d() dl dz dz 

(3) t k 

(4) te u ts ts 

(5) t' k' ? 

(6) te' tt' ts' ts' 

(7) e 4 s s x h 

(8) m Cl n l z y 

w r y 

where (1) Plain stops, (2) Plain affricates, (3) Aspirated stops, (4) As­
pirated affricates, (5) Glottalized stops, (6) Glottalized affricates 
(7) Voiceless continuants, and (8) Voiced continuants; and where (a) Bi­
labial, (b) Dental, (c) Alveolar, (d) Lateral, (e) Alveolar affricates, 
(f) Palatal, (g) Velar, and (h) Glottal. 

The status of the phonemes /m/, /w/, and /r/ requires some comment. 
/ml appears distinctively in very few forms: ~'stinking, dirty'; 
m{ttsaye > mutsa 'owl.' Otherwise, [m] usually appears as a homorganic 
nasal preceding the bilabial stop, e.g. ts~ba > tsamba 'money'; dechanbes 
> chanbes > chambes 'wood saw. 15 /w/ must be considered phonemic due to 
the discovery of a minimal pair: duwe 'very' (intensifier); ne-duye 
'small, short.' Otherwise, [w] and [y] neutralize on the lowest level, 
particularly when associated with rounded vowels. /r/ appears word­
initially in a few forms, e.g. radzi < horadzi 'spider'; ratean <horatean 
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'grasshopper.' Normally, /d/ surfaces as[~] ([r]) intervocalically and 
as the trill [r] word-finally. /r/ is clearly phonemicizing, however, as 
the two examples above indicate. Another form which suggests that /r/ is 
becoming phonemic is the following example elicited from a thirty-year-old 
male speaker: narzus 'split (in half); it's split' (probably from under­
lying /na-de-zu~ 

The remainder of the consonantal inventory requires little dis­
cussion. The plain stops are voiceless and unaspirated in older speakers. 
Young speakers tend to treat them as voiced segments, presumably pattern­
ing the sounds to English. The continuants are definitely opposed along 
the voicing continuum. /s/ and /y/ alternate in certain environments 
(see Cook 1977:265ff. for an account of this phenomenon in Central Carrier 
and Chilcotin which is very similar to the Chipewyan alternation; see also 
Jehn (in preparation)); thus the inclusion of /y/ as a voiced continuant 
under /s/ in the chart. 

To return to the vocalic phonemes, a brief discussion of the status 
of fol is in order. In older speakers, [o) clearly surfaces when the 
underlying sequence of segments is /au/. That is, /au/--> [o]; /a~/--> 
[~]; etc. It appears that [o) must have another source, however, consid­
ering that some forms always contain phonetic [o] and cannot be pronounced 
as [au], e.g. nez9 '(it is) good'; tso 'big.' The source for this [o] 
will be taken to be phonemic /o/, since it is opposed to both /u/ and /a/ 
in several forms, e.g.-~ 'teeth', -.r£!_ 'throat'; t4'ul 'ro~e, t4'o(y) 
'grass'; -teo(y) 'be yellow', te'al 'moss'; gane 'pine', gone 'killdeer', 
-gane 'arm. ' 

Schwa often behaves as though it were simply a reduced allophone 
of a full vowel (usually of /a/, /u/, or /o/), but nevertheless must be 
considered phonemic due to the following sub-minimal pairs: ?el 'dam', 
?el 'spruce bough'; k'eoe 'side', ne-k'ae 'it is cold.' Schwa-8°ppears 
neither word-finally nor as a nasalized segment. 

This concludes the required preliminary discussion of the Chipewyan 
phonemic system. The next section of the paper presents the data which 
substantiate the phonological changes that are occurring in Snowdrift 
Chipewyan. 

3. Sound Shifts in Sno"\\l(jrift Chipewyan 

I separate this section of the paper into several subsections in 
order to clarify the various sound changes which are occurring in Snow­
drift Chipewyan. Specifically, in the order of their discussion, I pre­
sent 3.1 /t/ --> /k/, 3. 2 /4/ --> /h/; /4/ --> 0; /4/ --> /1/, 3. 3 /--ye/ 
--> 0, and 3 .4 /y/ --> /Vn/. 

3.1 ft/ --> /kl 

The shift of the voiceless aspirated stop to a velar place of 
articulation is now complete in all speakers of Snowdrift Chipewyan who 
are. under thirty years of age. Consider the following data: 
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Older S:eeakers S.M. B.A. F.M. F.C. 

(1) tu ku ku ku ku 
'water' 

(2) tan kan kan kan kan 
'ice' 

(3) ta ye ka ka ka ka 
'three' 

(4) tatse katse katse katse hatse 6 

'Reliance, 
N.W.T. ' 

This shift is complete in all environments. 

As Haas (1968:166) points out, the /t/ > /k/ shift makes little 
sense unless it is viewed in the light of the phonetic form of underlying 
/t/. That is, to maintain maximal distinctiveness between (phonetically) 
[th], [t], and [t'] (phonemically /t/, /dh, and /t'/, respectively), the 
older speakers of the language produce [t ] with a noticeable amount of 
velar friction. Considering concurrently the fact that very little se­
mantic confusion would result from such a sound shift (i.e. few minimal 
pairs involving /t/ and /k/), to suggest the· following natural progression 
is plausible: 

(5) [th] [tx] [kh] 
/t/ > /kl 

3.2 i --> /h/; i --> 0; i --> /1/ 

I will argue here that the changes which are presently occurring 
with the phoneme /i/ in Snowdrift Chipewyan may be considered as basic­
ally one broad phonological shift with two aspects to the shift, i.e. pre­
conaonantal i-deletion and word-final i-voicing. Although grannnatical 
information (specifically morphological) is pertinent, I will demonstrate 
below that it is not necessary to utilize it in explaining the i-shifts. 
The current phenomena concerning /i/ are not static, but are rather in a 
state of variability, as is shown by the following data: 

Older SJ2eakers 

(6) yaiti 
'he speaks' 

(7) eigane 
'dry meat' 

(8) m{itsaye 
'owl' 

(9) nagooeit'i 
'lightning' 

(10) niits'i 
'wind' 

(11) yeikif 
'dawn' 

S.M. B.A. 

yahki yahki 

egane egane 

mutsa mutsa 

nihtsi nihts'i 

F.M. 

egane 

mu ts a 

nagooeht'i 

nihtsi 

yehk<? 

