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Introduction: Documenting Variation in Endangered
Languages
Kristine A. Hildebrandt, Carmen Jany, and Wilson Silva
Southern Illinois University Edwardsville, California State University,
San Bernadino, Rochester Institute of Technology
The papers in this special publication are the result of presentations and follow-up dialogue on emergent and alternative methods to documenting variation in
endangered, minority, or otherwise under-represented languages. Recent decades have
seen a burgeoning interest in many aspects of language documentation and field
linguistics (Chelliah & de Reuse 2010, Crowley & Thieberger 2007, Gippert et al
2006, Grenoble 2010, Newman & Ratliff 2001, Sakel & Everett 2012, Woodbury
2011).1 There is also a great deal of material dealing with language variation in major
languages (Bassiouney 2009, Eckert 2000, Eckert & Rickford 2001, Hinskens 2005,
Labov 1972a, 1972b, 1994, 2001, 2006, 2012, Murray & Simon 2006, Wolfram &
Schilling-Estes 2005).
In contrast, intersections of language variation in endangered and minority
languages are still few in number. Yet examples of those few cases published on the
intersection of language documentation and language variation reveal exciting potentials for linguistics as a discipline, challenging and supporting classical models,
creating new models and predictions. For instance, Stanford’s study of Sui (China)
(2009) demonstrates that while socio-economic class in indigenous communities is
un-illuminating, clan is a useful predictor of lexical variation. Likewise, phonological
variation (Clarke 2009) may be more productively observed across different territorial
groups in Innu (Canada), highlighting the role of “covert hierarchy” as a social factor.
Other traditional variables like age and sex have also been re-considered, as in
K’iche’ (Guatemala, Romero 2009), where males are shown to avoid use of stigmatized phonological forms to a greater extent than females, in contrast to findings from
American English (Labov 2001).
With these initial findings in mind, there is still great potential for further discoveries and discussion. From January 7-10 2016 at the annual meeting of the Linguistic Society of America in Washington, D.C., the Committee on Endangered
Languages and their Preservation (CELP) held a symposium that included oral
presentations that articulate general issues, specific examples and potential consequences of variationist methods applied in language documentation scenarios, followed by a panel discussion. The presentations were followed by poster presentations
of case studies. All participants were invited to elaborate on the following questions:

1

We gratefully acknowledge the support of the Linguistic Society of American and its Committee on
Endangered Languages and their Preservation. Beyond the contributors in this special publication, we
are also grateful to the following individuals who participated in the oral presentation and/or poster
sessions: Martine Bruil, Jeff Good, Selin Grollmann, Alice Mitchell, and Eva-Marie Rößler.
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What additional linguistic and social factors beyond those traditionally surveyed (e.g. gender, age, geographic location, socio-economic categorization)
influence variation?
Can variation be successfully documented in extremely endangered languages
(i.e., is there a minimal population in which to observe or quantify variation)?
How is variation studied in more or less fluent communities, and are less fluent speech communities a valid sample in comparison to that of a so-called
‘ancestral code’ (Woodbury 2011)?
What is the role (if any) of a ‘standard’ or ‘prestige’ dialect in endangered or
minority communities?
How should the study of variation in heritage speech communities be carried
out?
What is the role of the lingua-franca or the dominant/majority languages in
accounting for variation?
What relationship is there between grammar-writing and analysis of variation?
What methods and procedures are best suited to documenting variation in endangered, marginalized and under-documented communities?

This present collection includes seven contributions that grew out of this symposium
and from subsequent conversations and interaction between the contributors and
organizers. The first contribution in this publication, by Sali Tagliamonte, provides an
account for integrating sociolinguistic methods used to investigate and document a
variety of English dialects to endangered language documentation and field linguistics. Tagliamonte draws parallels between sociolinguistic fieldwork and the documentation of endangered languages by illustrating morpho-syntactic and discoursepragmatic variation in Toronto English dialects and shows how dialect data can
contribute to historical and comparative linguistics. The paper highlights the fact that
as is common in endangered language documentation, sociolinguistic fieldwork
equally makes an effort to provide a lasting record for the community and closely
collaborates with community members. Moreover, Tagliamonte emphasizes the
importance of collaboration across disciplines, as insights from sociolinguistic fieldwork can benefit researchers working on endangered language documentation.
Naomi Nagy examines variation from a generational perspective in heritage
language speakers in indigenous and in diaspora communities. Her contribution
describes aspects of the Heritage Language Variation and Change Project in Toronto,
contrasting a “truly” endangered language (Faetar) to a less clearly endangered language (Heritage Italian). She compares Homeland and Heritage patterns, specifically,
null subject patterns, to better understand the processes of language variation and
change in lesser-studied varieties. The results of this comparison indicate that neither
heritage language exhibits the simplification anticipated for small languages in contact with a majority language.
Katie Drager, Bethany Kaleialohapau‘ole Chun Comstock, and Hina Puamohala Kneubuhl turn to the growing Hawaiian speech community where phonetic
variation is evident across fluent and semi-fluent speakers. They provide an analysis
of phonetic variation in the word kēia, meaning ‘this’, examining the social, linguistic, and probabilistic factors that constrain the variation. Their methods include analysis of older recorded interviews with native-speakers. The observed variation has
implications for linguists, particularly to models of speech production and planning,
but also for Hawaiian revitalization efforts and the resources associated with those
DOCUMENTING VARIATION IN ENDANGERED LANGUAGES
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efforts. With a better understanding of this variation in hand, the authors have created
an educational website open to any interested user, that describes the factors and has
audio exemplars.
Amalia Horan Skilton presents a case study on dialect contact in Máíh!k̃ i
(Tukanoan, Peru). She argues that the outcomes of dialect mixing in this speech
community can be understood only through a fine-grained analysis centering the
dialectal composition of the communities of practice to which speakers belonged in
early life, with traditional categories used in most variationist analyses, such as age
and gender, being less informative. Her study also reveals striking similarities with
those described in classic variationist literature. Like urban English speakers, Máíh!k̃ i
speakers attach less indexical value to morphosyntactic than to phonological variation, they also engage in indexically motivated style-shifting.
John Mansfield and James Stanford examine three key methodological challenges that currently complicate variationist research in documentation, namely
community engagement, variable identification, and innovative approaches to conducting sociolinguistic research in field settings that move beyond standard or traditional practices. They also present practical solutions to these challenges by drawing
from insights and examples from their own prior research with Australian languages
and indigenous languages of China. Ultimately, Mansfield and Stanford argue that
indigenous languages are important for advancing sociolinguistic theory: beyond
being a mere 'footnote', they are important as a 'focus' of further practical and analytical developments in this field and in the larger linguistics field as a whole.
Maya Ravindranath Abtahian and Conor Quinn zero in on the relationship between linguistic insecurity and language shift highlighting the importance of documenting variation in endangered languages and addressing the community’s perception of variation. The authors discuss three types of linguistic insecurity, including a)
insecurity of speakers who suffered punishment for speaking their language, b) insecurity of young speakers who may be less fluent than older speakers, and 3) insecurity
of community members whose identity is questioned because they are non-speakers.
They emphasize they need to include the documentation of dialectal variation and
variation occurring within a community in order to validate these varieties and thus
decrease linguistic insecurity.
Kristine Hildebrandt and Shunfu Hu consider "modified spatiality" as it aligns
with speaker-reported attitudes and multilingual practices amidst recent and ongoing
socio-economic and population changes in the Manang District of Nepal. Their study
reveals that variation in self-reported attitudes and practices across these four languages can be explained as much with adjusted spatial factors (labeled ‘social space’)
as with traditional social factors. These 'social spaces' include a modified version of
Euclidean-type linear distance to account for temporal foot or motorbike travel distances between groups of communities; distance and access to a newly built motor
road in the area; proximity to the District headquarters; and, a regionally popular
social-psychological divide that groups District residents into “upper” vs. “lower”
regions.
Based on the body of work presented in this special publication, many new or
re-formulated research questions are able to be asked (and answered), and will provide fertile ground for further exploring and understanding variation in endangered
languages or small language communities.
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Perspectives on Linguistic Documentation from
Sociolinguistic Research on Dialects
Sali A. Tagliamonte
University of Toronto
The goal of the paper is to demonstrate how sociolinguistic research can be applied to
endangered language documentation field linguistics. It first provides an overview of
the techniques and practices of sociolinguistic fieldwork and the ensuring corpus
compilation methods. The discussion is framed with examples from research projects
focused on European-heritage English-speaking communities in the UK and Canada
that have documented and analyzed English dialects from the far reaches of Scotland
to the wilds of Northern Ontario, Canada. The main focus lies on morpho-syntactic
and discourse-pragmatic variation; however, the same techniques could be applied to
other types of variation. The discussion includes examples from a broad range of
research studies in order to illustrate how sociolinguistic analyses are conducted and
what they offer for understanding language variation and change.
1. INTRODUCTION. In this paper I provide an account for integrating sociolinguistic methods used for the investigation and documentation of English dialects to endangered language documentation and field linguistics.1 To do so, I highlight the
nature and character of investigations based on community fieldwork, corpus compilation, data compilation and linguistic analysis in the Variationist Sociolinguistic
tradition. I draw on research programs studying dialects of predominately Europeanheritage English in locations from the far reaches of Scotland (United Kingdom) to
the wilds of Northern Ontario (Canada) (e.g. Tagliamonte 2013, 2014), as indicated
on the map in Figure 1.

1
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and the reviewers for astute comments and suggestions on the final version of this paper. Whatever
errors or oversights that are my responsibility alone. This research is also built from the work of
many collaborators, students, community organizations and the people themselves who let me into
their homes and shared their time and reminiscences. May this research preserve and celebrate their
life stories for the benefit of generations to come.
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FIGURE 1: Map of communities
The communities I have been working in comprise a range of different types. Some
are enclaves, some are rural and others are cities. They also represent source and off
shoot situations with varying degrees of language contact. Each community offers a
different set of social, cultural and economic characteristics, what Trudgill (2011)
refers to as ‘sociolinguistic typology’. Variegated combinations of community size,
types of social networks and language contact offer a nuanced range of phenomena
for understanding linguistic phenomena.
Variationist Sociolinguistics (VSLX), an area of language science that combines linguistics, anthropology and statistics (Labov, Yaeger et al. 1972, Sankoff
1974, 1988) is founded in several main concepts. First, sociolinguistic data is often
spoken. It is intended to tap vernacular speech or everyday talk (Milroy 1987) and so
the data of VSLX typically comprises sets of interviews comprised of one to two
hours of running conversation with a researcher and a single individual. However,
sociolinguistic data may also comprise data from different speech styles, including
word lists and reading passages, questionnaires, surveys, and other materials. Sociolinguistic fieldwork is collected using modified ethnographic techniques whereby
researchers enter the community as participant observers. The goal is to interview
locals in order to tap into their vernacular. This type of language arises out of reminiscences and life stories in the course of informal conversations. The intrinsic nature
of storytelling ensures that the data is spontaneous and highly vernacular, and very
often surprising of character. In fact, in a sociolinguistic interview, the repartee is
often so familiar that the fieldworker never knows what may come tumbling out of
the individual’s mouth next. In many cases, the data is not only linguistically compelling but also emotionally gripping, as in (1), in which a woman, 90 years old, tells the
story about a night when her husband with Alzheimer’s went missing.

DOCUMENTING VARIATION IN ENDANGERED LANGUAGES
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(1) This is the worst thing that happened to me in all my life. I came upstairs, I
went out the front door, grabbed a coat and I kept calling. The thing is, I didn't
know if he went left or right, you know? Interviewer: And no tracks in the
snow? Interviewee: Oh it was tracks in the snow but I- then I see this figure
coming and he hasn't any clothes on hardly, just pyjamas.2
Click to link to sound (internet only)

This extreme level of personal experience evident in this excerpt (and typical of
sociolinguistic interviews) is the reason why sociolinguistic data is not freely available. Instead, the conditions under which the materials were collected — which promise anonymity and ethical treatment of the materials — dictates that the data are
protected under specific usage conditions that are particular to the corpus in question.
The second main concept that underlies VSLX is the curious phenomena of
‘categorical perception’. This refers to the omnipresent fact that speakers tend to
perceive language use in categorical terms. When individuals rely on their own
intuitions, they will tell you that standard features are categorical in their grammar
while other non-standard features are not part of their vernacular, yet both conceptions are unlikely to be true in practice (Labov 1972:7, Sankoff 1982:680), as in (2).
(2) Interviewer: Do you think that I or my generation speaks differently from
yours and what are your opinions on how it’s changing? Bailey: I’ll have a
strong reaction when I hear young- it’s usually young females um when every
other word is 'like' and it drives me insane. I just like I hate it. (Bailey Adams,
Toronto, F, 55, 2003)
Click to link to sound (internet only)

This interchange demonstrates how oblivious human beings are of their own language
usage. This fact is well known in sociolinguistic fieldwork where speakers inevitably
complain about non-standard features in other people and then in the next sentence,
use those same features themselves. As documented in the historiography of VSLX:
“The layers of linguistic repertories in a single individual can never be
under estimated. What you hear in one situation may not be what you
will hear in another. Words and expressions from far down within a person’s psyche may come to the surface unexpectedly under conditions of
natural repartee.” (Tagliamonte 2016:91)
The third main concept underlying VSLX is the ‘Principle of Accountability’ (Labov
1966:49, 1969:737-8, fn 20, 1972:72). This principle is the foundation of variation
analysis. It dictates that in addition to examining the feature of interest, the analyst
takes into account all the other potential variants within the same system. In other
words, a variation analysis is not only interested in the form that stands out, but the
linguistic systems of which it is a part – as it emerges in the data -- whatever variants
2

All names are pseudonyms that have been specifically selected to reflect the essential nature of the
original names.
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may be used (standard, non-standard, formal, informal and colloquial). For example,
in (3a), there are two variants. In the first clause an overt complementizer is present,
i.e. that; however, in the second sentence, (3b), there is no overt complementizer,
represented as Ø. A variation analysis examines both the case where the complementizer occurred as well as the places where it could have occurred but did not.
(3) a.
(3) b.

I wish that forty or fifty years ago I'd as much confidence.
I wish Ø I'd had it then. (MPT, Lucy Fisher, F, 73)

Naturally, it is sometimes difficult to determine the system underlying the use of
forms, e.g. like in (2), or in (4). This is when variation analysis relies critically on
syntactic structure. In the case of like the syntactic position is critical (see D'Arcy
2005, D'Arcy forthcoming). When like occurs in pre-Complement Phrase (CP) position, it is possible to circumscribe the variable context to every CP in the data in
which like may occur, as in the excerpt in (a-f). Pre-CP like occurs in 3/6 clauses.
(4) a.
(4) b.
(4) c.
(4) d.
(4) e.
(4) f.

like when I was planning my trip to Fiji
he was totally involved
and like he did so much for me
I think
that’s
‘cause like he had a lot of free time (TOR/ Betty Mak, 21)

This procedure delimits the ‘structured set’ of variation, i.e. both positive and negative evidence is accounted for (Tagliamonte 2012:4, 16). In this way, all the possible
variants in the relevant system are included in the analysis. When both the presence
and absence of forms are included it is possible to model what circumstances and
conditions lead to one form over the other, and by inference their function.
Notice too that single speakers, either Lucy Fisher or Betty Mak, exhibit
variation from one sentence to another in the same stretch of discourse. This is what is
meant by the VSLX concept of ‘inherent variation’. The inherent variation in language and its patterns frame the variationist approach. This strand of linguistics holds
that probabilistic choice is endemic to language. It might also be called ‘layering’
(Hopper and Traugott 1993) or ‘competition’ (Kroch 2003) or even ‘optionality’
(Adger and Smith 1999) depending on the orientation of the researcher.
Another notable characteristic of language that the VSLX paradigm is able to
capture is the fact of unexpected grammaticality distributions. Entirely grammatical
constructions can be very rare or extremely common in language use. For example,
there is little to distinguish (5a-b) on grounds of grammaticality.
(5) a.
(5) b.

A small house.
A little house.

However, in usage, one construction is far preferred. Out of 4802 attributive constructions with an adjective meaning “small or little” across numerous communities in
Ontario, Canada, small occurs 78% of the time while little only occurs 22% of the
time. Moreover this pattern is the same across communities and across major social
categories, e.g. age, sex, education. This is an unexpected finding and one that could
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only have been discovered by probing usage data using VSLX methods of accountability and quantitative analysis.
VSLX has documented inherent variability at all levels of language — idiolects, generations, communities, regions, etc. Within these different categories, not
only do forms vary in frequency, but underlying frequency reflects critical patterns. In
the case of linguistic change, these environmental constraints are the relevant mechanisms of ongoing evolution of the systems comprising the variant forms (Labov
1982:75). The VSLX approach is fundamentally focused on these intricate linguistic
and social patterns.
Given these foundations, analysis in the VSLX tradition necessarily arises
from considerable data. Table 1 shows one of the largest samples I have collected, the
Toronto English Archive (Tagliamonte 2003-2006). The corpus comprises 1-2 hour
interviews with 275 people born and raised in Toronto, Canada one of the largest
cities in the country. The sample was designed to be balanced for male and female
and across in range of ages in the speech community.