F.C. 

hati/yaki 

ehgane 

mutsa 
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Older SEeakers S.M. B.A. F.M. r.c. 
(12) y~Hsu yih(e)tsu y~htsu 

'he took it' 

(13) na!tni na!tni(e) na!hni 
'you pay' 

(14) ?·etdzas edzes 1ehdzas ?edzas ?ehdzas 
'trap' 

In general, the shift seems to be /t/ precedin~ a consonant becomes 
/h/, but /t/ variably becomes 0 in this environment. I reserve discussion 
of the phenomena which are occurring with the vowels, e.g. l --> u, 8 but 
will concentrate rather on the shift in /t/ before a consonant. I note 
that /t/ under discussion here happens to be the !!:-classifier, but given 
the fact that this is the only /t/ which occurs preceding a consonant, 
then the morphemic identity of !!:-classifier may remain unspecified. That 
is, /ti-shift is simply a phonologically conditioned change. 

It would appear that the feature [voice] plays some part in the 
variable shift of /t/ --> /h/. Recalling that young speakers tend to pro­
duce voiced segments for the voiceless plain stops, it would seem that 
the !!:-classifier becomes /h/ more often preceding voiceless segments and 
is deleted more often preceding voiced segments. Adopting the notation 
which was introduced by Labov (1969, 1972), the following rule roughly 

dmrib:·_::: r:}- ~~~~~:~ 
Word-final /t/ behaves somewhat differently than pre-consonantal 

/t/. The data are limited, however, and the discussion here should be 
treated as inconclusive. 

Older SEeakers S.M. B.A. F.M. F.C. 

(15) te<?t teen teen teen teen 
'axe' 

(16) tabit kabin kabin kabin kabin 
'(fish) net' 

(17) hatsat etsal hats'a'.1 tsale 
'nail' 

In examples (15) and (16), the word-final /t/ follows a nasalized 
vowel and becomes 0. 9 In example (17), on the other hand, word-final /t/ 
becomes /1/. The only clear difference lies with the preceding vowel, i.~. 

word-final /!!:/-deletion is conditioned by a preceding nasalized vowel 
while word-final /!!:/-voicing is conditioned by a preceding oral vowel. 
It should be noted that final !!:-voicing is more extensive (Cook, personal 
communication). -

Hence we see that word-medial /t/ is in the process of disappearing 
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with the intennediate shift to /h/ occurring at first in many speakers. 
Word-final /i/, on the other hand, is in the process of becoming voiced 
in general, with only a few specific environments conditioning deletion. 
I discuss the explanations for i-shift in Section 4, as well as discuss­
ing the reanalysis of nasalized-vowels, both of which seem to fall under 
a more general process of simplification of the syllabic structure in 
Snowdrift Chipewyan. 

3.3. -ye ---> 0 I ## 

Younger speakers of Snowdrift Chipewyan almost invariably delete 
the affix /-ye/ word-finally. The real question here is whether this is 
deletion at a morphological level or whether it is simply a phonological 
process (i.e. apocope). Rules (18) and (19) show the statement of the 
process at the phonological level: 

(18) /e/ ---> 0 I ## 

(19) /y/ ---> 0 I ## 

where (19) is actually a redundant statement of a rule which exists in­
dependently of the phenomenon under discussion here; that is, /y/ never 
surfaces word-finally in snowdrift Chipewyan·. 

Consider the data in (20) through (27) below: 

Older SEeakers 

(20) ta ye 
'three' 

(21) tabirye 
'shore' 

(22) !iaye 
'one' 

(23) mf itsaye 
'owl' 

(24) 
, 

eyirye 
'marrow' 

(25) ?edl1h! 
'who?' 

(26) ?edlaye 
'what?' 

(27) -edzaya 
'ear' 

S.M. 

ka 

kub<t 

mutsa 

eka 

dla 

-edza 

B.A. 

ka 

mutsa 

dla(e) 

-edza 

F.M. 

ka 

kabit 

ia 

mutsa 

eya 

dlit 

dla 

-edza 

F.C. 

ka 

kabit 

ia 

mutsa 

It can be seen from these examples that it is not simply a case 
of vowel apocope where only the final / e/ is deleted. If this were the 
case, we might expect to find some evidence that /y/ is in final position 
underlyingly. There is an independently motivated phonological rule in 
Chipewyan which devoices word-final fricatives yielding alternations such 
as nagi9 - nagioe 'red fox'; dzis - dzize 'gloves.' The only two segments 

• 
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which are clearly involved in this devoicing rule are /o/ and /z/. In 
Jehn (in preparation), a more substantial statement concerning the status 
of word-final /y/ (and /y/) is presented with persuasive evidence that 
shows that /y/ no longer obeys this particular devoicing rule in Snow­
drift Chipewyan.lo 

Nevertheless, it seems safe to assume the broader phonological 
process suggested earlier. That is, the elision of word-final /e/ auto­
matically results in the deletion of the impossible word-final segment 
/y/, i.e. there is a feeding relationship between the two rules ((18) and 
(19)). To make statements of morphological information is unnecessary in 
this instance, particularly since /-ye/ seems to be a redundant morphemic 
particle. 

3 . 4. '{ ---> Vn 

As a preliminary remark to this section of the paper, the reanaly­
sis of nasalized vowels into vowel plus nasal consonant is a dynamic phe­
nomenon which e.xhibits a considerable amount of variation between speakers. 
Therefore, the discussion here should be viewed in this light and it should 
not be taken as a conclusive statement. 

Examples (28) through (35) illustrate the process under consider­
ation here: 11 

(28) 

(29) 

Older Speakers 

tel(i 
'axe' 

tab{i 
'(d.sh)net' 

(30) lyeze 
'bird I 

(31) ts~a 
'money' 

(32) Wlgal 
'Go away!' (2sg) 

(33) aats<;,> 
'dish cloth' 

(34) ilyaze 
'puppy' 

(35) ia'i!t<;,> 
'nine' 

S.M. 

teen 

kab{n 

inyes 

tsamba 

wir;igal 

aatSci 

ilyaze 

B.A. F.M. F.C. 

teen teen teen 

kabin kabin kab{n 

inyes inyes 

samba samba samba 

aason aets<;,> 

ilyeze 

Examples (28) and (29) are the clearest cases of the '{-reanalysis. 
In both instances, a preceding nasalized vowel (and the reanalysis of the 
'{ into Vn) allows !_-deletion to take place. It should be noted that the 
reanalysis of'{ must precede the deletion of /i/, but that the reanalysis 
takes place only when there is a "deletable" consonant word-finally (see 
examples (33) and (35)). The following pair of rules describe the phe­
nomenon: 

iiiiiiiiiiiiilliiliilliiiiiiilliiiiiiiiiiiilillliliiiiiiiiiiilliiiiiiiiiiiiiilliiiiiiiiiiiiiilliiiiiliiiiiiiillililliiiiiiiiilliiiiiiiiiiiililliiiiiiiiiiiiiilliiiiiiiiilillilliiiiiiiiiiiiiilliiiiiiiliiiiiilliiiiiiiiiiiiiilliiiiiiiiliiilii 
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V ---> Vn / t## 
i ---> 0 I c- ltfl 

Examples (30) and (34) provide another interestjng case of the 
nasalized vowel phenomenon. In example (30), the reanalysis does take 
place preceding the segment /y/, while in (34) this does not occur. An 
explanation does present itself innnediately, however. In (30), the form 
is a single morpheme, while in (34) two morphemes are involved; i.e. !i 
'dog' + -~ 'small' ---> tjyaze. Thus, the rule may be restricted in 
such a way as to exclude the form *tin(y)aze. 

Examples (31) and (32) illustrate instances of homorganic nasal 
assimilation (as does example (30)), but precisely what motivates the 
initial reanalysis of the nasalized vowel is again uncertain. 

This section of the paper serves only to make note of this peculiar 
(and unexpected) phenomenon and I will leave the discussion as it stands. 
It is hoped that further exploration of this phonological process can 
lead to a more conclusive statement than I have been able to make here. 

4. Motivations for Rapid Sound Change 

The data which have been presented he.re result in no extreme prob­
lems to current phonological theory. There are some sound shifts occur­
ring in Snowdrift Chipewyan, however, which do require closer scrutiny. 
In particular, I refer to the interesting differences associated with the 
shifts of the phoneme /t/12 and the reanalysis of nasalized vowels Cy) 
into vowel plus nasal consonant (Vn). 

Insofar as the /t/ > /kl shift is concerned, the previous discuss­
ion may stand. I only reiterate the necessity of allowing phonetic fac­
tors into the explanation behind the shift. The elipsis of word-final 
/e/ with the subsequent automatic deletion of /y/ also requires little 
discussion. 

I would suggest that the shift of /t/ is dependent, at least in 
part, upon considerations of Chipewyan syllable structure. Thus we see 
an underlying eye structure shifting to a CVN structure. Likewise in the 
shift of pre-consonantal /t/ to /h/ (and presumably to 0 later), we see 
underlying CVC remain CVC, although the tendency to simplify to CV is 
apparent. The large majority of word-final syllables are CVC, i.e. most 
stems in Chipewyan are underlyingly structured in this manner. 13 The 
large majority of non-final syllables (i.e. prefixes) are structured CV, 
however, and perhaps with this information the tendency for pre-consonantal 
/t/ to disappear completely becomes explainable. 

Finally, I would include the influence which the English language 
has had on young speakers in Snowdrift as a not inconsequential factor. 
All young people attend public school where only English is taught at 
present. The fact that English has no nasalized vowels may certainly be 
affecting young speakers to produce forms such as inyes 'bird' or tsamba 
(samba) 'money', rather than the older forms~ or~· The question 
must remain open at this time, but perhaps further field study in Snow­
drift will clarify the phenomena which I have presented in this paper. 

• 
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Footnotes 

1Morphological change is also clearly taking place, but these 
shifts will be discussed only peripherally here. See Henry (1979) for a 
more complete treatment of morpheme deletion in Snowdrift Chipewyan. 

2some factors are ignored here which may be significant. I resume 
discussion of these in Section 4. 

3I def end this procedure on the grounds that the forms given by 
the two older men were identical on the order of 95% of the time. 

4 I mention this only as an unsubstantiated preliminary observation 
of young persons' speech. Considerably more research would be required 
to establish this claim. 

5The actual assimilation to place of articulation is not as clear­
cut as is suggested here, i.e. there are counterexamples: hebel 'he is 
swimming,' but hjbel 'you (sg) are swimming.' In this latter<:ase, the 
form *himbel is not possible. This may be due to the boundary preceding 
the verb stem -bel, however (see Stanley 1.973). 

6The form hatse cannot be easily explained and I reserve discus­
sion of it for this reason. It may be presumed to be idiosyncratic in 
this speaker. Other idiosyncratic forms appear in the data, as well as 
some forms that are clearly mistaken. Some of these will be discussed 
and others will be arbitrarily ignored. 

7This sound shift could possibly be interpreted as ViC > V:C, but 
it should be noted that there is audible breath in most cases. Addition­
ally, /h/ already exists in the phonemic inventory, whereas length is 
non-distinctive. 

8The backing of /i/ becomes even more difficult to understand when 
the following form is considered: 

Older Speakers 

(i) talyus 
'shore bird' 

Younger Speakers 

kalwis 

There is no adequate account of these phenomena available at present. 
9Following the reanalysis of y into Vn (see Section 3.5), 

10cook informs me that [r] and [x] do alternate word-finally in the 
Fort Smith Chipewyan dialect. 

llI exclude several examples which tend to obscure the data. I de­
fend the practice here for two reasons: (i) the data can be very different 
between speakers, and (ii) this discussion is meant to be only a preliminary 
account of the phenomenon. 

12This statement may be more correctly presented as the voicing of 
the phoneme /i/ in word-final position and the shift of pre-consonantal /i/ 
to /h/. I did not discuss other positions involving /i/-shift because there 
seem to be none. In particular, the form~ 'only' comes to mind with 
the resulting young peoples' responses: eyuii (F.M.) an<l j!i (B.A.) in 
which /i/ does not shift. I ignore the other unexplainable changes for 
obvious reasons. 
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13
I include stems that surface as cy in the set of stems that are 

underlyingly CVC, i.e. they are actually CVn in the underlying represent­
ation. 
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Word Shortening in Snololdrift Chipewyan 

Dave Henry 

In my fieldwork on Chipewyan in Snololdrift, N.W.T. in 1979 it became 
immediately apparent that variations between speakers were often extensive 
and that, in particular, younger speakers (roughly, under 30 years old) 
consistently differed from older speakers and that the variation was 
greatest between the youngest and the oldest speakers. 1 

The most notable difference is the t-k shift (Haas 1968) where a 
phonemic alveolar stop with strong velar aspiration [tx] has merged with 
the velar aspirated stop /k/ in younger speakers. 

The other remarkable feature of the younger speech (y.s.) is the 
radical shortening of words by assimilation and deletion. Thus Li's 
(1946) ?i~a-unin2 'ten' has collapsed to ~.E_i. 2 In this paper I examine 
this phenomenon to determine the constraints on contraction and discuss 
the possible motivations and consequences of this contraction. 

It must be taken as axiomatic that no language may change such that 
speakers can no longer communicate with each other. If this should occur, 
then dialects arise. Within one community any change across living gener­
ations must maintain communicative ability. Thus generation I must be 
able to communicate with the preceding generation II and perhaps III but 
not necessarily with deceased generations IV or V. 

The 't-k shift' illustrates this. Younger speakers no longer 'hear' 
t and interpret both [t) and [k) as ~· Thus homonyms may arise, but this 
does not seem to create any difficulty. The older speakers, on the other 
hand, are well enough versed in the language that a younger speaker's [k) 
is unambiguously assigned either to t or to k as required. [ken) is as­
signed the value ten 'ice' and [kun)-is interpreted as kun 'fire' there 
being no ken or t;n in conservative speech. 