TABLE 1: The Toronto English Archive c. 20103
With this much data keyed strategically to a single speech community and a specific
place and time it is possible to tap into how linguistic change is progressing using the
construct of ‘apparent time’. Apparent time is a key analytic tool for the analysis of
variation (Bailey, Wikle et al. 1991). Innumerable studies in VSLX have employed
the apparent time construct and real time comparisons have affirmed its utility
(Sankoff 2006). In an apparent time study, generational differences at a single point in
time are used to make inferences about how a change may have taken place in the
(recent) past. Age differences are assumed to be temporal analogues, reflecting historical stages in the progress of the change. In the case of the Toronto English archive,
which comprises individuals born as early as 1912 and as recently as 1994 we can
gain insights into language variation and change across the 20th century.
3

http://individual.utoronto.ca/tagliamonte/index.html (Accessed 9-20-16 16:30)
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Standard practice in VSLX is to transcribe the audio-recorded conversations
so as to make the materials machine-readable. Orthographic transcription provides
legacy materials that can be used as the foundation for linguistic analysis as well by
the community for other purposes. Once a corpus is transcribed, it offers an incredible
window on the community’s language as well as a reservoir of historical and cultural
information. For example, a simple word list of the top 50 words in Toronto English,
as in Table 2a, can provide preliminary insights into linguistic features of interest.

TABLE 2A: Partial word list from the Toronto English Archive, c. 2003-2006
Consider the word like. Even though this list comes from people over the age of 60,
notice that like occurs more than either is or go. Note too that this sector of the population is undoubtedly the group who are complaining about young people using like
too much. Other words that are surprisingly frequent include yeah, so, and just among
others. However, wordlists are only the ‘tip of the iceberg’. The study of variable
linguistic systems offers added fodder for sociolinguistic interpretation.
Less frequent words can offer clues to dialect differences, cultural practices,
and historical events. For example, a small section of words occurring 24 times in
Toronto English, as in Table 2b, can for example, lead a playwright to first-hand
accounts of ‘Hurricane Hazel’, the most famous hurricane in Canadian history in
1954. Words such as ‘Germans’, ‘Guelph’ (a nearby city), or ‘home’, ‘gift’ or ‘holy’
might lead novelists, teachers, or professional storytellers to important and poignant
details of the community’s traditions. In essence, words are the ‘tip of the iceberg’ for
finding relevant information in the discourse on one topic or another.
Number
24
24
24

Word
germans
gift
greatDOCUMENTING VARIATION IN ENDANGERED LANGUAGES
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24
guelph
24
holy
24
home24
hurricane-hazel
24
immigrated
24
impression
24
initially
24
islands
TABLE 2B: Partial word list from the Toronto English Archive, c. 2003-2006
Studies of linguistic systems are ideal for exposing processes of change from one
generation to the next, which in turn can lead to many insights not only about variation, but also about the nature of linguistic change, as in Figure 2.
100
90
80
70
60
50
40
30
20
10
0

like (DM)
be like
so
have to
have
going to
just
<13

13-16 17-29 30-39 40-49 50-59

60+

FIGURE 2: Changes in progress in the Toronto English Archive c. 2003-2006
Figure 2 displays a suite of different changes underway in Toronto (Tagliamonte and
D'Arcy 2009). The incoming forms from seven changes are represented in the legend.
The y-axis records the frequency of each incoming form out of the total number of
contexts where all possible variants with the same function can occur. Significant
shifts towards these forms are visible from the oldest to the youngest speakers. The
changes include, discourse like, as in (6a), quotative be like, as in (6b), intensifier so,
as in (6c), deontic have as in (6d), possessive has, as in (6e), future going to, as in (6f)
and just as in (6g).
(6) a.
(6) b.
(6) c.
(6) d.
(6) e.

My other cat always sleeps and like we almost never see him.
I’m like, “Okay, I’ll put some ice on there.” I ’m like, “Okay, go
home.” And he’s like, “you’re working wonders.”
It is so prominent in my mind.
Just 'cause you go somewhere, doesn't mean you have to change
yourself
Every generation has their slang.
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(6) g.
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You never know who you’re going to meet and you never know
they’re going to be like until you get to know them.
Like I do it quick, just walk. I like, I zoom in just walk in. Like just
look. And then go.

These patterns attest to language change in progress as viewed from the vantage point
of synchrony using the apparent time construct. Such an over-arching view can offer
insight into whether a change is embedded in longitudinal trends in the language or is
driven by cultural shifts, whether a change has come from inside the community or
has been imposed on it from outside.
While the Toronto English Archive is relatively large, it is important to point
out that even small case studies are valuable, especially when used in comparative
perspective. Consider the insights that can be gained from collecting data from a
single speaker over a long period of time. Table 3 shows the design and composition
of the “Clara Corpus” (Tagliamonte 2012).
Age

Year

16
17
18
19
20
21
22
24
25
27
28
30
TOTAL

2002
2003
2004
2005
2006
2007
2008
2010
2011
2013
2014
2016

Number of Words
(Clara only)
13,365
7,876
12,871
8,932
8,126
7,239
10,058
13,933
12,124
10,282
10,019
10,717
125,542

Number of Words
(Clara + Interviewer)
14,055
9,706
15,115
9,882
10,325
9,188
11,367
16,012
14,484
11,466
12,663
13,147
147,410

TABLE 3: The Clara Corpus, ca. 2002-2016 (Tagliamonte 2012: 274-276)
The Clara Corpus comprises a single individual, Clara Felipe, who was born and
raised in Toronto. Every year since 2002, her sister has sat down to have a conversation with her and they exchange stories and information about current events. Over
the course of data collection Clara has transformed from a teenager to a highly educated married professional. The corpus comprises at the time of writing 147,410
words. With this amount of data type from a single individual in a consistent, informal situation over a long period of time we can probe how grammar changes across
the lifespan. Labov’s theory of incrementation (Labov 2001:446-465) predicts that
speakers will increase their use of innovations until late adolescence. Thereafter, the
linguistic system is thought to remain relatively stable for the rest of the adult
lifespan. But does it? Most claims about change across the lifespan are based on
apparent time data, but the definitive test of the incrementation model is to track
change in real time. The Clara Corpus offers the possibility to do this. An ideal test is
DOCUMENTING VARIATION IN ENDANGERED LANGUAGES
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to examine a linguistic feature that is undergoing significant change over the same
period — quotative be like as in (7):
(7) a.
yeah?”

And I ’m like, “No, they sell coffee too.” And she ’s like, “Oh
And then he ’s like, “Oh yeah?” And I was like, “Yeah.” (Clara, age
16)
I ’m like, “Oh my gosh”. Like Pete understands and I feel bad be-

(7) b.
cause

I’m putting him in a tough spot too. But … at the same time I ’m
like,
“Hell no” (Clara, age 28)
When we first interviewed Clara at age 16 she already had a high rate of be like. Since
then she has graduated from high school, gone to university, become a registered
nurse (RN), worked at the cardiac unit of a Toronto hospital, returned to graduate
school, gained a Masters degree, and is now employed as a Patient Navigator at
another Toronto hospital. Figure 3 shows the frequency of Clara’s use of quotative be
like across the time frame of the corpus, 2002-2015.

Frequency of 'be like'

100
90
80
70
60

Clara's age in real time
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0

Toronto
Clara

16

17
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57
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72

80

67.2

66.7

78.8

74.7

20

21

22

23

24

25

73.8

79.7

68.3

87.4

70.4

82.3

FIGURE 3: Frequency of quotative be like in real time — Clara Corpus
Figure 3 shows the frequency of the incoming form be like out of the total number of
quotatives in each interview from age 16-25. Clara’s use of be like remains relatively
stable, sometimes falling; sometimes rising; however these differences are not statistically significant. This finding provides real time support for Labov’s model. This
perspective also shows us something else that is quite important. Clara’s grammar
reflects the grammar of the ambient community — Toronto. The frequency of quotative be like in the much larger Toronto English Archive (for speakers between 16-19)
is plotted with the starred line. Notice the parallelism with Clara. This demonstrates
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that large corpora and small corpora converge to support each other. Moreover,
individuals reflect the larger community of which they are a part. This might be used
to support findings in endangered language documentation that often arise from small
samples of speakers.
2. DOCUMENTATION FOR DIALECTS. Much of the work that has been done in
large VSLX projects has been based on language varieties that are not in need of
documentation or in danger of obsolescence, e.g. English, Spanish, French. However,
many dialects of these languages, particularly those in rural locales and peripheral
areas, are in dire need of being recorded and collected before they are gone (e.g.
Wolfram and Schilling-Estes 1995). As Henry (1995: vii-v i) notes:
“Because of the low status generally accorded to non-standard dialects,
even descriptive accounts have not been compiled … because they have
simply been regarded as degenerate versions of the standard.”
From Historical Linguistics, we know that languages diversify as their speakers move
from place to place. Change can spread in various ways, sometimes outwards like the
ripples left by a stone dropped in the water, sometimes hopping from the largest to the
next largest city, in a predictable order leaving peripheral places lagging behind
(Trudgill 1983, 1986). Change can also spread counter-hierarchically such as the
diffusion of northern features from Scotland and Northern England into London in
Early Modern English (Nevalainen and Raumolin-Brunberg 2003) or the diffusion of
southern features into northern cities in contemporary United States (Tillery, Bailey et
al. 2004). Whether the direction of diffusion is related to the nature of communities,
societies, geography, history or any other factors is an empirical question that requires
the researcher to rely on ethnographic information and sociolinguistic analysis.
In the broader context of linguistic documentation it is important to highlight
that linguistic phenomena that have since died out in Standard varieties are often
preserved in dialects, offering unique insights into a broad range forms and structures
of human language (Tagliamonte 2003, 2004, 2013). Among the many questions of
relevance to the study of dialects are the insights dialect data provides for understanding how linguistic change has evolved from an earlier state and how it has progressed
from place to place. Also of key interest is the impact of founding populations and the
influence of industry and social networks, as in (8).
(8) Does linguistic change happen the same way from place to place?
City vs. town vs. hamlet
Remote vs. mainstream
What were the founding populations?
Scots vs. Irish; British vs. European
What is the industrial base?
Farming vs. mining vs. manufacturing
What type of social networks are present?
loose vs. dense; simple vs. multiplex
Indeed, peripheral areas preserve earlier stages in the history of a language and in the
evolution of changing linguistic systems (e.g. Tagliamonte 1996, 1998, Tagliamonte
and Smith 2000, Tagliamonte, Durham et al. 2014). This is one of the motivations for
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the Ontario Dialects Project, a research program focusing on the social determinants
of linguistic systems in Ontario, Canada (Tagliamonte 2013-2018).

FIGURE 4: Communities documented in the Ontario Dialects Project, c. 2015
Currently, the Ontario Dialects Project4 comprises corpora from 16 small towns in
Ontario, Canada. The geographic distance from the urban center of the province,
Toronto, in the south (bottom of the map in Figure 4), to the most northerly community (Timmins) is 850 kilometers. This immense hinterland presents a sociolinguistic
goldmine of untapped regional variation. From the beginning of the 19th century,
immigrants from all over Europe were recruited into the mines and lumber camps
making the population multi-ethnic from its founders rather than developing from
Loyalist (English) migrants as in the South (Abel 2006). Due to the rich natural
resources (mining, lumber, pulp, and paper) the economic base has had a strikingly
different trajectory. The early resource boom economy has developed serious challenges of sustainability in the 20th century (Woodrow 2002). In many places, the
communities evolved with class-based social structures that remain entrenched (Abel
2006). The geographical distribution of the population is scattered. Most towns and
small cities were built around rich mineral deposits or lumber mills and so the populations have remained self-contained to the present day. Importantly, there are strong
and distinct identities, perhaps instigated by the urban-centric industrial and affluent
south (Zaslow 1973). Given the well-known sociolinguistic tenet that “language
encodes social relations” (Chambers 2003:21) social differences in language use may
be more extreme in these contexts. Moreover, the fact that language change tends to
start in urban centers and spread out to rural locales (e.g. Chambers and Trudgill
1980) changes underway in Toronto may not have yet reached outlying areas. For all
these reasons rural Ontario can be expected to be linguistically distinct from the urban
4

http://ontariodialects.chass.utoronto.ca/ (Accessed 6-14-17 11:50)
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south, particularly the Greater Toronto Area. Comparing across Ontario communities
that have evolved in distinct circumstances offer a kaleidoscope of possibilities for
analyzing and understanding language variation and change. The fact that dialects of a
major variety of English may differ substantially within this type of broad region
suggests that studies of endangered language documentation might profitably include
attention to dialects.
3. SOCIOLINGUISTIC PROJECTS IN PRACTICE. The procedures for sociolinguistic fieldwork have been documented in two recent studies (Tagliamonte 2006,
Schilling 2013). For my own part, every year in early summer, I endeavor to take
students on a fieldwork expedition to a community in Ontario. I am often asked,
“How do you choose which community to go to?” I will typically take the advice of
community members, many of which are enthusiastic to take part in data collection.
Preparatory work is critical. For example, in planning for a long trek northward in the
spring of 2016, I spent a year or more upgrading my French language skills so that I
would be able to speak French with adequate competence to interact with the mostly
Francophone population. Once in the field, the sociolinguist basically transforms into
an anthropologist, observing, listening and engaging with social activities. The overarching linguistic goal is to tap the vernacular of the community — not simply the
language of Non-Mobile Rural Males (NORMS), as in the tradition of dialectology.
In sociolinguistic fieldwork it is critical to talk to people from a cross-section of the
existing population, men, women, old and young, using the basic strategy outlined in
(9).
(9) Fieldwork Strategy:
• Observe; read; experience; partake; discuss; find out what’s important
• Talk to people from a cross-section of the population
• Record stories about:
– local culture; memorable events
– fishing/hunting stories, animal encounters
– childhood games; recipes; etc.
Depending on the nature of the social structure of the community, different populations may be relevant. For example in a farming community, people working on the
land can be contrasted with people who work in the service industry. In mining towns,
miners may represent the majority of the population, but they should be contrasted
with teachers, doctors and others.
The foremost goal is to record as many narrative of personal experience as
possible. The compelling question is: How do you get someone to tell you a good
story? While, there is no technique that works 100% of the time, concerted efforts can
lead to an incredible wealth of natural speech data. Tried and true methods from the
VSLX tradition are summarized in (10) (e.g. Labov 1970).
(10) Story-telling strategies:
• Listen and respond. Let the person talk
– Really? And then what happened?
• Ask short questions:
– What did you do then? What was it like?
• Take an insider’s point of view:
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– Hey, did you see that accident last night?
– Where were you when the lights went out?
Be the learner
– How did you do that?
– What was it like when …?

Fieldwork is only the beginning. Once back in the lab, the gargantuan task of corpus
compilation, and making many hours of audio-recordings machine readable come to
the fore. A reasonable estimate for rendering natural speech into orthographic transcription is ten hours of transcription time for one hour of audio recording. As this
task gets underway, innumerable other corpus-building procedures unfold as well as
dissemination strategies, as in (11):
(11) Corpus-building procedures:
• Extract words, expressions, stories
– Ontario Dialect Words website
• Examine features systematically
– Code for linguistic and social patterns
• Analyze patterns, conduct statistical modelling and other techniques
• Interpret findings; make discoveries
• Dissemination of linguistic findings in appropriate venues
• Return to tell the community’s story; outreach
Among the most important data compilation procedures is to record the metadata as
well as field notes and observations in such a way as to provide a user’s map for the
materials. An ideal repository is a relational database, as illustrated in Figure 5, which
shows a snapshot from a section of the Ontario Dialects Project. In situations where
there is often little or no information about the dialect, the place where it is spoken or
character of its speakers, such information provides important added value to the
linguistic records.
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FIGURE 5: Snapshot of metadata from the Ontario Dialects Project database5
While age and sex are fundamental correlates for VSLX study, there can be many
others, including employment history, spouse’s occupation, education, place of study,
father and mother’s occupation and other participants. Ethnic heritage is also important and is recorded for both parents individually. While not all of this information
will be available for every person, hence the blank cells in Figure 5, what is available
can be used to further understand the language materials. For example, a teacher will
not behave linguistically in the same way as a farmer or a railway superintendent. The
question of interest for the sociolinguist, is what exactly differs? A fieldworker may
notice many details about a person or the situation. For example, notice that one of the
informants has a mother who was educated at the Ontario school for the deaf (Figure
5). This background could explain aspects of her language behavior that would otherwise be uninterpretable. As in language documentation projects, the extreme effort
invested in fieldworker observations and metadata can be used to interpret linguistic
patterns later on. This is especially important when language materials are archived at
great distance from their origins and access to the community is difficult.
From this comprehensive enterprise arises extensive material about the life
and times of people in context of the community. From an Anthropological perspective, the data reveal facets of cultural, historical events, social information. From a
linguistic perspective the data taps into natural, spontaneous language in use, the
vernacular linguistic system, as in (12). The question is what can be gleaned, linguistically, from this type of data?
(12) Moira Thicksson, 92, female
Mother always knit mitts. Of course I do it now but mother done it then. And I
went to school and this other wee girl come down the road the other direction.
5

Filemaker data base in the holdings of the University of Toronto Language Variation and Change
Research Laboratory, http://individual.utoronto.ca/tagliamonte/lab.html (Accessed 6-14-17 11:55)
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And when she got to school in the morning her wee hands were just about
froze. And she had no mitts. So I gave her my mitts. When I come home,
mother says, "Where's your mitts?" She went to put them to dry. I said, "Well
I gave them to this the name of the wee girl." I said, "She had no mitts and her
hands were freezin' and I had pockets." Gosh (chimes), mother never said, "Go
and get the mitts." She just sat down and knit another pair.
Click to link to sound (internet only)

It is immediately obvious that knitting was a fundamental cultural practice of this
community. In addition, it is clear that winters were severe, that children walked to
school from great distance and that benevolence was valued. Further, certain linguistic features are immediately noticeable, which harken back to the mixed Scottish and
Northern Irish founders, as in (13).
(13) a.
(13) b.