In word shortening the process of interpretation is not as clear 
and it must be assumed that context plays a much larger role. In Canadian 
English [wen] may mean one of several things, but in the context 'I'm 
going to [voen] next week' the interpretation is unique: [voen] is a short­
ened form of Vancouver. Similarly, in Chipewyan weleche (y.s.) is de­
rived from bewuli desche 'Yellowknife (N.W.T.)'. The origin of bewuli is 
unclear3 but desche refers to a large river. In the abbreviated~he 
the morphemes have collapsed to the point where there is now only one 
morpheme which refers to the town Yellowknife. The deleted syllables be­
and des- are probably the possessive pronoun and river respectively, but 
this~formation is no longer required if the name is learned holophras­
tically and is thus subject to collapse. 4 

Among the younger speakers, several phonemic deletions are wide­
spread which lead to word shortening. Most likely to be deleted are.!_, 
.!_, .!!_, and initial vowels. 
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g-deletion 

In younger speech _g_ is frequently deleted. Intervocalically this 
results in contiguous vowels which then assimilate. 

1.tl'og=tl'o 'grass' 
2. segallchu = saiichu 'give it to me' 

In verb stem initial .!. never deletes and in noun stem initials it may 
alternate with w. 

3. segu = sewu 'my tooth' 

The thematic prefix egala in egalana 'he works' appears to resist dele~ 
tion. !. deletes only stem finally or in particles. 

4. dlgl = d! 'four' 

*-deletion 

In younger speakers ! appears to be deleted when it is used as the 
verb classifier, but not in other positions except for certain cases dis­
cussed under 'vowel initial deletion' below. 

yalti = yaki 'he speaks' 

Some speakers replace l classifier with h. 

yalt i = yahki 

It may be this h which is deleted as a secondary process. 

i is also deleted when the syllable vowel is deleted. 

!;i,k 'etag i = geka 
llk'ed!gl = ged! 

'six' 
'eight' 

This appears to be the result of the constraint on consonant clusters 
within a syllable. Note the _g_ deletion, vowel assimilation, t-k shift 
and de-glottalization of k'. l is sometimes replaced in children's speech 
with s in one word. 

±eken = sekem 'sweet' 

Other examples appear below under 'vowel initial deletion'. 

h-deletion 

It was already mentioned that h as an alternate of ± classifier 
may delete, especially in children's speech. h also deletes optionally 
initially as epenthetic h which is normally inserted to preserve a con­
junct CV syllable before-the verb stem. It seems this is not always 
necessary, even among older speakers. 

hixel 
h~gi 
hi le 

ix el 
igi 
pe 

2 sg. 'hit' (e.g. a drum) 
2 sg. 'hurry' 

'no' 

" 

.. 
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Vowel initial deletion 

Initial vowels may 
or as an alternate of ?V­
deleted, though it appears 

be derived from a prefix deletion, h deletion, 
In younger speech, many initial vowels are 

that specific morphemes resist deletion. 

fl:age = ±a 
eb~dzaga 2 bandza 
?edlag~ a1<fe 
as<'ft'ile s~t'ile 

Some cases where initial vowel 

e±gene 
?e±dzas 

= egene 
= ?edzas 

'one' 
'apple' 
'who?' 
'right, correct' 

deletion does not occur are: 

'dry meat' 
'trap' 

The verb e!alana 'he works' usually does not delete the initial vowel 
although one speaker produced forms with and without vowel initial. 

'I'm working' 
'Do you know carpentry?' (wood-working) 

egalasna 
dechen galana k'or~y~ 

n deletion 

Intervocalically n sometimes nasalizes the preceding vowel and de­
letes, providing an environment for assimilation. In other cases, n de­
letes without nasalizing an adjoining vowel. 

±egana~eer = ±~~eer 
nen:i'.k'e = naik'e 
?~±a~un£na = ±~una = lun~ 
naunEna ,= nuna 
huni±k'ee = hi±k'ee 
ts'enes9ir = ts'es9ir 

'he died' 
'store' 
'ten' 
'twenty' 
'I shot it' 
'I wake up' 

The last two examples may be deleting the ne-aspect prefix. 

r deletion 

There are few examples of r deletion. 

dar:i'.yes±ini = dais±~ne 
horelyit = alyit 

'devil' 
'all' 

These may have !_derived from d of di- or de-. 

Morpheme deletions 

Not only are phonemes deleted on a regular basis but it appears 
that certain morphemes can also be dropped. It has already been suggested 
that ne-and d:l:-are two modal/aspect morphemes which can be deleted. 

t'a deletion 

The morpheme t'a- which seems to act somewhat as indefinite pronoun 
is sometimes deleted-.-

t'as{ hestsi = s{ hestsi 'I make something' 
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This may actually be a result of the alternation of t' with ? and sub­
sequent ?V- deletion. 

be-deletion 
The definite pronoun object prefix is sometimes deleted. 

ber~s~zay = r~sdza 'I'll try it' 
segane bek'ete = segan k'eke 'My arm is broken' 
bek'oresh~ = k'oresh~ 'I know it' 

As stated earlier, this may be the morpheme deleted from bewule desche. 

ha-, ho- deletions 
The prefixes ha- and ho- also delete occasionally. These prefixes 

are indefinite or temporal-local in meaning. 

hatsa± = tsale 
t'ay horel 7 ! = t'arel?t 

'nail' (noun) 
'he wants s.t.' 

This seems to be deletion of a specific morpheme rather than h deletion 
followed by initial vowel deletion. ho- deletion has two interesting 
effects. In the verb homq 'it stinks' when ho- is deleted there is left 
a verb stem with no prefixes. It has long been considered a basic of 
Chipewyan grammar that there must be a CV prefix before verbs, though we 
have already seen two examples of #V + stem. In addition to !!!!l another 
example of a bare stem occurs in 

(sey{) xee '(my throat) is dry' 

These examples appear to indicate that a verb prefix is no longer mandatory. 

The second effect of ho- deletion appears in the words 

horadzi = radzi 
horate~n = rate~n 

'spider' 
'grasshopper' 

!. (an alveolar tap) in final position is derived from -d and does not 
contrast in this position. Medially d alternates with its derivation r 
except in stem initial position where-r is not reversed to d and now -
contrasts phonemically with d initially. At this time no minimal pairs 
have been recorded. -

Finally, there are contractions and deletions which are inexplic-
able. 

~esuyalgedeze = ~{odes 'Murky River' 

deze is obviously shortened to des but the first nine phonemes have 
collapsed to three with no obvious pattern. The only comment here is 
that neith~r form is likely to be confused with any other word and thus 
communication within a generation level is not disturbed. 

There is no evidence available to indicate whether these forms are 
understandable across generation levels, although when presented with the 
longer form, younger speakers immediately produced the shorter form which 
they preferred. Similarly, the older form m{tsage 'owl' is rejected in 
favour of mutsa by most younger speakers. 5 

We have seen that word shortening is a process resulting from 
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deletion of certain phonemes (g, ±, h, n, r, V) and morphemes (ne-, di-, 
t'a, be-, ho-). These deletions are restricted in their applications to 
certain environments. There seem to be no cases where ambiguity arises 
from the shortened form. In the case of the verb aspect prefix deletions, 
younger speakers seem to be developing a pattern of using tense-marking 
suffixes instead, possibly an influence from English • 

Motivations 

One ~uestion which arises is the motivation for the phenomenon of 
shortening. Several factors may be involved. 

Phonological change 

Certain phonological alternations can create an environment for 
extension of a certain deletion. For example, if t' weakens to ? which 
does not prohibit initial vowel deletion, then forms such as t'a- are 
easily deleted. 

Ignorance 

Younger speakers may not hear more conservative speech. In the 
Snowdrift community children appear to have a large degree of freedom and 
independence and seem to associate little with older speakers, pref erring 
to roam in peer groups. Thus the forms they are most exposed to are those 
of casual speech or 'slang' and they are unaware of underlying forms. 7 

Isolation 

Snowdrift is the northeasternmost of the Chipewyan communities and 
is composed largely of migrants from Fort Smith and Fond-du-Lac over the 
past forty years. It is close to Dogrib and Slave communities, especi­
ally Yellowknife where much of the Snowdrift population shops and drinks. 
A number of Snowrift residents profess an ability to speak Dogrib and 
some are of Dogrib descent and have learned Chipewyan as a second lan­
guage. Thus speakers are in closer contact with related Dogrib than with 
Chipewyan communities. 

Cultural disintegration 
Until very recently alcoholism was an extremely damaging problem 

in Snowdrift. With community prohibjtion the extent of drinking has been 
reduced, but no cultural activities are sponsored except for English 
movies, gambling, and very infrequent dances with 'country and western' 
music. No traditional dances seem to have been held for quite some time. 
English is becoming more and more dominant so that even preschool children 
often speak to each other in English. The advent of television in the 
next few years will undoubtedly hasten this trend. The emergence of 
English is already causing some speakers, particularly those who have been 
'out' to high school in Fort Smith or Yellowknife to interpret some of 
the phonemes according to the English system. Thus the plain stops and 
affricates are becoming voiced as in English. The deletion of .!. and re­
placement of ± with h or s and the reinterpretation of nasal vowels as 
Vn or Vm may also be-part-of this process. 
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It is not clear whether the forms recorded by Li, Scallon and 
Richardson are actual forms for all speakers in their communities or 
whether they are idealized and possibly somewhat stilted. Scollan (1978: 
15) indicates that Li's informant initially gave variants but quickly 
established norms which he then maintained throughout the remainder of 
the work. Scollon's own work states he also used one informant .primarily, 
one who was a recent arrival from an outlying area and that neither of 
them established close contact with the whole community. 

Haas (1968) and Rice (1978) also give citations from single speak­
ers which may or may not reflect the norms of their respective communi­
ties. But when all the sources are examined together some of the pro­
cesses of word shortening and phoneme alternation become clearer. 

Haas, Rice and Scollan all refer to the t-k shift whereas Li and 
Richarson do not. Li (1933:122) describes t as having a 'gutteral spir­
antal glide'. Richardson makes no mention of it at all, but speakers on 
the accompanying tapes clearly have a velar glide with accompanying round­
ing, e.g., [ya±txwi] 'he speaks'. Perhaps the t-k shift is a northern 
Chipewyan areal feature. Thus the older Sno'Nlirift speakers, being origin­
ally from the south (e.g. Fond-du-Lac) have not adopted it where the 
younger speakers have. Speakers in their late twenties or thirties al­
ternate between t and k. 

As for word shortening, Haas gives an example kayE, ka• 'three' 
which corresponds to the Sno'Nlirift forms and shows that -~ deletion is 
active in YC. A comparison of all 'dialects' for the word 'five' is 
illustrative. 

Li (1932) 
Haas (1968) 
Richardson (1969) 
Sno'Nlirift (o.s.) (1979} 
Rice (1978) 
Sno'Nlirift (y.s.) (1979) 

sasl,!lage 
s<c\!1a9e 
s<tlage 
Sl,!lage 
sulaa 
Sl,!la 

It is obvious that Li's medial -s- is deleted in all the other forms. 
Haas has not yet assimilated the-vowels but the nasalization has been ex­
tended. Richardson and SD (o.s.) have deleted~· In SD .1.t is often.£ in 
y.s. This appears to be the case in Richardson as well. Rice has dropped 
!. and assimilated the vowel (and denasalized ~). SD (y.s.) has dropped 
-~· 

One possible motivation which has not been pursued is that as 
speakers ~come older and more proficient in the language they adopt the 
more conservative forms and are more aware of underlying formations. Thus 
the shortened forms are not a recent phenomenon but are characteristic of 
younger speakers in each generation and only a few of the changed forms 
are adopted in each generation to contribute to permanent change. The t-k 
shift appears well established, at least in northern Chipewyan. ho- de­
letion is established in at least some words and may eventually expand. 
The other variations discussed appear only in younger SD speech and it 
cannot be determined at this time whether these changes are permanent. 
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Footnotes 

1Li's classic monographs on Chipewyan (Li 1933, 1946) are often 
considered as definitive of the language. However it is seldom realized 
that they are based on information from one speaker and cannot reflect 
the variations which occur among speakers. Thus any variation has been 
considered a new 'dialect' of Chipewyan (cf. Haas 1968, Rice 1978). 

2snowdrift citations are given in their orthographic forms. 
ch= A:s/;~ =/a/;~= /E/; .!. = /~/; e = /0/ (cf. Cook 1979). 

3Possibly from-~ 'to scrape',-~ 'to wrap' or-~ 'to roll'. 

4 This corresponds to the probable English /yalnaif/ which is easily 
interpreted as 'Yellowknife' though /bUtsnaif/ cannot be interpreted as 
'butcherknife'. 

5This alternation is curious in that !!!l!- does not become rnfn- as 
-E.f!. becomes -.bin 'net' or t9jj!i becomes t9en 'axe' . This is the only 
c".se of initial!!!. other than (ho)ma 'it stinks' and malay 'French'. 
iekern/sekern 'sweet' and narn 'candy' are the only cases of m final. Medi­
ally!!!. results from a homorganic nasal, e.g.~. ts~mba 'metal'. 