… her wee hands were just about froze.
… the name of the wee girl.

Story telling in this community utilizes a mix of present and past marked verbs, but
notice, that unlike Clara, as in (7), this elderly woman uses say/said, as in (14a). Note
too the conservative preterit forms, as in (14b-c).
(14) a.
(14) b.
(14) c.

Mother says; I said; I said …
When I come; mother done it then …
I went to school and this other wee girl come down.

Many locally situated expressions can be extracted from the data relatively easily by
asking research assistants to record in ‘interesting examples’ reports, phenomena that
they have not heard before, as in (15-18). The ‘a’ examples are direct quotes from
data, while the ‘b’ examples provide an approximate semantic interpretation.
(15) a.
(15) b.

Didn’t have a button left on his shirt he was so proud
showed considerable pride

(16) a.
(16) b.

Dogs was tonguing on the chase
barking and howling while chasing an animal

(17) a.
(17) b.

Put on a wee smudge in the stove
start a small fire

(18) a.
(18) b.

Son of a mope
a gloomy, sulky person

The same is true of ‘dialect’ words, as in (19), local pronunciations, as in (20), and
hints at non-standard spoken syntax, as in (21).
(19) a.
(19) b.
(19) c.

cow byre = cow barn
door year = front yard
lad = boy (or man)
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(19) d.

othern = others

(20) a.
(20) b.

One syllable spoken as two: elm à [ɛlɛm]
Two syllables spoken as one: syrup à sirp [srp]

(21) a.

...we kept the- what we called the purple-tops ah few of them for
the house for they were good to boil up for vegetable.
And if you wound a bear, he doesn't be very happy.

(21) b.
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Conducting a thorough inventory of all these features can be the first step in deciding
what linguistic features are worthy of analysis. For example, frequent occurrence of
so-called ‘preterit come’, as in (14b-c), a widely reported phenomenon in British (e.g.
Tidholm 1979) and American dialects (e.g. Atwood 1953) presents an ideal measure
for assessing the relative conservatism of the communities. Figure 6 shows the frequency of preterit come by speaker age (binned into old, middle and young) across
seven Ontario communities.
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FIGURE 6: Distribution of preterit come across Ontario communities (Tagliamonte to
appear).
Figure 6 plots the frequency of preterit come out of all uses of come/came for past
temporal reference. While preterit come is moribund among the young people in
every locale, it is retained — to greater and lesser degrees — among the oldest generations. This demonstrates how the expansive cross-variety perspective helps to catch
dialect forms before they are gone for good. Further, because the metadata records
social information such as age, sex, education, social networks and other attributes of
our speakers, it is possible to code these attributes into the data in order to assess how
these influences impact variation and change. With this information we can determine
not simply that the feature is being lost, but where, how and by whom.
Similarly, it is possible to track the development of ongoing change in progress. Another phenomenon of interest is the longitudinal change whereby the indefiDOCUMENTING VARIATION IN ENDANGERED LANGUAGES
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nite pronouns in –body, e.g. anybody, everybody, nobody, somebody, are being replaced by –one, e.g. anyone, everyone, no one, someone (e.g. D'Arcy, Haddican et al.
2013). In contemporary Canadian English, this system is still variable, as in (22),
suggesting ongoing change (Tagliamonte and Jankowski 2015).
(22) a.
(FV,
(22) b.
M,
(22) c.
b.
(22) d.

She needed someone to visit […] I always had somebody with me.
F, b. 1920, TOR)
I’m not blaming anybody for it […] You couldn’t hurt anyone. (LW,
b. 1925, TS)
Everyone was real tight. […] Everybody was really friendly. (JT, M,
1976, B)
Nobody is awake during the night […] No one was there. (KS, N, b.
1994, KL)

Figure 7 plots the use of –body forms of the indefinite pronouns across the Ontario
communities according to date of birth.
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FIGURE 7: Distribution of indefinite pronouns with -body across Ontario communities
(Tagliamonte and Jankowski 2015).
Figure 7 demonstrates that there is a steady decrease in the –body forms as the speakers get younger. Although this change started hundreds of years ago it is still in
progress in vernacular usage.
A general finding is that as change progresses, linguistic environments constrain how variation patterns such that “change proceeds at the same rate in all contexts” (Kroch 1989:238), a discovery that has come to be called the “Constant Rate
Effect”(Kroch 1999). For example, the expression of stative possession in English
varies between main verb have and have got, as earlier in (6e) and in (23-24). HowevDOCUMENTING VARIATION IN ENDANGERED LANGUAGES

Perspectives on linguistic documentation from sociolinguistic research on dialects

23

er, underlying this variation is a change in progress that is constrained by the nature of
the complement: have got is more likely to be used with concrete complements, as in
(23) and (24b), while have is more likely with abstract complements, as in (24b).
(23)a. He has a cottage up on Lake Simcoe and he’s got a broken leg
right now. (CDA)
(23)b. We have a Hummer and we’ve got like a lease on the Hummer.
(CDA)
(24)a. This woman’s got a donkey in her backyard. (CDA)
(24)b. I have a lot of memories. (CDA)
(24)c. I have an idea. (CDA)
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FIGURE 8: Distribution of have got variants in apparent time, York, England (Tagliamonte 2003:542; Tagliamonte 2009).
Figure 8 shows the frequency of have got out of all variants used for stative possession. As the change progresses from one form to the other, the frequency of have got
increases in apparent time. However, the contrast between concrete and abstract
complements remains stable as the change advances, displaying a constant progress of
change.
Large corpora of vernacular speech thus offer weighty information for documenting and analyzing language. By documenting regionally and locally circumscribed lexical items and expressions and analyzing linguistic variables by frequency
of forms, and patterns of linguistic and social constraints in stories, reminiscences and
conversation interactions, many questions about linguistic systems can be posed and
explained. The data can be used over and over again depending on the nature of the
question and the focus of investigation. From an archival point of view dialect materials offer the possibility of using the facts of (synchronic) linguistic variability to
establish genetic relationships, reconstruct historical roots and explain contemporary
patterns. Once these materials are machine-readable they can be stored for future
comparative work and for generations to come. The information contained the Ontario Dialects Project is, in essence, a grassroots record of culture. Speakers are engaged
in informal discussions that focus on local history, cultural practices, and many
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aspects of lived experiences. As a result of this ethnographic approach, the interviews
contain a wealth of community information, stories, folk tales, and actual events from
the past and present. In this way they are an archive of life and times in Europeanheritage Ontario communities from the late 1800’s up to the present day.
Dialect data are important for studying the history of English. The impetus for
the Origins and Development of Canadian English project comes from my long term
research on the history and development of English in the United Kingdom and
Canada. My fundamental research question is: Why does language change and how?
Depending on the relative isolation of a community, features of 17th and 18th-century
English dialects can endure, thus helping to trace the origin and history of cultural
practices. Furthermore, sociolinguists have discovered that language change tends to
start in urban centers and spread out to rural locales. This means that changes underway in urban centers such as Toronto may not have yet reached outlying areas, particularly small Ontario towns far away. Going back to the roots of Ontario English in the
hinterlands will enable me to uncover the motivations for linguistic change elsewhere
in Canada.
Dialect data also has value for historical and comparative linguistics. Yet from
a traditional perspective the study of dialects tends to be heavily descriptivist with a
focus on word choice and traditional vocabulary items. Recent research shows that
spoken dialect data contributes often otherwise undocumented evidence for the full
spectrum of language phenomena from words and sounds to grammar and discourse,
while simultaneously encoding social and cultural information.
Dialect data are deeply tied to the study of place. When it comes to Canadian
English, most material comes from dialect dictionaries and surveys that focus on
lexical items, regional differentiation and self-reports, e.g. the Canadian English
Dictionary (Barber 2004), the Linguistic Survey of the Ottawa Valley (Pringle and
Padolsky 1983) and the dialect topography project of the Greater Toronto Area.6
More recently, a large corpus on Montreal and Quebec City has been collected
(Poplack, Walker et al. 2006), but the rural dialects of Ontario are virtually untapped.
Considerable information, including an extensive bibliography on Canadian English
can be found in the Strathy Language Unit housed at Queen’s University7 or the
Canada Unit at the University of British Columbia.8 However, there are very few,
spoken language materials available in these repositories and little information on
grammatical or discourse features. These can only be studied with access to a large
sample of spoken language from a representative sample of speakers.
Finally, the burgeoning field of Digital Humanities urges all disciplines of the
need to digitize and preserve information on the human experience. Simultaneously,
there is a rallying cry from all over the English-speaking world that local dialects are
disappearing in the wake of urbanization, mobility, and economic and internet social
networking. Indeed, some researchers have argued strenuously for dialects to become
part of the language endangerment canon (Wolfram and Schilling-Estes 1995). All
indications point to the fact that the oldest generation today may be the last to retain
local dialects. The data in my lab contain this type of material. All that is required is
the time to fully explore them and to bring the information contained within them to
light for posterity. Dialect data offer a singular resource for research and will ensure
6

http://dialect.topography.chass.utoronto.ca/dt_about.php (Accessed 6-14-17 12:14)
http://www.queensu.ca/strathy/home (Accessed 6-14-17 12:15)
8
http://faculty.arts.ubc.ca/sdollinger/dchp2.htm#bib (Accessed 6-14-17 12:19)
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the preservation of the voices of Canadian pioneers along with their culture and
history for future generations. These goals converge with those of endangered language documentation. with respect to the relatively smaller number of speakers, the
lack of general awareness of the varieties and their lack of official status/recognition
4. DIALECTS IN THE NEWS. Dialects are of intrinsic interest to people in general.
Over the course of my studies of Ontario dialects, there has been considerble media
coverage. The major Canadian newspaper, The Toronto Star, ran a story entitled
“Looking for true Canadian English, there? Go north” on the front page on 9-272011.9
In addition, local papers and and radio stations have published stories about
my research wherever I have conducted sociolinguistic fieldwork. CBC news did a
story entitled “Pickin’ burries’, the Ottawa Valley dialect, 6-1-2012. A local
newspaper in Haliburton reported on my fieldwork in the area in a piece entitled
“Linguist collecting Haliburton stories for study” 5-15-2012.
A key component of my fieldwork enterprise is to ‘give back’ to the communities in which I conduct research in ways that are of use to community members,
adhering to what sociolinguists have formulated as the Principle of Linguistics Gratuity, as formulated by Wolfram (1995:23). This practice is also a common practice in
endangered language documentation and more emphasis is being given to this as well
as engagement with community members themselves, who participate in the research
and shape the research agenda (Czaykowska-Higgins 2009, Rice 2011):
"Investigators who have obtained linguistic data from members of a speech
community should actively pursue ways in which they can return linguistic
favors to the community".
All sound files and metadata are returned to the community archives for posterity,
where permissions for this have been obtained from the individuals in the sample. In
endangered language documentation emphasis is given to participatory research and
more recently to including community members themselves researchers who shape
the research agenda (e.g. Genetti and Siemens 2013). Sociolinguistic fieldwork also
makes an effort to provide usable products to the community, e.g. a book of stories
from community interviews along with a DVD, as in Figure 9. These ‘digests’ of the
full corpus are returned to the local museums, schools, senior citizen homes and
wherever else people have exhibited an interest and engagement with our work. A
similar practice is found in endangered language documentation where booklets of
collected and transcribed stories are produced for language preservation initiatives
and the production of pedagogical materials for language preservation.

9

My research has also been reported in the Ottawa Citizen and many newspapers across Canada.
Stories about the Ontario Dialects Project have also been reported in the University of Toronto magazine, on CBC Radio’s Fresh Air (1-15-12 and 11-25-15) and other broadcasts.
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FIGURE 9: Books about the communities
The books produced from sociolinguistic fieldwork projects offer community members an accessible record of their community’s stories. Few individuals will read
through the lengthy transcripts of the interviews or listen to hundreds of hours of the
conversations; however, many are fascinated with listening to stories about oldfashioned experiences, as in (25), or a story about bears, as in (26).
(25) Hide and seek
I remember we were playing hide-and-seek one day and I hid in the woodbox. And who come in before they found me but the school inspector. He
comes over, warms his hands beside the stove, and stands in front of the
wood-box and I couldn’t get out! (Ivy Franklin, age 75)
(26) Backwoods bear
This tin camp was about a mile in from where we were. Or at least we were a
mile in further than they were. Holy God! There’s a hole in the side of it. The
door’s open. And we thought, “Good God!” Obviously, a bear had been in it.
So, at hunting time we went down to visit them one rainy day and we said,
“How’d you make out?” He said, “The stupid bear” he said, “he broke in the
door and then he didn’t have enough sense to go out the side of the building!
(Ray Watkins, age 86)
Compiled in this way, this information is readily accessible. People everywhere love
to read stories that recount lived experiences from the place they live or come from.
The information could be put to significant use by playwrights, novelists, historians,
sociologists, and many others. The books also provide documentation of the existence
of the larger datasets for anyone who may want to pursue further investigation.
Whether communities under study are small languages or rural dialects of big languages, language materials collected by linguists can be made useful to the local
situation.
Sociolinguistic fieldwork can also lead to community partnerships. In some
cases local organizations have conducted oral histories with individuals and do not
have sufficient financial support for the time-consuming task of data transcription. In
these cases, their work provides the raw materials and my research funding supports
the transcription. Together these collaborations work to produce books such as those
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in Figure 10, from the Tay Valley, Ontario and the Claybelt Chronicles, from New
Liskeard, of which volume Five is advertised in the picture in Figure 11