61 raise the issue but the answers lie outside the scope of this 
paper. 

7A parallel in English is the contraction [sUda] 'shoulda' which 
is derived from should have but among younger speakers is often inter­
preted as derived from should of. ----
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Particle t'a in Snowdrift Chipewyan* 

Richard Douglas Jehn 

o. Some problem has arisen in accurately characterizing the general na­
ture, the morphosyntactic description, and, in particular, the function 
of the putative relative clause marking particle ~ in Chipewyan. This 
paper attempts to provide a preliminary account of ~. expanding on work 
which has preceded. 

Section 1 of the paper briefly describes the general nature of 
Chipewyan syntax with concentration on word order and verb morphology. 
Section 2 presents the research of Fang Kuei Li (1946) and Richard Carter 
(1979), with a critical appraisal of the claims made by Carter. Section 
3 provides the justification for positing two quasi-homophcnous particles, 
one serving as an instrumental/causative marker and the other marking sub­
ordinate constructions. Sections 4 and 5 present the data which were 
collected in Snowdrift, North West Territories in June of 1979 and which 
clarify and support the claims I make here. Section 6 presents the re­
sidual problems that remain concerning ~. and Section 7 summarizes the 
paper. 

1. Chipewyan is generally a verb-final language. The verb-complex may 
stand as an independent sentence in all circumstances. When nominal forms 
occur with the verb-complex in a sentence, the ordering is subject/comple­
ment/verb-complex, with "complement" here understood to encompass nominals, 
locative, instrumental, and/or temporal phrases, etc. The following ex­
amples illustrate simple sentences in Chipewyan: 

1. ?eyeze hesbes 
egg I cook/boil it 
'I am cooking/boiling the egg.' 

neoal 
it is hot 

2. set9i 
my head 
'My head is hot.' (i.e. 'I have a fever.') 

3. 

4. 

s. 

6. 

nan sanaoar 
you you play 
'You are playing. I 

a. ha sea 
'I do it. I 

b. ha'.sea-ile 
I do it-NEG 1 

'I don't do it. I 

ts'elt'ui 
tobacco 
'I want a 

si te'ay 
I cup 
'I'll get 

bast9i 
I want it 

cigarette.' 

hanasday-xa 
I get it-FUT 

the cup.' 
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7. sekuaze ts'i-aze-t'a 
children boat-DIM-INSTR 
'The children are playing 

sanahede 
they are playing 
with a little boat.' 

8. diri ke nai~n{ detf-(i)le 
these shoes you pay expensive-NEG 
'You can buy these shoes cheap.' (or 'These shoes are cheap.') 

Examples (1) through (7) are relatively straightforward, illus­
trating various Chipewyan sentence constructions. I note that the inde­
pendent pronouns are related to the pronominal prefixes in the verb­
complex, as will be clear in the discussion of verb morphology below. 
Sentence (8) illustrates the fact that certain adverbial constructions 
may follow the verb. The verb may also be followed by suffixes which 
attach to the verb (e.g. -ile NEG; -~FUT, etc.) (examples (4b) and (6)). 

Chipewyan verb morphology is extremely complex and it is virtually 
certain that it is not yet fully understood. Li (1946) provides the best 
known and most complete description of verb morphology and I make use of 
his material extensively in the discussion to follow. 

The following schematic diagram illustrates the positioning of pre­
fixes, stem, and suffixes in the verb-complex: 

10 - 2. - ~ - 2_ # _§. - 2 - !±. - 3 - 2_ - .! + STEM + suffixes 

Position 
10 
9 
8 
7 
# 
6 
5 
4 
3 
2 
I 

Category 
Incorporated postpositions 
Adverbial, adjectival 
Iterative (aspect) 
Incorporated nouns 
Conjunct-disjunct boundary 
3pl subject pronouns 
Direct object pronouns 
Mode 
Aspect 
Pronominal subject 
Classifier 

Prefix positions 7 to 10 are disjunctive and positions 1 to 6 are 
conjunctive. The conjunct-disjunct boundary defines a point o-;;er which 
no phonological assimilation may occur. There seem to be some phonological 
interactions at the boundary between the classifier and the stem, but 
these are at present poorly understood. The sufiixes which may attach to 
the stem are, e.g. future (-xa), future intensive (-xa-si), negative 
(-(h)ile or -(h)jle), interrogative (-hus<i, -~, -.i) ,etC:-

Of primary interest here will be the pronominal subject and object 
prefixes, the remainder of the verb morphology being of little consequence 
to the discussion to follow. 

The pronominal subject prefixes, appearing in position 2 (except 
for the 3pl prefix e11 which appear in position .§_), are as foll~s: 

Singular Dual/Plural 
1 -s-(-i-) -id-
2 -ne-(-n-) -uh-
3 0 (-i-) -he-, -da-

" 
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The singular prefixes in parentheses appear with the perfective (aspect) 
or with a voiceless classifier in position 1 (i.e. t-classifier or 0-
classifier). - -

The pronominal object 
as follows: 

prefixes, which appear in position .2_, are 

The 

this 

1 
2 
3 
4 

4sg is 

The 
paper 

1 
2 
3 

Singular Dual/Plural 
se- nuh-
ne- nuh-
be- be- ' 

ye-
ye-

used when there is a 3sg subject 

independent pronouns which appear 
are as follows: 

Singular 
si 
nan 
(dem.pron.) 

Dual/Plural 
nuhni 
nuhni 
(dem.pron.) 

in the verb-complex. 

in some of the examples in 

The verb stem often changes between sg subject and dl/pl subject 
and may also alternate with mode and/or aspect of the verb. There are 
several complex phonological processes involved with verb constructions 
which may change the phonetic shape of the surface verb considerably. I 
will, in general, ignore these complex interactions as they are of no 
consequence to the discussion of the particle ~· 

Finally, I present a few examples of underlying morphology of the 
verb complex: 

9. [suga saittsu) <----
'Pass me the sugar' 

10. [tuwe 9itsa) <----
'He catches fish' 
(lit. 'fish he hooks 

11. a. [heseal) <-----
'I yawn' 

b. [he5a1) <-----
'He/she yawns' 

12. a. [tey~s9ir-xa) <--

'I will die' 

/se - ya - i - n - t + tsu/ 
me to asp. 2sg clas. STEM 
5 - (.2_) - 1 - 1_ - l + STEM 

/9e - i - t + sa/ 
asp. 3sg clas. STEM 
3 - 2 - 1 + STEM 

it') 

/he - s - 0 + 5a11 2 

peg lsg clas. STEM 
3 - 2 - 1 + STEM - - -

/he - 0 - 0 + 5al/ 
peg 3sg clas. STEM 
1- l - l +STEM 

/teya II na 
adv. asp. 
9 II 3 -

- s - 0 + 5id + xa/ 
lsg clas. STEM FUT 
2 - l + STEM + FUT 

b. [teyi5ir-xa] <--- /teya # na - 0 - 0 + 5id + xa/ 
adv. asp. 3sg clas. STEM FUT 

'He/she will die' 9 II 3 - 2 - l + STEM+ FUT 
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13. a. [desyer] <---- /de fl s - 1 + yed/ 
adj. lsg clas. STEM 

'I shiver' .2_ fl 1. - _!_ + STEM 

b. [delyer] <---- /de II 0 - 1 + yed/ 
adj. 3sg clas. STEM 

'He/she shivers' 9 II 2 - 1 + STEM 

This completes the preliminary sketch of Chipewyan syntax and 
morphology. The remainder of the paper is devoted to a discussion of the 
particle~· 

2. Scrutiny of Li's (1946) traditional taxonomic analysis of 
Chipewyan yields several listings for the particle ~. which are sunnnar­
ized as follows: 

14. t 'a (high tone): a postposition meaning "by means of" (p. 403) 

15. a. "The relative pronouns are t 'ahi 'that which', t' q.hj 'the one 
who', t'ahu 'the time when', which are used to introduce a 
relative clause •.• " (p. 421) 

b. "-i relative suffix. The verb with this suffix is often 
introduced by the particles [listed in (15a) above]." ( p. 
419) 

Li's examples for this function are listed in (15c) and (15d): 

15. c. t'q.hj sas-xf'I: 6£tj-i 
the one bear-with he is sleeping-who 
'the one who is sleeping with the bear' 

d. t'ahu sas-xf'I: n~otj-i hots'j 
the time bear-with he has lain down-when it-from 
'since the time when he slept with the bear' (p. 420) 

16. hjt'u [<-- hit'uu] 'while' (p. 421) 

17. ?Edli·t'u [<--- ?Edli·t'uu]; ?£dla·t'£ 'how?' (p. 421) 

18. "The indefinite pronouns are: t'as1 [<--- t'asilJ "anything, 
something," nah~i "something, some of the things," ~ 
"some one, some of them," etc." (p. 421) 

19. a. ?Et'ax~ 'suddenly' 
b. ?eyit'a 'therefore' 
c. kut'a 'enough' (p. 422) 

Finally, in a section which briefly describes Chipewyan word order, 
Li gives the following example of a sentence containing a subordinate 
clause: 

20. t 'ahu sas-x!t nEoti-i hots'~, ?Ek,';.· 
the time bear-with he has lain down-when it-from then 

hytd9u sas yEts'an x~yayf'l:tei 
afterwards bear him-to he spoke 

'Since the time when he slept with the bear, only then the 
bear spoke to him.' (p. 423) 

• 
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Many of these listings ((16), (17), (18), (19a), and (19c)) are not 
relevant at present. 3 That is, considerable research would be required 
to relate all of these listings, if, indeed, they are all related. 

Carter (1979) presents a more contemporary treatment of t'a, terming 
it "a clause-initial relative subordinator" (p. 2) which acts fuconjunc­
tion with the clause-final complementizer -i. The following sentences 
are examples from Carter's paper (his examples (5) and (6)): 

21. denayu [ t 'a i~ he'eo-i] bar y~set~ 
man REL 
'The man who 

dog kicked-COMP meat ate 
kicked the dog ate the meat.' 

22. i~ [t'a denayu ye'eo-i] bar y~seq 
dog REL man kicked-COMP meat 
'The dog that the man kicked ate 

ate 
the meat.' 

It is apparent both from Li's paper and from the Chipewyan material 
which we collected in Snowdrift that this is an incomplete statement of 
the ways in which t'a functions. 4 

3. At the outset, it must be stated that the existence of two quasi-homo­
phonous particles must be accepted, one being an instrumental/causative 
marker and the other serving as a subordinate clause marker. These two 
particles, assuming that there are two, differ in the tone which marks 
them. The instrumental/causative marker connnonly appears with high tone 
and the subordinate clause marker commonly appears with low tone, It is 
the case, however, that the correlations between phonemic tone and gram­
matical function are not perfect. Athapaskan tone systems are largely 
unresearched to date, hence leaving open the question as to whether some 
phonological or morphological conditioning is operating to mark the par­
ticles for tone. For the purposes of exposition, I will assume that the 
instrumental/causative postposition is marked with high tone and that the 
subordinate clause marking particle is unmarked for tone.5 

4. It seems reasonable to assume both the causative and the instrumental 
functions of t'a under one semantic class. The justifications for doing 
so are (1) there is a single semantic characterization which is suf f i­
ciently broad to include both uses; 6 (2) the particle always appears as a 
postposition in this function; and (3) the particle almost invariably ap­
pears with high tone, thus making the instrumental marker phonetically 
indistinguishable from the causative marker. The following are examples 
of the instrumental/causative usage of t'a: 

23. ?eyi-t'a x~t'e kulu yets'an da9eya hik'ela 

24 • 

this CAUS it was though to it he went up it is said 
'Despite this fact, he went up to it, it is said.' 

hustsu yehenioan k'{t'a yets'an 
we take it they thought it-CAUS to it 
'Because they thought they would like to 
[the rainbow) . ' 

he?as 
they went 
take it, they went to 
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25. ts 'ikui adiu, "duwela, sete 'ane-t •d hesal-xa duwela" 
old woman said NEG my leg-CADS I walk-FUT NEG 
'The old woman said, "No, because of my leg I won't/cannot 
walk."' 

26. ts'ikui tee-t 'a yeka hey a 
old woman cane-with for it she went 
'The old woman went with a cane. ' 

27. bpa-t•c£ yekarelniy 
her hand-with she was feeling him 
'She was feeling [the baby] with her hand. I 

28. detsan-t'd ye~-ye nat9iy hik'ela 
stick-with den-in he felt/prodded it is said 
'It is said that he prodded inside the den with a stick.' 

29. sas heoae kon-t•d 
bear they singed/cooked fire-with 
'They cooked the bear meat with fire.' 

To summarize briefly, instrumental/causative t'a (1) operates as a 
postposition following nominal elements (although it--c.;ln follow verb 
forms); 7 and (2) the particle appears more often with high tone in this 
function. 

5 • .!.'..!!. as a subordinate clause marker (with unmarked or low tone) operates 
in the following narrow classes: (1) marking indirect questions; and (2) 
marking subordinate qualifying clauses. 8 Sentences (30) to (34) are ex­
amples of the former: 

30. [t'qy ?eyalana] bek'oresy~-ile 
PART he works I know it-NEG 

'I don't know who is working.' 

31. [t'ay hore1?iJ bek'oresy~-ile 
PART he wants it I know it-NEG 
'I don't know what he wants.' 