FIGURE 10: Local publications from communities in Ontario – Tay Valley

FIGURE 11: Local publications from communities in Ontario – New Liskeard
In sum, sociolinguistic fieldwork has impact beyond linguistic import, consistent with
the Principle of Linguistic Gratuity (Wolfram and Schilling-Estes 1995:23), and
potentially of use to field linguists and scholars interested in language documentation,
as summarized in (27):
(27)a. Machine-readable, searchable data bases using orthographic transcription
(27)b. Metadata with social and other information
(27)c. Books and materials for communities
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(27)d. Community involvement
(27)e. Student training in fieldwork, ethics, ethnography, giving back, experiential
learning
To conclude, this chapter has offered an overview of the practises, procedures and
products of sociolinguistic fieldwork and demonstrated the insights that can be gained
from tapping the vernacular languages in action. Conversational interactions, storytelling and life stories are insightful for tapping linguistic features that may not arise
other than in usage. Single speakers can exhibit variation that they, themselves, are
entirely unaware of and would not admit to using. Spoken language contains discourse-pragmatic phenomena and other features not found in any other register of
language. Finally, vernacular language offers unique insights into history, culture,
identity and other social and psychological characteristics (see alsoTagliamonte 2007,
Tagliamonte 2014).
Scholars who work on endangered language documentation and scholars who
work on dialects and variation are engaged in very similar undertaking. The unifying
characteristic is the goal to document the language, variety or dialect as thoroughly as
possible, including annotation, meta-data, community-involvement and student
training. However, endangered language documentation is often challenged by very
difficult access to endangered communities, limited numbers of fluent speakers and
the need for native speakers to transcribe natural speech material. Insights from
sociolinguistic fieldwork in the variationist tradition include: 1) the fact that variation
can be found even within a single speaker as long as range of styles are represented;
2) coverage of speakers of varying age and sex can tap change in progress; 3) storytelling, personal histories and spoken interaction offer rich insights into language
variation and change; and 4) social and situational information offer further insight
into linguistic behaviour. Greater collaboration across these disciplines could lead to
an integrative new approach to endangered language documentation and richer, more
accessible linguistic materials that will not only be of use to linguists and communities but also to the broader population where there is an abiding interest in language
puzzles, whether ancient codes or modern innovations. More importantly, it will
ensure a superior reservoir of knowledge to be preserved for the future.
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This paper contributes to recently expanded interest in documenting variable as well as
categorical patterns of endangered languages. It describes approaches, tools and
curricular developments that have benefitted from involving students who are
heritage language community members, key to expanding variationist focus to a wider
range of languages. I describe aspects of the Heritage Language Variation and
Change Project in Toronto, contrasting a “truly” endangered language to a less clearly
endangered language. Faetar, with <700 homeland speakers (in Italy) and some 200 in
Toronto, and no transmission to a third generation in Toronto, is endangered by any
definition. Heritage Italian, in contrast, is a diasporic variety related to a robust homeland
variety as well as the mother tongue of 166,000 Torontonians. However, reports of strong
English influence on the language and transmission statistics both suggest that it too
is endangered in Toronto. Homeland and Heritage patterns are compared to
better understand the processes of language variation and change in lesser-studied
varieties, with a focus on null subject patterns. Analysis of the more endangered language
helps interpret otherwise ambiguous patterns in the less endangered language. Results
indicate that neither heritage language exhibits the simplification anticipated for small
languages in contact with a majority language.
1. INTRODUCTION. Recently, there is expanded interest in the documentation of
variable as well as categorical patterns in the process of endangered language
documentation, as encapsulated in this recommendation by Childs et al. (2014:1):1
[The field would benefit from] a greater emphasis on conversational data
and the documentation of naturally occurring conversation … collecting
sociolinguistic data which can inform language planning and policy; and
creating opportunities for training in sociolinguistic documentation.
This quotation succinctly describes the methods of variationist (or Labovian, cf.
Labov 1972, 1984) sociolinguistics, an approach that seeks to understand the factors that
1
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constrain variable patterns (phonological, syntactic, etc.) in conversational speech.
Importantly, we also are observing expanded work in the opposite direction: variationist
sociolinguists are increasingly examining smaller and less well-documented languages, as
evidenced by the LSA Special Session from which this issue arose (cf. Drager et al. 2016,
Chirkova et al. 2016) and works in Harrison (2005), Meyerhoff & Nagy (2008) and
Stanford & Preston (2007). This work is critical for understanding whether the types of
patterns that have been reported thus far in variationist sociolinguistics apply to a broader
range of languages and communities. Such an approach can highlight patterns of
individual and dialect differences rather than forcing Nagys of grammars to choose
between variants (see Nagy 2009). Such documentation can be valuable to language
internal comparative reconstruction, adding value to early phases of language
documentation.
This paper has two intertwined goals. The first is to show a useful adaptation of
sociolinguistic methodology that makes it possible to study under-documented varieties
in a variationist framework: training speakers of lesser-studied languages as
sociolinguists. The second is to illustrate this process, and its benefits, by describing the
methods and outcomes of a study comparing patterns of null subject (pro-drop) variation
in Homeland and Heritage varieties of two languages, Faetar and Italian. In addition to
documenting these varieties, this contributes to better understanding the processes of
language variation and change in lesser-studied varieties, in order to see how well
generalizations based on larger and better-documented languages can account for new
types of data. The cross-variety comparison helps interpret otherwise ambiguous patterns,
suggesting an additional benefit of expanding our focus to additional languages: the
potential to use patterns and findings from one language to help understand another.
Adapting methods from one field to another should not be undertaken without
considerations of appropriateness. While the Childs et al. quote above seems to
recommend sociolinguistic methods, their immediate continuation questions whether the
western origins of the field may be problematic in efforts to expand to other (e.g., nonwestern, non-first world, non-majority) languages:
Consideration of sociolinguistic language documentation […] questions
the ways in which Western language ideologies […] may be unduly
influencing documentary practice in other parts of the world (Childs et al.
2014:1).
This highlights a critical question that arises when we apply comparative
sociolinguistic methods to a bigger range of languages: What differences matter? That is,
what exactly changes when we look at minority and smaller languages, languages that are
less well-documented, both generally and in terms of the variation they encompass? We
see this addressed in Labov (2015), which describes how explorations in languages
beyond English reinforce but also better focus our understanding of basic sociolinguistic
principles, particularly related to the role of gender. However, much of our understanding
of the connections between synchronic variation and change remain based on work from
a few large, well-studied languages.
This paper straddles the domains of languages less studied in the variationist
paradigm and of endangered language documentation, with the aim of modeling a
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combined approach. In the remainder of this introduction, I summarize the most relevant
distinctions in methods (of data collection and the inquiry processes) between variationist
sociolinguistics and endangered language documentation.
2. AN OVERVIEW OF SOCIOLINGUISTIC INQUIRY. Nearly fifty years of work
in the Labovian paradigm of simultaneous quantitative analysis of multiple factors
influencing variation in spontaneous speech (cf. Labov 1984 for detailed description of
methods) has led us to expect certain social patterns to repeatedly emerge. These involve
the correlation of social factors like age, ethnicity, sex and status2 to linguistic variation.
We thus understand the variable linguistic patterns correlated to these factors to be
indicative of the social structure of the speech community: speakers with more social
factors in common will share greater similarity in how they talk. We also have developed
an understanding of patterns of social differences, reflected in linguistic patterns, that are
predictive of variables undergoing change vs. those variables which are stable over time
and that distinguish between changes from below and changes from above (cf. Labov
2001).3 Some examples of generally accepted principles or generalizations, mostly
excerpted from articles in a recent handbook (Bayley et al. 2013) are listed in (1). To
exemplify the approach, age and sex-related patterns are considered in the analysis of
pro-drop variation that follows.
(1)

Widely-accepted sociolinguistic generalizations regarding social factors
•

•

•

Age-related patterns
o Apparent Time Construct (Bailey et al. 1991): Younger speakers
represent newer stages of a variety than older speakers
o Rate of use of innovative variants peaks in the adolescent age
range (D’Arcy 2013:490)
o Vernacular reorganization by young adults (Labov 2001)
o Stability across the (adult) lifespan (Walker & Meyerhoff
2013:178, Sankoff 2013:261, but see D’Arcy 2013:489 and
Sankoff 2013:270 for counter-examples)
Sex-related patterns
o Women use fewer stigmatized variants than men (Bayley 2013:14)
o Women are the innovators in linguistic change (Labov 1990:205)
o Women pattern like men of the next-higher social class (Bayley
2013:14)
Class-related patterns
o Curvilinear social class pattern: we find more innovation among
speakers of central than peripheral social classes (Labov 1990:205)
o Hypercorrection by (females in) the second-highest social class
(Labov 2001:223-224)

2

Status is often operationalized by measures of socio-economic standing, education, or type of
employment.
3
Changes from below are those that arise without conscious awareness of the speakers producing them and
often are exhibited first by speakers with lower status. In contrast, changes from above are produced with
greater awareness and are used first by speakers with higher status.
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Style-related patterns
o Convergence of rates of use of stigmatized vs. non-stigmatized
forms in more formal styles (Labov 1972)
o Bell’s Axiom: stylistic stratification reflects social stratification in
a particular community for a particular variable (Bell 1984)
Network-related patterns
o “relatively closed social networks with strong community-based
ties tend to maintain non-legitimized linguistic codes… [while
networks of people with] “weak community-based ties tend to
accept the dominance of legitimized linguistic codes” (Milroy &
Milroy 1992:22)
o Shared repertoires within communities of practice (Holmes &
Meyerhoff 1999)

We have also developed expectations regarding linguistic factors, as discussed in
Guy (2015). We expect, for example, phonological variation to be gradiently influenced
by phonotactic constraints, markedness, and satisfaction of the Obligatory Contour
Principle. We expect syntactic variation to be influenced by information structure and
ambiguity effects. In the analysis below, information structure is operationalized and
ambiguity is indirectly examined through the coding of person/number and form of the
subject, and tense, of each token sentence.
These patterns of effects of social and linguistic factors are critical components of
the variationist field, often received as universals. But, unlike the field of linguistics more
broadly, variationist sociolinguistic research has developed by examining primarily
English, with research on French and Spanish occupying most of the rest of the
publication space of this field (Nagy & Meyerhoff 2008). Across even these three widelystudied languages, there is not a great deal of overlap in what sort of variation is
investigated. That is, different linguistic patterns have become the “showcase” variables
for different languages. For example, variation in pre-verbal negation marking, future
tense marking, affrication of coronal stops and deletion of word-initial /l/ have been
extensively investigated in French. None of these have been investigated (much) in
English, which instead has been the target of much study of variation in the copula, verbs
of quotation, velar fronting (ING),4 and consonant-cluster simplification (T,D). Spanish
has much work devoted to null-subject variation and aspiration/deletion of word-final /s/.
While, of course, other variables have also been examined, listing them here would not
increase the overlap in targets of investigation across these languages.
In addition to a difference in dependent variables examined, there is not
consensus on the effects of the independent variables. As we look toward smaller
languages, language contact issues cannot be ignored. In a world where most individuals
speak more than one language and most languages are in contact with other languages,
the study of language in its social context must take into account language contact effects
4

Abbreviations used in this paper: HLVC Heritage Language Variation and Change Project; (ING)
sociolinguistic variable consisting of the alternation between velar and alveolar nasals in the -ing
morpheme; ISTAT Istituto Nazionale di Statistica; LSA Linguistic Society of America; NWAV New Ways
of Analyzing Variation conference; (T,D) sociolinguistic variable consisting of the variable deletion of a
word-final /t/ or /d/ in a consonant cluster; VOT Voice Onset Time.
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(Ravindranath 2015:243). To understand whether constraints on variation, such as those
listed in (1), reflect cross-linguistic universals, it is thus necessary to look more closely at
a wider range of languages and linguistic contexts, including non-western, smaller and
lower-status languages.
There are, however, a number of reasons that such work is not happening more
quickly. What we might consider as “classical” sociolinguistic training involves work on
large, well-documented languages and differs in crucial ways from documentation work.
Indeed, in many cases, student-training involves contributing to an already-existing
project and corpus of data – the language is not just well-documented in the classical
sense, but also in terms of its variation. Furthermore, training tends to involve languages
whose grammar is well-described, often including even the variation of the “practice”
variables that students examine – think of the many student projects on (ING) or (T,D).
Fieldworkers and analysts are often native speakers of the language under investigation.
There is usually a big and accessible population of speakers of the language. In addition
to the language and many of its variable patterns being already well-described, such
training is often undertaken in communities whose social structures are well described. A
final critical fact is that the speakers are often treated as monolingual – descriptions,
particularly in studies of North American English, often don’t even mention the
possibility that they may also speak another language.
2.1 Working with smaller languages. Scholars whose goal it is to document smaller
languages face an entirely different scenario. I describe first some of the differences
between working with dominant vs. minority languages, and then focus in on additional
differences that arise in work with endangered languages. An underlying presumption of
much research about perceptions of (and perhaps also production of) linguistic variation
is encapsulated in Herder’s equation, the concept of a necessary connection between
one’s language, one’s culture, and one’s nation-state. For speakers of minority languages,
such connections may not exist (Foley 2005:157-8). It is important for us to learn how
this may influence attitudinal factors.
First, it is important to recognize speakers of minority languages are frequently
bilingual and that bilingual5 speakers have their very choice of language as a resource for
constructing identity, as explained by Wei (2013:43).
For the multilingual speaker, language choice is not only an effective
means of communication but also an act of identity (Le Page & TabouretKeller 1985). Every time we say something in one language when we
might just as easily have said it in another, we are reconnecting with
people, situations, and power configurations from our history of past
interactions and imprinting on that history our attitudes towards the people
and languages concerned. Through language choice, we maintain and
change ethnic-group boundaries and personal relationships, and construct
and define ‘self’ and ‘other’ within a broader political economy and
historical context.

5

‘Bilingual’ denotes bi- or multilingual.
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Therefore, bilinguals need not rely solely on language-internal variation (of the
types listed in (1)) for identity-construction work (see discussion in Nagy et al. 2016).
The impact of this could best be understood by studies that look both at speakers’ choices
between languages and within each language – not something often seen in the literature
– and then make connections between these. Results so far, however, suggest that there is
little correlation between these types of choices. Poplack & Turpin (1999:158) report, “no
correlation between variant use [future tense forms in Ottawa-Hull French] and level of
bilingualism was found.” Working with the same corpus, Leroux & Jarmasz (2006:1112) and Lealess & Smith (2011:12) report no effect of the Cumulative French Proficiency
Index on null subjects and subject relative pronoun choice, respectively. This index
includes frequency of use of French and English in its calculations (Poplack et al.
2006:191). Grimm (2015:141-2) shows a similar lack of correlation between production
of subjunctive forms and relative use of French and English among bilinguals in four
Ontario towns. Similarly, Nagy et al. (2014) explored ways of showing a connection
between (self-reported) language use and several sociolinguistic variables in the heritage
language production of various groups of bilingual speakers and was not able to show
significant correlation (this includes the Italian null subject variation examined in §4.1).
In contrast, however, Waltermire (2010:296) reports a significant effect of rate of use of
Portuguese vs. Spanish on the pattern of production of a Portuguese-source variant in
bilingual speakers’ Spanish and Nagy et al. (2014) did find a correlation between (selfreported) language use and null subject variation for first generation Heritage Cantonese
speakers).
The following distinctions between variable patterns in minority vs. dominant
languages may (or may not) be related to this role of language choice in identity
construction and reflect the non-universality, when we expand our purview to include
minority languages, of the claims listed in (1). Stanford & Preston (2007:8) note that
social factors may behave differently in minority languages, noting counterexamples to
the trend that women lead linguistic changes. Blainey (2013) reports that social variables
“like sex, socio-economic class, literacy, ethnic identity, speech register, and home town”
may lose influence in contracting languages, citing work in Dubois & Noetzel
(2005:135), King (1989), and Rottet (1995:309). She further suggests that education (not
necessarily in the language being studied) may mediate the role of other social factors in
language minority situations. Age, also, may operate differently. For example, studies of
English have suggested an ‘adolescent peak,’ the phenomenon that late teens show higher
rates of use of innovative variants than speakers both older and younger than them
(Cedergren 1973, 1988, D’Arcy 2013, Labov 2001). In the western urban societies where
this has been reported (cf. Tagliamonte & D’Arcy 2007), this age effect may relate to
moving out of the parental home and mixing more with people from other communities
in the university setting.6 In communities where leaving home for university in late
adolescence is not a dominant trend, or where the language under study is not the
language of education, we do not know if such a linguistic pattern would be observed. As
one potential counterexample, youth around age 12, living in Faeto, Italy, begin to speak
their hometown variety, called Faetar (discussed in Section 4), more frequently than
6

In a recent survey, 75% of Canadians had some access to post-secondary education by the age of
21(McMullen 2011).
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younger children (Nagy 2000:6). This occurs at the time when they must commute to a
neighboring town for school, where they mix with students who are not speakers of
Faetar. The effect of this lifestyle on variable patterns in their speech has not yet been
examined. Heritage languages are another ripe context for study of this effect: the set of
interlocutors with whom speakers interact in their heritage language likely changes less,
with the start of university studies, than the set of interlocutors with whom English (or the
majority language) is used. This is but a few examples of how the “universals” in (1)
might be challenged by studies of additional (types of) languages.
Additionally, to the extent that documentation is not conducted by speakers of the
target language, communities are likely to have different social structures than those with
which the researchers are familiar from personal experience. The challenges of
calibrating linguistic variation to social variation in this situation are evident (cf. Stanford
2013). A framework for cross-cultural comparison is lacking in our field.
Next, attitudes toward a minority language that is not (well-) supported by state
institutions, etc., have a greater likelihood of being negative than that of a well-supported
majority language. As Garrett (2010:7) puts it:
Attitudes toward language varieties are generally influenced by the
process of language… When one language variety is deemed “standard,”
that impacts (usually devalues) the status of the other language varieties
and of the social groups using those language varieties in a particular
context.
Milroy (2001:535) suggests this causal relationship:
Prestige is acquired through the process of standardization in a given
society in a given time, and it is most often associated with a social group
with weighty influence in the society.
Ó Riagáin (2008:333-4) and Hilton & Gooskens (2013:150-153) provide
additional evidence of this trend. This regards both the attitudes of the minority
language’s speakers and those with whom they may be in contact. As we know that
speaker attitudes are correlated to at least some aspects of linguistic variation, this may
impact linguistic variability. To illustrate, here is a typical description of heritage Italian.
While these quotations are from a linguist, they represent the view expressed by many
speakers in my own fieldwork experience in several languages and communities. Two
common themes are expressed: that heritage or diaspora varieties have eroded due to
simplification of the grammar and that such varieties are necessarily subject to
interference from the dominant language in the community.
È evidente la semplificazione non solo del sistema verbale, ma più in
generale la semplificazione delle strutture linguistiche, … la perdita di
alcuni tratti (soprattutto a livello morfologico) (Palumbo 2014:31).
Simplification is evident in the verbal system and more generally in
linguistic structure, losing certain features, especially morphological.

DOCUMENTING VARIATION IN ENDANGERED LANGUAGES

Documenting variation in (endangered) heritage languages: How and why?

40

L’italiano di emigrazione si presenta come … una varietà molto simile
all’italiano popolare, …soggetta all’influenza della lingua di adstrato
(Palumbo 2014:23).
The Italian of immigration is very similar to Italiano Popolare, subject to
adstrate influence.
Finally, in language contact situations, speakers may differ in their degree of
fluency in the language(s) being documented, requiring the researcher to make judgments
about the representativity of the data that different speakers provide (cf. Nagy 2009:411).
Speakers of heritage/diaspora varieties may not fully replicate homeland varieties
because of “quantitatively deficient input” to learners. That is, heritage speakers receive
less input in their heritage language than those living in a monolingual community to the
extent that they receive input in the community’s dominant language. While much work
has suggested that this leads to different grammars (cf. Montrul 2009, Polinsky 2011), it
is not clearly established whether this also influences sociolinguistic competence (but see
Albirini & Chakrani 2016, Kang 2015) for recent work in this area. Because of the
possibility of language change accelerated due to contact phenomena, these can be
particularly fruitful sites of investigation to improve our understanding of linguistic
variation.
2.2 Working with endangered languages. We turn next to the additional challenges
faced by researchers documenting variation in languages which are not just smaller but
also endangered. First, of course, the targets of language documentation are, by
definition, languages that are not well-documented. Basic facts about the grammar must
be established, often simultaneously with assessing the variable patterns (Meyerhoff
forthcoming). “Pre-fab” variables relevant to these languages have not been previously
described in publication, so they are not available for diagnostic purposes. For moribund
languages, it may not be possible to sample the language of every speaker category (by,
e.g., age, sex or status) in order to categorize variable patterns as likely to be indicative of
stability, change from above or change from below, as discussed in (1).
Second, there are frequent claims of conservatism in heritage and/or endangered
languages (cf. Woolard 1989:355). We can find these in the literature at least since
Dorian’s (1980) pioneering work with semi-speakers of Eastern Scots Gaelic.
Conservatism was explored in Thepboriruk (2015) and was the focus of the “Heritage
and diaspora varieties” panel at the 2015 NWAV44 conference.
Third, with fewer speakers available, the importance of careful consideration of
inter-speaker variability increases. In addition, when there is no “standard” to calibrate
against, documentation is subject to the impact of inter-transcriber, inter-translator and
inter-coder variability, in ways that require further exploration (Rice 2014; Julien Carrier,
p.c., Dec. 21, 2015). Thus recording a range of speakers and applying variationist
methods to account for as much of the variation as possible increases in importance.
This section has highlighted some of the distinctions between the research
contexts that are typical of variationist work and those typical of endangered language
documentation. After considering these, we must consider whether, differences
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notwithstanding, we could accept the “universal principles” in (1) as guiding principles in
any case.
3. THE HERITAGE LANGUAGE VARIANTION AND CHANGE PROJECT. A
key to expanding the set of the languages that can be documented and analyzed in this
way is broader student involvement. In many universities today, particularly those
catering to urban populations in multilingual cities, the pool of languages spoken by
students is considerably larger than the pool spoken by sociolinguistics professors. In
such contexts, our field can benefit by encouraging and training students to conduct
research on more languages, expanding the range of languages subjected to variationist
analysis and comparison. This section highlights and defines the critical role of students
and suggests means of increasing student involvement in minority language
documentation.
The Heritage Language Variation and Change project (HLVC, Nagy 2011) is a
large-scale project investigating variation and change in heritage languages spoken in the
Greater Toronto Area (hereafter, Toronto). In order to push variationist research beyond
its majority language and monolingual speaker-focused core, its goals are to document
and describe a set of heritage languages. Languages currently included are Cantonese,
Faetar, Hungarian, Italian, Korean, Polish, Russian and Ukrainian. Of these, only half are
spoken by faculty in the Nagy’s Linguistics Department. This expansion of variationist
approaches provides evidence that bears on the issues raised in the introduction: whether
the “universal principles” in (1) are applicable in minority and lesser-studied language
contexts.
3.1 Overview of HLVC Methods. Documentation involves the creation of a corpus of
spoken language, transcribed and time-aligned to audio recordings, that is available
online for research on a variety of topics. Our in-depth interviews with HL speakers
simultaneously produce speech samples containing tokens of many linguistic variables
and emic information about potentially relevant social contexts.
The documentation process entails comparison of variable patterns in each
heritage variety, their homeland comparator languages, and the local variety of English.
This allows us to compare both stable variation and changes in progress found in these
varieties to those reported in the literature for dominant and better-described languages.
Thomason & Kaufman (1988:111) highlight a vexing paradox in language contact
research: once contact has occurred, it may not be easy to access the pre-contact variety,
yet contrasting these is crucial. To trace the trajectory of change, we contrast the
linguistic systems of speakers with greater and lesser contact with their HL and the
majority language (English in Toronto), providing snapshots of language change on a
“fast track.” These are interpreted and compared in the variationist paradigm to determine
whether there is contact-induced variation (Poplack & Levey 2010). In addition to
comparing heritage speakers who report greater vs. lesser use of English, we compare
heritage speakers to homeland speakers. This latter group, even in today’s globalizing
world, have less contact with English than do people living in Toronto. This provides a
clear backdrop against which contact-induced changes, if any exist, should be highlighted
(cf. Thomason 2001, Nichols 2008). As is typical in variationist investigation, patterns of
variation related to age and sex, as summarize din (1), are also sought.
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3.2 Student involvement in the HLVC Project. Additional goals of the HLVC Project
include training students and speakers of the heritage languages to conduct linguistic
research and providing resources to speakers and communities (cf. Nagy 2017 for
additional details). Working directly with students who are community members allows
for a more ethnographically-informed approach, partially alleviating the problem
described above of social structures that differ from those in the researcher’s personal
experience. Students who are community members provide a conduit to communities that
might otherwise be inaccessible to outsiders. As noted above, students are fluent speakers
of a wider range of languages than those spoken by sociolinguistics professors (within a
department), a key asset for data-collection in the variationist sociolinguistic paradigm.
The HLVC Project has fine-tuned methods allowing a large network of students
and faculty with complementary expertise to efficiently collect, transcribe, and archive
data. Our heavy reliance on student involvement is motivated by two goals. The first is to
provide training to students (and allow us to benefit from university resources designated
for this purpose). The second is to promote research on languages not spoken by
professional sociolinguists in Toronto. Research methods, tools and principles, as well as
courses and programs of independent study at various levels, have benefitted from the
involvement of students who are members of each heritage language community.
Students are regularly consulted regarding methodology, allowing the project to benefit
from technological innovations that students may introduce as well as utilizing methods
that student researchers find accessible and beneficial. This has led to substantive
innovations in our practices and new research questions.
This project is located in Toronto (pop. ~5.5 million). Half its current residents
were born outside of Canada and thus many languages are spoken. The 2011 census
reports 200+ home languages. (Statistics Canada 2011a). The University of Toronto has
nearly 85,000 students. One third of undergraduate students (in a recent University
sample) report that they speak a language other than English at home.7 The University
encourages undergraduate research, a critical advantage to the HLVC project. Thus there
are university resources to support student involvement in research projects. Recruitment
of such students comes in many guises. Most years, I offer a first-year seminar,
“Exploring Heritage Languages,” that is aimed at introducing research questions and
methods to speakers of heritage languages (and other interested students). Workstudy
positions and RAships are offered that require being a fluent speaker of a heritage
language but no linguistic skills. Posters recruiting participants often also attract the
attention of new researchers. Students are attracted primarily because of opportunities to
engage with and support their heritage languages, but they also are compensated through
paid work; volunteer citations in their co-curricular transcripts; or academic credit for
research completed as part of a course, independent student, or the undergraduate
Research Opportunity Program.
The many students who have participated as RAs are featured on the project’s
website.8 Students in every stage of their bachelor’s degree studies, as well as MA and
PhD students, participate. This range of methods of attracting students to the project has
produced a trajectory where a few students have worked on the HLVC project throughout
7

http://leadershipstudy.net
http://projects.chass.utoronto.ca/ngn/HLVC/3_2_active_ra.php,
http://projects.chass.utoronto.ca/ngn/HLVC/3_3_former_ra.php
8

DOCUMENTING VARIATION IN ENDANGERED LANGUAGES

Documenting variation in (endangered) heritage languages: How and why?

43

their entire undergraduate (or MA) experience, or for the last years of their BA plus their
MA and, in one case, also the PhD.9 However, the majority of student-researchers
(upwards of 100 since 2009) have been involved in only one course or research
assistantship. Students who show particular interest or aptitude are encouraged to
continue.
Via this array of opportunities, we train students with high HL proficiency to
participate in every stage: designing methods, recruiting and interviewing speakers,
transcribing and coding data, analyzing sociolinguistic patterns within and across
languages, and dissemination. Students with training in sociolinguistics, or in the process
of acquiring such training, but with less or no HL proficiency are also involved in the
analysis and dissemination stages, working in collaboration with fluent HL speakers. This
develops transferable analytic, organizational and communicative skills of benefit to
students across disciplines. Different stages of the process require different skills,
allowing the project to offer opportunities to virtually all interested students. We maintain
a stream of fresh input to the project with over a dozen students/year engaged in the
project, building a trajectory of professionalization for speakers of less frequently studied
languages.
Students who belong to each heritage language’s community recruit, interview
and record speakers, transcribe and proofread, produce meta-data to make the corpus
more widely useful and accessible, and code variable linguistic patterns. Each of these
steps may be conducted by different individuals or teams of students, making it essential
that we have clear documentation of each stage of our work. This makes the HLVC
Project run more smoothly but also produces data that is more readily usable by others.
Here it is relevant to note the exceptional case of Faetar, the one language in the
HLVC Project that is endangered in its homeland variety, in addition to lacking
transmission to a third generation in Toronto, coupled with a lack of continued migration
from Faeto. This is the only language in the HLVC Project where there is no overlap
between university students and heritage language speakers. Therefore, fluent speakers
who are not students work (in paid or more often volunteer capacities) in tandem with
students who are non-speakers of Faetar. This provides training to some community
members who are not university students (often retired teachers) and also provides
training more typical of documentation fieldwork to students who are not speakers of the
language. Non-student community members and non-community-member students with
knowledge of related varieties have successfully transcribed, coded and helped analyze
the Faetar data used in this paper.
We develop, again with student input, assignments and class activities related to
heritage language study.10 These benefit from a purpose-built, student-oriented data
server.11 Quotes illustrating positive student responses to course assignments and brief
descriptions of the assignments are included in Nagy (2016:26-28).
In addition to weighing in on methodological decisions, students propose
variables to analyze. As we lack local linguists working on some of these languages, this
9

These methods are listed online at http://projects.chass.utoronto.ca/ngn/HLVC/5_1_opportunities.php
See assignment descriptions at http://individual.utoronto.ca/ngn/teaching.htm (courses LIN251 and
TBB199).
10

11

Server described at http://corpora.chass.utoronto.ca.
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is a critical contribution that allows the project to move forward. Students are also the
principal creators of heritage language resources, cf. the Wikipedia page “Heritage
Languages in Toronto,” created in 2016 by a group of first year undergraduate students,
outlining the ethnolinguistic vitality (based on demographics, institutional support and
status, cf. Giles et al. 1977) of nine heritage languages. Students have also proposed
several ways of adapting methods developed by Walt Wolfram and his colleagues to
bring awareness of linguistic variation into the heritage language classroom.
4. A COMPARISON OF TWO VARIETIES – MORE AND LESS ENDANGERED.
This section presents examples of the type of linguistic analysis that is conducted in the
HLVC project, highlighting the blend of documentation and variationist analysis, and
contrasting the methods required for bigger and smaller, more and less described,
languages. Analysis of the more endangered language provides a new lens through which
to interpret the variable patterns of the less endangered language. Unlike many previous
studies of null-subject variation, here there is no evidence of influence from contact with
local majority languages. The role of students in each stage is highlighted.
The two languages are Italian (the variety spoken in Calabria) and Faetar, a
Francoprovençal isolate spoken in Faeto and Celle, two mountaintop villages in Apulia,
Italy.12 Italian was selected for inclusion in the HLVC Project because it was, at the time,
the most common mother tongue in Toronto after English and has been a solid presence
in the city for over 100 years. In contrast, Faetar was selected because so little is
documented about both the language and the community, in Toronto as well as in Italy.
We can expect certain differences between it and Italian and between both languages and
English.
Faeto had 638 residents in 2014 and Celle had 166 (City Population 2016).
Heritage Faetar demographics have not been documented by official census. It is
estimated that there are between 30 and 300 speakers in Toronto, though estimates go as
high as 1,000 for the number of people who trace their families to Faeto or Celle and now
reside in Toronto. Most Faetani and Cellesi came to Toronto, directly from Italy, in the
1950’s and 1960’s. I have found no report of speakers arriving earlier. All Faetar
speakers in Italy also speak Italian and, as far as I know, this is also the case for all Faetar
speakers in Toronto. In Faeto, the number of English speakers is very close to zero.
In contrast, the census records indicate that 166,415 people, or ~3% of Toronto,
reported Italian as their mother tongue in the 2011 census and 475,090 (~10% of the city)
claim Italian as their ethnic origin (Statistics Canada 2011a,b). The situations of Faetar
and Italian contrast in Italy as well. There, nearly 61 million people (virtually every
resident) speak Italian. 35% of Italians living in Calabria report speaking Calabrese (a
regional variety) as well as Italian (ISTAT 2007). We do not have access to statistics on
the number of Torontonians from these groups who also speak English.
Heritage Italian speakers are commonly assumed to exhibit interference from
English in their grammar, as indicated in the quotes from Palumbo above. Such
interference has been documented for the lexicon (Cieri 1985, Danesi 1983-84, 1984, del
Torto 2008, 2010, Fortier 1991). Danesi (1984), in contrast, suggests no influence of
12

Faeto is 10 km from Celle by car, but less than 2 km on foot. I refer to the varieties spoken in both
villages as Faetar, although they are sometimes referred to by distinct labels (Faetar, Cellese).
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English on Heritage Italian phonology, morphology and syntax. This claim is supported
in an analysis of VOT (voice onset time) of Italian-speakers in Toronto (Nagy et al. 2013)
where no inter-generational differences indicating change toward the longer lag VOT
pattern of English was noted. Faetar speakers, in addition, are expected to exhibit
interference from Italian, both in Italy and in Toronto.
4.1 Case study: Variable Null Subject Presence (Pro-drop). To determine whether
these two minority languages undergo interference from English at the morphosyntactic
level, analyses of variable null subject presence, in English, Faetar, and Italian were
undertaken. Variable null subject presence constitutes a “conflict site” (Poplack &
Meechan 1998) in that the probabilistic grammar describing the rate of use and factors
conditioning its use differ across these languages. English has virtually no null subjects in
conversational speech (~2% of finite clauses, reported in Nagy et al. 2011). Faetar and
Italian both have a much higher rate of finite verbs with no overt subject, though different
factors condition the pattern in each language. Thus, if we find increasing similarity
across generations among the languages which are in contact with each other, we have
evidence that might be accounted for by the influence of language contact. In the contexts
we consider, the overt and null forms appear to be in free variation, though stochastically
conditioned by a number of factors. The variability is evident in (2) and (3), sentences
produced by the same Heritage Italian speaker:
(2)

No overt subject pronoun (Italian)
Ø Avevo 14 anni e mia moglie ce ne aveva 13.
Ø (I) was 14 and my wife was only 13… [I1M75A]13

(3)

Overt subject pronoun (Italian)
Io ho detto “Ok, ce la faccio, io.”
I said, “OK, I’ll do it.” [I1M75A]

Faetar is more complicated in that sentences may contain zero, one or two (a
weak plus a strong, personal or impersonal) subject pronouns. For this analysis null
pronominal subjects are contrasted to any combination of one or more overt personal or
impersonal pronouns. We thus have sentences of the types shown in (4-8), produced by
Heritage Faetar speakers (adapted from Nagy et al. forthcoming). In addition, weak and
strong subject pronouns may appear in a clause that has a [+Argument], or nominal,
subject, as in (9) or with a demonstrative subject pronoun as in (10).
(4)