32. [t'a-ts'an ?eyalana) bek'oresy~-ile 
PART-LOC he works I know it-NEG 
'I don't know where he works.' 

33. [t'o yuye nade-xa) bek'oresy~-ile 
PART (over) there he goes-FUT I know it-NEG 
'I don't know when he's leaving.' 

34. [?ei-t'ay ?elt9'i) bek'oresy~-ile 
RECIPROCAL-PART it is right I know it-NEG 

'I don't know which one is the right one.' 

Examples (30) and (31) illustrate a minimal semantic (morphological) 
contrast in that the only distinctive difference between ~ and ~ is 
the nasalized vowel, which is underlyingly a nasal consonant as Cook (1979) 
points out. 9 The underlying nasal consonant marks the feature [human], as 

.. 

( 

• 
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it does with the interrogatives ?edlaye 'what?' versus ?edlefyj 'who?' 
The incorporation of -u into the particle t'a yields t'o 'when' (in ex­
ample (33)), analogous-to the interrogative--'?edlau or~dlo 'when' (i.e. 
[temporal]). --- ---

These phenomena are consistent throughout the data, as are the 
general principles for the formation of indirect questions. The following 
rule is a first approximation for the formation of these constructions: 

35. a. Place t'a at the beginning of the embedded clause. 
b. Attach~e appropriate morpheme which marks the feature 

[human], [temporal], or [locative]. 

Some problems arise with trying to accurately determine the prin­
ciples for the use of t'a as a subordinate qualifying clause marker. 
Several strategies see~o be possible and we see a considerable amount 
of variability in the surface forms for the subordinate structures. Con­
sider the sentences in examples (36) through (38): 

36. [t'ay nek'e ?ahet'l-s{] yek'orely~-ile 
PART country they were-PART they knew it-NEG 

'They didn't know what country they were in.' 

37. [etean ialide-u t'6Zas{] ?egane 
caribou they killed them-NOM PART dry meat 

hehetsi-u bar-u tuw-u t•6ias£io 
they made-NOM meat-CONJ fish-CONJ PART 

'Having killed the caribou, they made dry meat, meat, and fish.' 

38. [t'ohu ts~ba sets'{ iasi] bewuli-destse-ts'an nast'ay-xa 
PART money I have it PART Yellowknife-to(ward) I fly-FUT 

'When I have money, I will fly to Yellowknife.' 

In examples (36) and (38), clause-initial t'a is associated with 
a clause-final particle -si (or -1asi). This latter particle seems to 
distinguish indirect question fo~om subordinate qualifying clause 
forms. Sentence (36) is not entirely clear, however, in that it has an 
identical structure to the sentences containing indirect questions (ex­
amples (30) to (34)). The best suggestion at this point is that either 
(1) the particle -s{ (or -las{) does distinguish indirect questions from 
subordinate clause"S"""and there is some subtle semantic distinction which 
is not apparent in the English translation; or (2) the appearance of s{ 
(or -las{) is in some way dependent on the main verb form, i.e. in (30} 
through (34) the verb is lsg subject, while in (36) the verb is 3pl sub­
ject. 

Sentence (37) shows the interesting fact that ~ does not invari­
ably appear clause-initially. It seems reasonable to predict that there 
is an optional movement rule which either (1) fronts the particle t'a to 
the left of the embedded sentence, or (2) moves the clause-initial---p;ir­
ticle to a position between the verb form in the embedded construction 
and the clause-final particle -s{ (or -lasi). 

The general principles involved in the formation of this type of 
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subordinate clause are quite similar to those employed in indirect ques­
tion formation: 

Footnotes 

*I want to express my gratitude to W. D. O'Grady, D. Gerdts, M. 
Dryer, and E.-D. Cook for comments and discussion concerning this paper. 
A preliminary version was presented at the Alberta Conference on Lan-
guage in Banff, Alberta (November 1979). I (naturally) take full responsi­
bility for the content of this paper. 

1The following abbreviations will be used: NEG-negative; FUT­
future; DIM-diminutive; INSTR-instrumental; REL-relative (marker); COMP­
complementizer; GAUS-causative; PART-particle; LOG-locative; NOM-nominal­
izer; CONJ-conjunction; asp.-aspect (prefix); clas.-classifier; adv.­
adverbial (prefix); adj.-adjectival (prefix); dem. pron.-demonstrative 
pronoun; dl-dual; lsg-first person singular (prefix); 3pl-third person 
plural; etc. The particle ~/t'a is italicized in full sentence examples. 

2The peg prefix he- appears when no other aspect, mode, adverbial, 
etc. prefixes are present. 

3I list the seemingly irrelevant forms only for the purpose of 
completeness. It is to be hoped that one day all of the forms can be re­
lated through some abstract semantic concept such as 'source.' 

4The reasons for claiming this are (1) we were completely unable 
to elicit examples of the form of Carter's (sentences (21) and (22)); and 
(2) Carter did not mention that t'a/t'a serves as an instrumental/causa-
tive marker as well. -- --

5There are some examples in the data to follow which do not adhere 
to this "ideal" phonemic contrast. 

6Furthermore, it is translated into English as "by means of" in 
virtually all cases. 

7Although they are seemingly rare, the following are examples of 
t,a following a verb: 

(i) yun{-tao e-k'e 7 edl~Y1 
last night who 
'The fellow who fought 

nek'e na1doar-t'a ts'eni 
there he fought-PART he is (my) friend 
last night (at your place) is my friend.' 

(ii) ku beb{aze adiu' "setsune ?edla-nedZa-t 'a 
so baby said my grandmother what happened to you-PART 

adini t 'a ?enaya-tso(g) ?on{delya la sf' heni k, e beb{aze 
you say that eye-bi~ PART he said baby 
'So the baby said, 'Grandmother, what happened that led you to 
say '?enaya-tso(g) ?on{delya? "" 

8It may be the case (in the final analysis) that there is no dis­
tinction between these classifications in Chipewyan. 

9ri+ T-: I,.., ,... ..... +---:,... .... -: ..... (1 C:.-.\ ... t..~--.-. 
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paper (in preparation). 
basis for the analysis. 

A large body of text material will provide the 
This paper is only a preliminary working version. 

12Examples (42) and (43) are termed "intensive" (i.e. "emphatic") 
because of the glosses we were given. In (42), ~translates as 'give 
to him' although it is simply the 3sg objective pronoun be- and the post­
position -.Y!l 'to.' In this case, it serves as a verbal form as evidenced 
by the postverbal suffixes-~ FUT and -h{le NEG. In example (43), ?a}ni 
'you say it' followed by -t'a yields "emphatic saying" (i.e. 'you expect 
it'). --

l3I.e. I have circumvented these problems in anticipation of a 
definitive statement concerning ~/t'a (Jehn, in preparation). 
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