No overt subject pronoun (Faetar)
/ɛ lu dʒorɛ Ø stav a la kaz/
and that day, [Ø=I] was at the house (F1F79)

13

Speakers in the HLVC corpus are identified by speaker codes which indicate, in order, the first letter of
the language, their generation, their sex and their age. The final character differentiates between otherwise
demographically identical participants. Thus this first example comes from a Heritage Italian, first
generation, male speaker who is 75 years old.
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(5)

Weak pronoun (Faetar)
/e i stavə vakant/
and it was vacant (F1M92A)

(6)

Strong pronoun (Faetar)
/no iʎɛ sta tutːə/
No, he was always… (F1F79A)

(7)

Strong + Weak pronoun (Faetar)
/iʎɛ i e lu me prɛfɛriːtə/
She-strong she-weak is my favorite (F1F79A)

(8)

Expletive pronoun (Faetar)
/o sundə kuntə k e pa lua:/
There are tales that are not true (F0M30A)

(9)

Noun + weak pronoun (Faetar)
/pəke as a la mɛtá də dʒunjə lə tʃɛras i amaturavand/
because in the middle of June the cherries they-weak ripen (F1M76A)

(10)

Demonstrative pronoun + weak pronoun (Faetar)
/səl i fati a lu koriərə kanades/
This-one he works at the Corriere Canadese (F2M58A)

46

The investigation described below is a cross-linguistic comparison of both rates of
null subjects and contextual effects that condition the probability of a null subject.
Homeland and heritage, Italian and Faetar are examined via parallel methodology.
Because of potential differences in the influence of the level of formality or
accommodation toward the variable null subject pattern of different interviewers on the
variable null subject rate, comparison of conditioning effects is established as a more
robust way of determining degree of similarity between varieties under comparison
(Torres Cacoullos & Travis 2015:376). In the context of this paper, though, it should be
noted that the expectation of formality or accommodation effects is based on studies of
larger languages (Tagliamonte 2006, Walker 2010) and is, thus, within the set of accepted
“universals” that should be verified in a wider range of languages.
4.1.2 Methods. Participants in the HLVC Project are selected in order to fill a multidimensional matrix in which language, generation, age group and sex intersect, in order
to seek effects of the type listed in (1). We define three generational groups of heritage
speakers, as in (11):
(11)
•

Generations compared
Homeland: The speaker was born and still resides in their hometown (in Calabria
or in Faeto) in Italy.
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•

First: The speaker was born in Calabria or Faeto and moved to Toronto after age
18. They have subsequently lived in Toronto for 20+ years. Thus they fully
acquired their mother tongue prior to immigration and have likely stabilized in the
acquisition of additional languages.

•

Second: The speaker was born in Toronto (or came from the homeland before the
age of 6). Their parents qualify as 1st generation according to the definition above.
They claim the heritage language as their mother tongue, having acquired it in the
home from birth.

•

Third: The speaker was born in Toronto. Their parents qualify as 2nd generation
according to the definition above. Such speakers have been recorded for Italian
but not Faetar.

For Italian, students who are members of the Heritage Italian speech community
are in the process of recording speakers in each of the four age groups listed in Table 1,
within each generation. Within each age by generation cross-section, we aim to record
two males and two females. To provide comparable homeland Italian data, three students
conducted interviews in Calabria, Italy as part of a study-abroad opportunity provided by
their university. Fieldwork was preceded by several weeks of training in sociolinguistic
goals and methods. The same sampling method is in place for Faetar, except that the
Homeland Faetar speakers were recorded 1992-1994, prior to the conception of the
HLVC Project. The speakers who could be analyzed in the current study are distributed
as in Table 1. A known limitation of conducting fieldwork on smaller languages is it is
harder (sometimes impossible) to collect speakers in some age-by-generation
combinations (cf. Meyerhoff 2016:86). In this case, there are no Heritage Faetar speakers
younger than 21 in Toronto. The Homeland distributions are considerably more
complete.
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Age group
Sex
Heritage Italian (n=11)
First generation
Second generation
Homeland Italian (n=16)
Heritage Faetar (n=13)
First generation
Second generation
Homeland Faetar (n=21)
Total (n=61)

60+
M

F

3

1

40-59
M
F

21-39
M
F

< 21
M
F

N/A*
3
2

2
0

3

1

2

4

4

1

1

2
3

2
4

1
5

11

7

10

8

8

3

3

2

5

1

1

8

4

3

N/A

TABLE 1: Speaker distribution (age at time of recording).
The only additional criteria, besides fitting in one of these cross-sections, is that
the speaker self-identify as fluent enough to participate in a conversation for an hour in
their heritage language. Student interviewers, themselves native speakers of the language,
are trained to rely on a potential participant’s self-assessment of their ability to do this as
the sole criterion for inclusion/exclusion in the study.
The speech from these one-hour (on average) conversations, elicited via
sociolinguistic interview methodology (detailed in Labov 1984), provides a spontaneous
speech sample in which we can analyze variable patterns at phonetic, phonological,
morphological and syntactic levels. After eliciting up to an hour of conversational speech,
interviewers verbally administered an ethnic orientation questionnaire and guided
participants through a picture description task. The questionnaire was not administered to
the Faetar speakers as we did not see how to make it comparable to the situation of the
other heritage languages, where speakers are likely bilingual rather than trilingual.
Additionally, it hadn’t yet been implemented when the Homeland Faetar fieldwork was
conducted.
Fluent speakers of each language (university students in the case of Italian, the
researcher assisted by several native speakers and two linguistics students in the case of
Faetar) then fully transcribed the participants’ speech in the sociolinguistic interview,
producing a time-aligned transcript using the ELAN annotation program (Wittenburg et
al. 2006). In the case of Faetar, the speech was also translated to English. This has two
benefits: it allows researchers who are not fluent in Faetar to work with the data and it
facilitates text searches in a language which lacks both a standardized orthography and a
complete description of phonemic vs. phonetic alternations. The documentation of
spontaneous speech provides the basis for many types of analysis as well as serving as a
record of the state of the language at this time.
In preparation for analysis, up to 100 consecutive examples of finite verb clauses
were marked in the transcript file of each speaker. Some Faetar conversations are not
*

As first generation is defined as having grown up (until at least age 18) in the home country and then
having spent 20+ years in Toronto, there are no first generation speakers younger than 39.
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long enough to provide this many samples.14 Each of these examples was then coded for
the factors predicted to condition the variation. This work was conducted by students who
are fluent, but not necessarily native, speakers of Italian. For Faetar, researchers,
including undergraduate and graduate students who have strong working knowledge of
related languages, worked in tandem with native speakers to code the data. This provides
opportunities for all parties to learn much about the structure of the language.
Factors coded for this analysis of variable null subjects were selected based on
relevant previous findings regarding null subject variation in Spanish (for an overview,
see Nagy 2015). Coding these factors serves two purposes. First, it allows us to determine
whether the same types of internal effects appear in these smaller languages as have been
established in larger languages (though discussion of this is beyond the scope of this
paper). Second, they allow us to establish effects of the social factors without bias due to
skewed distributions of the types of sentences produced by each speaker or speaker
group. The factors are:
(12)

person, number, and gender of the subject (simplified to the most distinctive
binary contrast for Italian)

(13)

presence of a [+Argument] subject (noun or a demonstrative pronoun), for Faetar
only

(14)

presence of a proclitic other than the subject, e.g., direct object, indirect object, or
partitive; reduced to a binary variable (presence/absence) due to insufficient
evidence of finer-grained distinctions

(15)

reference of the subject (same as that of the previous phrase, or not) for Italian,
new vs. old information for Faetar

(16)

tense

In addition, effects of generation (since immigration), age, and sex were
measured. This allows us to test whether the generalizations listed above in (1) are
applicable to these endangered and/or lesser-studied languages. With a limited number of
speakers, and limited understanding of the social structures of these communities, factors
such as socioeconomic status or education level could not be considered. However, we do
have heritage speakers with greater (second generation) and lesser (first generation)
contact with English. Contrasting the patterns of each generation constitutes part of the
analysis. While comparing speakers of different ages will show only whether change is
taking place or not, comparison of generations should provide a fast-track view of
language change if, indeed, contact with English is a cause of language change for this
variable. Similarly, comparing speaker groups in Faeto may show if there are changes in
progress in the homeland variety, though we have no firm way of distinguishing between
Italian contact effects and internal change (though increasing similarity to patterns found
in Italian would support the former).
14

The availability of a native speaker interviewer would likely alleviate this problem.
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Mixed-effects logistic regression models with the linguistic and social predictors
just described as fixed effects and speaker as a random effect were constructed in order to
determine which of these factors significantly condition the presence vs. absence of null
subjects in each of the four varieties. Once the best models of significant predictors were
established (by including only factors with significant contributions to the model),
comparison across varieties, and to similar published descriptions of English are made,
following the comparative variationist method (cf. Tagliamonte 2006, Walker 2010).
This allows us to first establish whether there are changes in progress in these
communities and then to assess the likelihood that interference from English is the cause.
It is essential to make comparison between the heritage and homeland varieties in order
to ascertain that effects attributed to English are not found in the homeland varieties
(which have very little contact with English). This stage of the project has been
conducted by faculty and student teams working together, beginning with a graduate
seminar in 2010. Neither data collection nor analysis of these languages would be
possible without trained investigators who are fluent speakers of relevant language.
4.1.2.1 Results for Italian. We begin by comparing the two varieties of the larger
language. Homeland Italian, based on the sample of 748 tokens, exhibits a null subject
rate of 79%. Its input value in the logistic regression model shown in Table 2, a mean that
is corrected for uneven distribution across contexts, is 0.84.15 Heritage Italian, in a model
based on a sample of 1,045 tokens (also in Table 2), has a rate of 75%, but an input value
of 0.89. If contact with English were influencing the rate of null subjects in this minority
variety, we would expect it to be much lower in the heritage variety, but it is higher.

Factors

Homeland Italian
Factor weight % Ø
N

Reference of the subject
Same
0.62
Switch
0.38
0.24
Proclitic
Present
[0.48]
None
[0.52]

Heritage Italian
Factor weight
%Ø

N

83%
73%

402
346

0.63
0.37
0.30

84%
67%

519
526

76%
79%

180
568

0.65
0.35
0.30

86%
75%

43
1002

265
483

0.63
0.37
0.26

85%
70%

350
695

Grammatical person (number)
PL
0.65
89%
SG
0.35
73%
0.30
Tense
15

Both the overall input value and the factor weights reported for each context hypothesized to influence
the rate of pro-drop range from 0 to 1. In the following tables, factor weight values closer to 1 indicate a
greater likelihood of null subjects than in contexts with values closer to 0.
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PST PRF
N-PST
N-PRF

[0.51]
[0.57]
[0.42]

79%
80%
73%

193
432
123

[0.51]
[0.49]

76%
80%

254
494

[0.40]
[0.71]
[0.57]
[0.49]
[0.32]
[0.51]

75%
88%
83%
79%
73%
83%

193
50
46
94
159
206

0.60
0.46
0.43
0.17

51

82%
73%
72%

261
547
237

[0.41]
[0.59]

69%
80%

429
616

[0.56]
[0.45]
[0.63]
[0.36]

82%
77%
81%
63%

147
230
369
299

Sex
Female
Male
Age Group
70-79
60-69
50-59
40-49
30-39
20-29
10-19

TABLE 2: Two logistic regression models showing null subject variability in Heritage
(input = 0.89, n = 1,045) and Homeland (input = 0.84, n= 748) Italian. Application value
= null subject. Factors are listed by decreasing size of effect (range, shown in italics) in
the heritage data. Factor weights for non-significant predictors are in square brackets.
We also find very little evidence of direct English interference when we consider
the factors that influence the variability: reference of the subject (same as in previous
phrase, or not) and number of the subject (singular or plural) have parallel effects in both
varieties, as seen in Table 2. Two additional factors have significant conditioning effects
in Heritage but not Homeland Italian: the presence of a proclitic and tense of the main
clause verb. English lacks proclitic objects and so this effect cannot be directly attributed
to contact with English.
It would be interesting to know if there is a sex or age difference to help identify
how the proclitic effect originated, but with only 43 direct object examples in the corpus,
such confirmation is unlikely. There is no significant difference in either the rate of null
subjects or the rate of proclitic use between older and younger speakers. There is a
suggestive (but non-significant) trend of a bigger effect of proclitic presence for female
speakers than for male speakers. The conditioning by these social factors is illustrated in
Figure 2, comparing rates of null subjects for different contexts. While the four age
groups do not differ in any marked way in the size of gap between null subject rates for
clauses with proclitics vs. those without, we do see that there is more of an effect (a
bigger gap between the null subject rates) for females than males. This must be
interpreted cautiously as the female speakers only produced a total of 15 sentences with
proclitics in the sample. We cannot conclusively isolate the group of speakers who
initiated this innovation, due to the rarity of proclitics.
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100

90

90

80

80

%Ø

%Ø

100

70
60
50

no clitic
clitic

70
60
50

70-79 60-69 50-59 40-49
Age group

52

no clitic
clitic
male

female
Sex

FIGURE 1: Effect of proclitic presence on null subject rate in Heritage Italian.
The other factor that behaves differently in the two Italian dialects is Tense.
Heritage Italian shows a preference for more null subjects in perfect than present tense
clauses, as does Toronto English. Similarly, Heritage Italian has similar null subject rates
for imperfect and present tense verbs and English shows no difference in null subject
rates between these (Nagy et al. 2011). Some effect from English is thus plausible for this
one factor.
Neither Age nor Sex is significant in either Heritage or Homeland Italian null
subject variation. In a separate model for the heritage speakers, Generation (since
immigration), instead of Age, was tested but also not found significant. These are the
clearest signs that no change is in progress for (pro-drop) in Heritage Italian. If there is no
change, there can be no evidence of contact from English.
We can see this another way as well. The analyses that produced the models in
Table 2 also included Speaker as a random effect. This provides us with the mean rate for
each speaker, showing the range of inter-speaker variation, as well as preventing any
speakers with extreme rates from over-influencing the probability (factor weight) of the
groups they are in. The stability of this variable between younger and older speakers can
be seen in Figure 2, in which the proportion of null subjects are plotted against age by
individual speaker. We also see the similarity in rate and range between homeland and
heritage speakers, and between males and females.16 While there are four speakers with
noticeably lower rates of pro-drop than the others, they do not have anything obviously in
common: they are not all the same generation, nor the same age, nor the same sex, nor
interviewed by the same interviewer, nor do they have similar response patterns in the
ethnic orientation questionnaire.

16

A plot with factor weights instead of percentages would show the same results.
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100%

90%

80%
Homeland Italian Males
Homeland Italian Females
Heritage Italian Males
Heritage Italian Females

70%

60%

50%
70

60

50

40 Age

30

20

10

0

FIGURE 2: Null subject rates by individual (Homeland and Heritage Italian)
4.1.2.2 Results for Faetar. We turn next to Faetar, again comparing the homeland and
heritage varieties in terms of both rates and conditioning effects. First, the overall rate of
null subject differs: 55% (input value .37) in Homeland Faetar but 39% (input value .40)
in Heritage Faetar. However, there is again strong similarity between the Homeland and
Heritage varieties in terms of conditioning effects. The same conditioning factors exhibit
the strongest effects in both varieties: Grammatical Person, [+Argument] Subject, and
Proclitic (see Table 3). There are slight differences in the ordering of the factors within
Grammatical Person only where data is scarce. Tense has the weakest grammatical effect
in the Homeland data and is not significant in the model of the Heritage Faetar data. The
effect of Information Status is also consistent, and weak, in both varieties.
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Homeland Faetar
Factor group
Factor weight % Ø
N
Grammatical person
Generic 0.97
90
561
3SG 0.72
44
780
3PL 0.57
25
203
1PL 0.11
6
32
2SG 0.49
17
12
1SG 0.06
3
62
91
[+Argument] Subject
Demonstrative 0.76
75
231
116
None 0.42
57
2
Noun 0.30
28
257
46
Proclitic
PRS
0.73
82
147
150
None 0.27
52
3
47
Information Status
126
New 0.59
61
1
Old 0.41
35
373
19
Age Group
Oldest 0.61
60
434
Middle 0.51
60
681
Youngest 0.38
44
535
23
Tense
156
N-PST
0.63
56
0
PST
0.37
37
90
26

Heritage Faetar
Factor weight
%Ø
N
0.84
3M 0.76
3F 0.67
0.40
0.19
0.06
69

66
57
44
19
7
6

55
462
111
47
92
192

0.67

78

50

0.35
0.48
32

34
61

801
108

0.58

62

55

0.42
17

38

904

0.55
0.45
10

42
30

649
294

0.61
0.45
0.44
16

49
37
35

198
494
267

[0.47]
[0.53]

37
41

480
479

TABLE 3: Null subject variability in Homeland (n=1,580; Input =0.37) and Heritage
Faetar (n=942; Input = 0.40) Application value = null subject. Factors are listed by
decreasing size of effect (range, shown in italics) in the heritage data. Factor weights for
non-significant predictors are in square brackets.
In Faetar, new information is more likely to be presented with a null subject than
old/given, an unusual effect cross-linguistically. At first glance, this seemed easily
accounted for: as noted above, Faetar subject pronouns and clitics may appear with Noun
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subjects (rather than being in complementary distribution to nominal subjects, as in
Italian). Thus, clauses coded as having a null subject, but which have a nominal subject,
could introduce new material. However, such an explanation is not viable: if we consider
only sentences with no [+Argument] subject, we still see higher rates of null subjects
when introducing new than old information (see Table 4). It is interesting that the
difference in null subject rates for new vs. old information is considerably smaller for the
heritage than the homeland variety.

New
information
Old information

Homeland Faetar
% Ø-subject
N
67%
824
32%

328

Heritage Faetar
% Ø-subject
N
36%
510
27%

264

TABLE 4: Faetar null subjects for new information (contexts with no [+Argument] subject
only)
Age has a consistent effect in the two communities while Sex is significant in
neither. Both the heritage and homeland Faetar varieties show a decrease in the use of
null pronouns among younger speakers, but no effect of sex. see Figure 3.17 The Heritage
Faetar speakers were all shifted right on the x-axis by 20 years in order to account for the
gap between recording heritage and homeland speakers. Both by birth year and in terms
of range of pro-drop rates, they overlap almost exactly with the Homeland Faetar group.
Again, Generation had no significant effect in the heritage data when tested in a similar
model (where Age was excluded).

17

Figure 3 presents the raw percentage of tokens with null subjects. This correlation to age is not a strong
one (R2 =0.35 for Heritage Faetar and R2 =0.30 for Homeland Faetar). However, age is a significant factor
in the model in Table 3 because the model extrapolates the effect of age from a complex combination of
factors influencing variant selection. While the model reflects multiple influencing factors simultaneously,
the raw percentages do not.
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100%
Homeland Faetar Males
80%

Heritage Faetar Males

R² = 0.29814
60%
R² = 0.35262
40%

20%

0%
85

75

65

55 Age 45

35

25

15

5

FIGURE 3: Null subject rates by individual (Homeland and Heritage Faetar). Note that
Heritage speakers have been shifted to the right by 20 years to account for the 20-year
gap between recording heritage and homeland speakers.
In terms of contributions by and benefits to students, it is worth mentioning that
much of the statistical analysis for both Italian and Faetar data has been carried out by
students with limited or no fluency in the language, after careful checking with native
speaker assistants about the meaning of the data they work with. This gives students an
opportunity to expand their methodological skills for documentation work and increase
their knowledge in the field of sociolinguistics by presenting new analyses of previously
undocumented varieties. Students presented pilot studies for most of the results presented
here at conferences and have co-Nagyed some publications, extending their skill
acquisition to presentation and dissemination.
5. DISCUSSION: COMPARING MORE AND LESS ENDANGERED
LANGUAGES. This section discusses the patterns of variation for variable null subjects
in these four varieties as examples of the contributions to our understanding of
sociolinguistic variation, and the factors that contribute to it, that may be achieved by
collaborative work between native speakers of minority varieties and trained
sociolinguists.
We first discuss the data for the two varieties of Italian. There are two surprising
results, given the different contexts in which the varieties have developed. The first is
how similar the heritage and homeland varieties are in terms of rate of null subjects,
stability across sex and age groups, and primary conditioning factor effects. Reference of
the Subject and Grammatical person (Number) have virtually identical effects in the two
data sets, despite one variety being produced in an English-dominant community in a city
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where ~3% of the population claims Italian as a mother tongue and the other in a
community where everyone speaks Italian and few speak English.
The other surprise lies in the differences that do exist between the two varieties:
the heritage variety has a more complex grammar, exhibiting conditioning effects of
Proclitics and Tense. While we might interpret the tense effect as due to influence from
English, as noted in the previous section, the innovation of a proclitic effect must be sui
generis. This effect is noteworthy as it contradicts expectations of grammar simplification
in minority language communities.
Finally, note that the rate of null subjects, overall, is slightly lower in the Heritage
Italian data than in the Homeland Italian data. While, as an isolated fact, this might
suggest English influence, we will return to this issue after considering the Faetar data.
The pattern of younger Faetar speakers using fewer Ø-subjects suggests a shift
away from an Italian-like grammar, perhaps a response to its high degree of contact with
Italian both in Apulia and in Toronto. The motivation of marking a distinctive identity is
plausible in both places, where Faetar speakers may feel overshadowed by the large
Italian-speaking community. The lack of a generational difference on the rate in Heritage
Faetar indicates that it is unwise to attribute the change to contact with English: the
second generation, born and raised in Toronto, have more contact with English, but do
not have a significantly different Ø-subject rate from Generation 1 speakers. Rather, the
Heritage speakers are clearly continuing a trend established in the homeland, where
English is an unlikely scapegoat.
Having seen that this is the case for Faetar, it is harder to make the case that the
(very slightly) lower rate of null subject for Heritage Italian than Homeland Italian must
be attributed to English. Again, there is no effect of generation. We would expect
Generation 2 speakers to have significantly lower rates of null subjects than Generation 1
if language use were to be called to account for the change.
Careful examination of trends in contexts of greater and less contact with other
languages, and concomitant greater and lesser minority status, can shed new light on
patterns that might otherwise be attributed to the influence of a globally dominant
language. In this case, the endangered language’s behavior has helped interpret the larger
language’s trends, suggesting that there must be an alternative explanation to influence
from English to account for the differences seen between Homeland and Heritage
varieties of Italian. Rather, we have provided evidence for (internal) change in four
varieties that have been subject to very little prior variationist analysis. Sex was not found
to have a significant effect in any analysis of this pattern exhibiting ongoing changes.
This runs counter to expectation, given the generalizations about sex effects in (1).
6. CONCLUSION. We have seen that in both Italy and Toronto, although the tiny Faetar
communities are expected to be under intense contact pressure from English and/or
Italian; however, this does not appear to be the case. Rather, Faetar is resisting the pulls
in all directions from its Francoprovençal roots: from Italian in its homeland and from its
current contact with English in Toronto. Heritage Faetar remains very similar to
Homeland Faetar: both show a slight trend toward more overt subjects, and similar
constraint effects, suggesting a pull away from Italian. However, this cannot be
considered strong evidence of a pull toward English, because it is also occurring on a
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mountainside in rural Puglia (where English is still rarely used, and was virtually absent
in the 1990’s when these speakers were recorded).
Heritage Italian retains a very similar Ø-subject rate to its homeland counterpart,
but is more complex than the Homeland variety in that it has more significant effects
constraining its variability. Again, these cannot be easily attributed to English.
This set of findings provides a competing perspective to the expectation that
simplification and adoption of features of the majority language are the necessary
outcomes for minority and endangered languages, a view exemplified, for example, by
this passage from Fernández-Ordóñez (2012:73-4):
The loss of previously existing distinctions seems to occur more easily in
social situations where speakers of different languages or dialects colonize
new territories, bringing their varieties into contact…Simply put, dialect
contact usually implies altered replication, since the structural constraints
are not wholly acquired in contact between adults.
Through a collaborative project involving contributions from native speakers,
students (sometimes one and the same) and professional scholars, we see, instead, that
endangered, small, minority languages may exhibit internal changes toward greater
complexity and the same sort of orderly heterogeneity frequently observed in large
languages. This is one example of the type of new insight offered by expansion of
variationist methods to a wider set of languages and community settings.
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Apart from a handful of studies (e.g., Kinney 1956), linguists know little about
what variation exists in Hawaiian and what factors constrain the variation. In this
paper, we present an analysis of phonetic variation in the word kēia, meaning
‘this’, examining the social, linguistic, and probabilistic factors that constrain the
variation. The word kēia can be pronounced with a constricted glottis (e.g., as
creak or a glottal stop) or without one (Pukui & Elbert 1986: 142) and, like many
words in Hawaiian, it can undergo phonetic reduction. The analysis was conducted
on interviews with eight native-speaking kūpuna (elders) who were recorded in the
1970s. We find that the likelihood of the word being realized with a constricted
glottis decreases if the word immediately following kēia begins with an oral stop
or if the speaker is a man. Additionally, we observe a higher likelihood of phonetic
reduction as word sequences (kēia + the following word(s)) are repeated during the
interaction. The results contribute to current models of speech production and
planning, and they inform work aimed at supporting the ongoing efforts to conserve and revitalize the Hawaiian language.
Ma waho aʻe o kekahi mau papahana noiʻi he ʻuʻuku wale (e laʻa ʻo Kinney 1956),
ʻaʻole nō nui ka ʻike o ka poʻe kālai ʻōlelo e pili ana i nā ʻano like ʻole o ka
hoʻopuka ʻia ʻana o ka ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi a me kēlā mea kēia mea hoʻi e kaupalena ana
i ia mau ʻano. Ma ka papahana noiʻi nei, hōʻike ʻia aku ko mākou kālailai ʻana i ka
lolina kani leo o ka huaʻōlelo ʻo kēia, ʻo ia hoʻi ʻo this ma ka ʻōlelo haole, me ka
nānā pū aku nō hoʻi i nā mea e kaupalena ana i ia lolina, ʻo ia hoʻi ka launa kanaka,
nā loina ʻōlelo, a me nā pili papaha. Hoʻopuka ʻia ʻo kēia me ka ʻokina (ma ke ʻano
he ʻokina maoli a i ʻole he ʻuʻina pōkole) a me ka ʻole o ka ʻokina (Pukui lāua ʻo
Elbert 1986: 142). E like me nā huaʻōlelo Hawaiʻi he nui, ke hoʻopuka ʻia mai ʻo
kēia, lohe ʻia ka mokuna kani leo i kekahi manawa. Ua kālailai ʻia aku ka ʻōlelo a
ʻewalu kūpuna mānaleo i hoʻopaʻa ʻia ko lākou mau leo ma ka lola ma nā makahiki kanahiku. ʻO kekahi hua o kēia noiʻi, emi mai ka nui o ka lohe ʻia o ka mokuna
kani leo inā he hua hoʻokū ko mua o ka huaʻōlelo e puka mai ana ma hope pono o
kēia, a i ʻole he kāne ka mea e ʻōlelo ana. Eia hou, nui aʻe ka lohe ʻia o ka mokuna
kani leo inā kūpinaʻi mai ka hoʻopuka ʻia ʻana o kekahi hopunaʻōlelo (kēia +
kekahi [mau] huaʻōlelo) i loko o ke kamaʻilio ʻana. He hoʻomaikaʻi aku a hoʻololi
iki aʻe paha kēia mau hua noiʻi i nā kumu hoʻohālike no ka hoʻopuka ʻana i ka
ʻōlelo a me nā hana hoʻolālā ʻōlelo, a he hoʻonui ʻike nō hoʻi ia e kākoʻo ana i ka
poʻe e alu nei i ka mālama a hoʻōla hou ʻia ʻana o ka ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi.
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1. INTRODUCTION. Healthy languages exhibit a great deal of systematic variation.
Much of this variation is predictable based on language-internal factors (e.g., phonological environment), social factors (e.g., aspects of the speaker’s identity), or an
interaction between such factors. Speakers produce the variation in consistent and
predictable ways (Labov 1966; Labov et al. 1972; Cedergren 1973; Milroy 1980), and
the variation influences what social characteristics are attributed to the speaker
(Campbell-Kibler 2007; Levon 2007) even when speakers and listeners are not aware
that the variation exists. 1
When language loss occurs, overgeneralization of certain features can occur,
and obligatory rules can become optional (Rankin 1978; Campbell & Muntzel 1989),
ultimately resulting in a simpler linguistic system than what was present when the
language was healthy. In such cases, linguistic variation is reduced, leaving gaps in
the speakers’ (socio)linguistic repertoires (Anderson 1982). Much of the work examining the simplification of variables in endangered languages has been concerned with
addressing why the incoming variant takes the form it does, demonstrating, for example, that the outcome is influenced by markedness2 (Campbell & Muntzel 1989) and
that different speakers or groups of speakers can have different strategies in how they
overgeneralize (Hill 1983: 267).
But a number of questions about variation in endangered languages remain,
such as: how does an innovative form diffuse through a speech community?3 In what
ways do linguistic and social factors interact in their effects on form variation and
change? And, when a language is being revitalized, can and do learners acquire
variation that is affected by internal and external factors and interactions between
such factors? Variationist sociolinguistic methods are well-suited to answer such
questions. They can be used to examine change as it occurs, exploring how the
change begins and subsequently diffuses through a community while also considering
the effects of (and interactions between) internal and external pressures on different
types of linguistic variables. This is exemplified by numerous variationist studies that
have examined, for example, change within the context of language and/or dialect
contact (e.g., Britain 2002; Kerswill 2003; Cheshire et al. 2011).
Variationists do not assume that a linguistic form is categorical in a language
or dialect, meaning that variation can be systematic even if the linguistic constraints
on the form do not affect the output 100% of the time. For example, different speakers
1

We would like to thank Clinton Kanahele for conducting the interviews, and the Joseph F. Smith
Library at Brigham Young University – Hawai‘i for granting us permission to use the recordings for
research purposes. We would also like to thank the kūpuna for graciously agreeing to be recorded, and
for sharing their stories and their language with us. Without the efforts and generousity of all of those
above, this work would not exist. We would like to thank Kamuela Yim for his help with the abstract,
and Keao NeSmith, ʻŌiwiHawaiiokalani Parker Jones, Kristine Hildebrandt and two anonymous
reviewers for their helpful comments on earlier versions of this paper. We would also like to
acknowledge Robert Fromont and Aitor Alvarez for their technical support. Of course, all errors
remain our own.
2
In order to make this paper more readable to non-linguists who are interested in Hawaiian language,
we include a number of footnotes to explain linguistics jargon. Here, markedness refers to standing out
because either the marked variant is different from the norm, is not found in the first language (L1), or
is difficult to acquire. For a discussion (and critique) of the range of uses of the term, see Haspelmath
(2006).
3
It is possible that the modes of diffusion in endangered language communities are very different from
those observed in communities where the language is not threatened. See, for example, the manner in
which lexical items in Rapa (Austral Islands, French Polynesia) are undergoing change (Walworth
2015).
DOCUMENTING VARIATION IN ENDANGERED LANGUAGES

67
favor some variants over others, and single individuals shift which variant they use
depending on the social context (Podesva 2007) and their social goals during a single
interaction (Bucholtz 2011). Knowing which variant to use when, with whom, and at
what rate is part of a speaker’s communicative competence (Hymes 1972). Taking a
variationist sociolinguistic approach when documenting endangered and understudied
languages has the potential to make substantial contributions to sociolinguistic theory
since it can shed light on the wide range of culturally-determined social information
that influences variation, and it can uncover linguistic variation not found in more
commonly studied languages. Furthermore, variationist sociolinguistic work – as a
form of language documentation – can inform revitalization efforts. Descriptions of
variation should, therefore, be included in efforts to document and conserve a language.
The goals of this paper are twofold: (1) to present results from a variationist
sociolinguistic analysis of phonetic variation in Hawaiian and (2) to present an argument for integrating variationist sociolinguistic methods into language documentation
efforts more generally. We begin in Section 2 by arguing for the benefits of conducting variationist sociolinguistic work on lesser-studied languages and on languages
that are threatened or endangered, in particular. In Sections 3 and 4, we provide an
example, presenting results from an analysis of glottal stop variation in the Hawaiian
word kēia, meaning ‘this’. In Section 5, we discuss the theoretical implications of the
findings from our study as well as a description of our efforts to disseminate the
information regarding the variation. Finally, we make a call for variationist sociolinguists to work closely with language documentarians in order to describe the large
amount of variation that often goes unstudied for endangered and threatened languages.
2. BACKGROUND. In this section, we discuss the benefits of conducting variationist sociolinguistic work as part of a language documentation project. To do this, we
draw on previous work that has used this approach to study endangered and/or understudied languages as well as studies that investigate second language learners’ acquisition of sociolinguistic variables.4 Then, in order to inform the analysis and discussion of variation in Hawaiian, we turn to a discussion of probabilistic factors influencing phonetic reduction, which is defined and discussed in Section 2.2. In Section 2.3,
we present a discussion of Hawaiian and Hawai‘i-based language contact.
2.1 Variationist sociolinguistics as language documentation.
2.1.1 Social factors and linguistic variation. The vast majority of work that uses a
variationist sociolinguistic approach is based on major European languages, and
English especially. As such, most of the work is conducted in Western societies and
in major cities (though see contributions to Stanford & Preston 2009). This means that
our understanding of sociolinguistic variation and change is based largely on a small
percentage of the ways in which language is used in societies around the world. If we
focus our efforts on a wider array of cultures, we can examine social factors that are
different or absent from those found in more commonly studied societies. Likewise,
social factors that have typically been the focus of variationist sociolinguistic work
4

A linguistic variable is a linguistic entity that has more than one form, such as (ING) in the word
fishing, which can be realized with a velar nasal (fishing) or an alveolar nasal (fishin’). A variant is one
of the forms of a variable.
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may be irrelevant, or may take an unexpected form. Work using a variationist sociolinguistic approach to uncover variation in lesser-studied languages demonstrates a
wider range of social factors than what is generally described. For example, Stanford
(2009) describes how clan serves as an influential social factor in Sui villages in
China. As discussed in the other contributions in this volume, other work that has
used a variationist sociolinguistic approach to study variation in minority (and often
understudied) languages includes Eckert (1980), Maclagan et al. (2009), Babel
(2008), Rau (2009), and Nagy (2011).
Additionally, studying underdescribed languages from a variationist perspective also means that we can look at less typologically-common linguistic variables.
This is especially important for sociolinguistic theory given that different variables
behave differently from one another and attract the speaker’s attention to varying
degrees.
2.1.2 Using variationist sociolinguistic work to inform language revitalization.
Many of the world’s languages remain undescribed from a variationist standpoint, so
why do we believe that the focus of our efforts should be on those languages that are
endangered or threatened? First, there is of course the very real danger that the languages will only continue to exist for a short time. Second, language shift is often a
result of the speakers’ social and political situation, potentially giving socio-political
and attitudinal factors a different (and potentially greater) role in their relationship to
linguistic variation. Third, descriptions of sociolinguistic variation can be used to
inform language revitalization, including the regeneration, renewal, and reclamation
of the language.
A crucial part of speaking a language is knowing which linguistic variants to
use across different contexts and for what social goals. Some variants are more frequent in formal contexts (Labov 1972), some vary as a function of characteristics
attributed to an interlocutor (Bell 1984), and some contribute to a speaker’s personal
style (Eckert 2000; Mendoza-Denton 2008). Failing to produce the appropriate linguistic variants in a given situation can lead to confusion, misunderstanding, and
negative judgments (Labov 1972).5 This aspect of linguistic knowledge falls under
communicative competence6 (Hymes 1972), the absence of which “is often painfully
salient to discriminating listeners” (L. Wong 1999: 95). It is something that speakers
of healthy languages learn through exposure and without explicit instruction, but
when exposure is impaired, so is a speaker’s communicative competence. Therefore,
some scholars have argued that “mastering [variable rules] should be looked upon as
an important pedagogical goal in second language teaching” (Rehner & Mougeon
1999: 126). Variationist sociolinguistics provides a means of describing the social and
linguistic factors related to the variation. Instructors and learners alike can then use
the findings, teaching and learning communicative competence in the language as
appropriate.
Variationist sociolinguistics is a descriptive (as opposed to prescriptive) enterprise: we describe the patterns we observe in speech and assume there is not a “right
way” to say something. Non-categorical inter- and intra-speaker variation is widely
5

Of course – in the interest of social progress – sometimes it may be necessary and appropriate to
challenge what is considered acceptable. However, not conforming can be a social or political stance,
and is not the same as failing to conform due to lack of exposure.
6
Communicative competence is a term used to refer to a speaker’s grammatical and social knowledge
of language use, as exemplified by how they use it.
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observed; speakers draw from different parts of their linguistic repertoires in sometimes nuanced ways in order to meet both their communicative needs and their social
goals. While the nuanced aspects of variation may be difficult if not impossible to
master by second language learners, the authors of this paper assume that many
language learners wish to approximate native speakers’ ways of talking as closely as
possible, including the range of styles found within the speech of a single nativespeaking individual.7 When focusing on threatened and endangered languages such as
Hawaiian, it is important to remember that changes due to language loss are not the
same as changes that occur in communities where the language is healthy “for the
very fact that non-native speakers of Hawaiian disproportionately influence the
direction of that change” (K.L. Wong 2011:152). Thus, describing the variation that is
found in the speech of native speaking elders serves to shed light on linguistic
variants that appear to have been widespread in conversational Hawaiian at one time
but that are less common today following the break in intergenerational transmission.
That said, we wish to be clear that we are not saying there is a “correct” way to use
the variants; indeed, different individuals who are native speakers use them differently and to different degrees. Instead, our hope is that – through the description of the
variation and the dissemination of the findings – learners are better able to comprehend the speech of native speakers and that, with awareness of the variables, comes
the freedom to use each of the variants some of the time.
To what extent do language learners acquire sociolinguistic variables without
explicit instruction? Research on the acquisition of sociolinguistic variables shows
that, if exposed to the variation in natural speech, learners can acquire it, but they
need a large amount of exposure and, even among immersion students, the pattern is
weaker than for native speakers (Warner 1996; Mougeon et al. 2004). Additionally,
learners acquire some variables more readily than others (Warner 1996; Mougeon et
al. 2004). One way for learners to acquire a sociolinguistic variable is through explicit
instruction (Lyster 1994): once their attention is drawn to the variable and the contexts in which each variant tends to be used, learners are more likely to use the variant
in the appropriate contexts. As Tarone & Swain (1995) argue in their work with
immersion students, learners who acquire linguistic variables associated with informal
styles (in addition to the formal-associated variants used for teaching) may feel more
inclined to use the language with one another. This could, in turn, motivate greater
acquisition of the language in general. Learning about linguistic variation is also
likely to aid comprehension of native speech, which – for many learners – is the most
difficult part of second language acquisition; being made aware that the variation
exists reduces the chances that learners will misunderstand non-standard variant(s).
Finally, listeners attribute at least some social characteristics to stylistic variants used
by L2 speakers (Hardeman Guthrie 2016), so if learners wish to construct their identities within the context of their L2, it is helpful to know something about what sociolinguistic variants exist. Taken together, this body of work suggests that there are
benefits to exposing learners to the myriad ways of talking that native speakers use.
2.2 Phonetic reduction and predictability. One advantage of analyzing variation in
an understudied language is the opportunity to test linguistic theories for which most
supporting evidence comes from work on heavily studied European languages. For
the current study we focus on one such factor: the effect of predictability on phonetic
reduction. Phonetic reduction is a process known to occur in many languages, and it
7

This is certainly true for the authors, who are second language speakers of Hawaiian, each at a
different stage of acquiring the language. However, see NeSmith (2012) for evidence that some
learners do not.
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can come in many forms. When reduction occurs, sounds can be shorter (so they have
a measurably shorter duration), lenited (making them less consonant-like), or elided
(omitted altogether).
There is a large body of work that demonstrates how highly predictable words
are more likely to undergo reduction (Lieberman 1963; Hunnicutt 1985; Gregory et
al. 1999; Aylett & Turk 2004; Baker & Bradlow 2009; Bell et al. 2009; Díaz-Campos
& Gradoville 2011, Hay & Foulkes 2016), confirming earlier claims along these lines
(Zipf 1929). In their Smooth Signal Reduction Hypothesis, Aylett & Turk (2004)
propose that a token’s probability (what they refer to as language redundancy) and the
phonetic reduction it undergoes (which they refer to as acoustic redundancy) are
balanced over the course of an utterance, so that syllables with higher probability are
more reduced, and vice versa. While much of the work in this area has focused on
words (or sequences of words), there is also evidence that sounds at word boundaries
are more likely to be reduced if the word sequence is highly frequent (Bush 2001) and
that high predictability also leads to greater reduction for bound morphemes (Davis
2003; Blevins 2005; Pluymaekers et al. 2005, Rose et al. 2015).
The predictability of a word depends on a variety of different factors, including its token frequency (i.e., how many times a word was produced) (Zipf 1929,
Bybee 2001, Gahl 2008, Hay & Foulkes 2016), the likelihood of the syntactic structure it is part of (Gahl & Garnsey 2004; Tily et al. 2009), the contextual probability of
the word given the words immediately surrounding it (Jurafsky et al. 2002), and the
number of times the speaker has produced the word previously in the conversation
(Fowler & Housum 1987, Fowler 1988). For the present study, work related to the last
two of these (contextual probability and the number of repetitions) is especially
relevant, so we focus on these two probabilistic factors for the remainder of this
subsection.
Phonetic reduction appears to be related to the probability of a word that stems
from its surrounding context; a word is more likely to be phonetically reduced if it is
likely to occur given its overall frequency combined with the frequency in which it
occurs alongside the words that immediately precede and/or follow it (Gregory et al.
1999; Jurafsky et al. 2002; Bell et al. 2009). There is some evidence that such effects
are only found among high frequency items (Fosler-Lussier & Morgan 1999). However, Bell et al. (2009) observe an effect of conditional probability for both content
words (an open class of words that carry the semantic load of a sentence e.g., nouns
and main verbs) and function words (a closed class of words that are used to make
sentences grammatical e.g., prepositions and articles). Words with a higher probability of occurrence given their context are more likely to be reduced.
Additionally, there is a well-established effect of repetition on phonetic reduction; as words are repeated during the course of an interaction, their realizations tend
to be phonetically reduced (Fowler & Housum 1987; Fowler 1988; Gregory et al.
1999). The effect, however, seems to be limited to content words. In a study on
probabilistic factors influencing phonetic reduction in conversational speech, Bell et
al. (2009) observed an effect of repetition on content words but found no such effect
for function words. When taken together with work that demonstrates that high
frequency words or word sequences are both looked at for less time (suggesting faster
retrieval) and comprehended more quickly that those with lower frequency (Rayner &
Duffy 1986; Arnon & Snider 2010), the tendency for words to undergo reduction
when highly frequent suggests that probabilistic information such as token frequency
is stored in the mind, or that mental representations of words are stored or tracked in a
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way that permits on-line computation of the probabilistic information. Hence, the
findings that phonetic factors are linked with word-based probabilistic factors are
relevant to cognitive models of speech production and perception, and to our understanding of language in general. Despite the wide-ranging implications of such findings, the vast majority of work along these lines has focused on English or closely
related languages, like Dutch (Pluymaekers et al. 2005), with some exceptions (Van
Son et al. 2004; Zhao & Jurafsky 2007; Wiener 2012), stemming at least partially
from the availability of corpus data for the more heavily studied languages. In the
current study, we test the assertion that predictability influences phonetic reduction by
examining whether probabilistic factors influence reduction in Hawaiian.
Following Bell et al. (2009), we examined the probability of a word given the
following word, and we also tested another factor influencing predictability: the
number of repetitions of word sequences containing the function word. We did this
because while the previous work by Bell and colleagues found no effect of repetition
for function words, they examined repetition of the function word itself rather than
repetition of word sequences. We hypothesized that due to the high frequency of
function words and the tendency for some degree of lexicalization8 to occur between
function words and the words immediately surrounding them, we would observe an
effect of word sequence repetition on phonetic reduction in function words that is
analogous to that found with the repetition of content words.
Probabilistic factors have not yet been investigated as predictive of phonetic reduction
in any Polynesian language. In this paper, we examine the roles that contextual probability and word sequence repetition play in the reduction of a function word in the
Polynesian language, Hawaiian. The history of Hawaiian and the socio-historical
context in which the language is embedded are complex, but they are also critical to
understanding the current state of the language and the motivation behind the current
study. Thus, we now turn our discussion to a brief history of the language, including
select historical events that resulted in the endangerment of the language and the
adverse impact on the Hawaiian people.
2.3 The shift from Hawaiian to English. Hawaiian was once a language of daily use
in all domains in Hawai‘i. Hawaiian was widely spoken throughout the 1800s, with
almost universal literacy among its speakers (Warschauer et al. 1997). However, like
many endangered languages, a number of factors and historical events, including
occupation by the United States (Sai 2011: 114-121), have contributed to its drastic
decline. Contact with English began with the arrival of Captain Cook in 1778. Westerners introduced novel diseases, which resulted in the death of over 90% of the
Hawaiian population (Warner 2008[1982]: 134). Another key event was the arrival of
Protestant missionaries from New England in 1820; they introduced Christianity and,
together with the Hawaiian people, developed the first orthography and established
schools in both Hawaiian and English.
The social and linguistic landscape was further affected when American sugar
plantations began to dominate the economy in the mid 1800s. With the influx of
immigrant workers from Asia and Europe, the immediate need to communicate gave
rise to an English-lexified creole, known locally as Pidgin and referred to by linguists
as Hawai‘i Creole or Hawaiʻi Creole English. Meanwhile, American businessmen
were strengthening their hold on political power in the kingdom. Land was divided
8

‘Lexicalization’ refers here to the storage of word sequences as word-like entities in the mental
lexicon.
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and distributed, but only 1% was awarded to the Hawaiian people (Warner 1999: 70).
In 1893, with the support of US forces, the American businessmen engineered the
overthrow of Queen Liliʻuokalani and the sovereign government of Hawaiʻi (Coffman
2009; Sai 2011). By that time, only about 5% of the schools were conducted in Hawaiian. The occupying government instituted an act stating that English was to be the
only language of instruction unless otherwise authorized by the government (Act 57),
and by 1902 there were no longer any Hawaiian language schools (Schütz 1994: 352
gleaned from Reinecke 1969: 70-72). Children were beaten or humiliated for speaking Hawaiian, and “the illusion of future prosperity resulting from the abandonment
of Hawaiian in favor of English was inculcated into the Hawaiian people” (Warner
2008: 135). Pukui tells of being hit on the head as a young child in public school, and
of humiliation and revocation of privileges as a teenager (Pukui et al. 2002: 61). In
some instances, the use of Hawaiian was even considered a crime (Lucas 2000: 7-8).
It was not uncommon for Hawaiians to be compelled—both willingly and unwillingly— to renounce their language, culture, and even their names in order to become
haole (i.e., like affluent whites) and, therefore, better able to achieve “success” socially, economically, and intellectually.
The effect on the vitality of Hawaiian was devastating. By the early 1980s, the
only sizeable population of speakers (>200) under the age of 18 were from Niʻihau
(NeSmith, personal communication, June 2016); outside of Niʻihau, it is estimated
that there were fewer than 50 individuals under the age of 18 who could speak the
language (Kawai‘ae‘a et al. 2007: 183; Oliveira 2014: 82).
Concerned by the declining numbers of Hawaiian speakers and cultural practitioners, a grassroots renaissance movement began as early as the 1930s (Schütz 1994:
361) and by the 1970s, the movement was in full force. It was during this time that the
data for the present study was collected, spurred by the concern for the loss of the
language and the desire to preserve or revitalize it. Thus, the elderly speakers included
in this study grew up during a period in which speaking Hawaiian was typically
discouraged or prohibited.
Thanks to efforts to revitalize the language, today there is a growing number
of Hawaiian language speakers (Wilson & Kamanā 2008[1982]). Among the revitalization efforts are the Pūnana Leo Hawaiian immersion preschools (modeled after the
Kōhanga Reo or “language nests” in New Zealand) and the Papahana Kaiapuni
Hawaiʻi Hawaiian-medium schools, which can be found on every major island excluding Niʻihau and Lānaʻi. Nearly 2,000 students were enrolled in immersion
schools in the 2010-2011 school year (NeSmith 2012: 27). The language is also being
taught in a number of other contexts, including the University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa,
where an extensive Hawaiian language program has blossomed since the introduction
of Hawaiian language classes in the 1920s (Oliveria 2014), and the University of
Hawai‘i at Hilo, where the first Hawaiian language college (Ka Haka ʻUla O
Keʻelikōlani) was established and which currently offers a doctorate in Hawaiian and
Indigenous Language and Culture Revitalization. Additionally, community efforts
have established other venues, such as ʻŌiwi TV, where the language is used and/or
heard.
While the revitalization efforts certainly have successes, the number of speakers who have a native-like command of the language (complete with rich sociolinguistic variation) remains small. Estimates of all highly fluent speakers who use the
language daily are as low as 1,000. Thus, L2 learners make up the majority of Hawaiian language speakers today. Many of these learners have little to no contact with
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native speakers of the language, so they do not have a chance to acquire more nuanced linguistic variation (Kneubuhl 2014: 5). Even immersion school students
mainly interact with L2 speakers (K.L. Wong 2011: 152). In Hawai‘i, defining who
counts as a native speaker is not always straight-forward. Parker Jones (2017) argues
that immersion students should be counted as native speakers because many of them
speak it as an L1 (first language); others point out that the variety spoken by immersion students has been influenced by L2 speech (Warner 1996; NeSmith forthcoming). But, even if we assume that all speakers who learned Hawaiian as a first language are native speakers, native speakers are still outnumbered by the number of
people who have learned Hawaiian as a second language.
One of the ways in which exposure to L2 speech has influenced Hawaiian involves a
decrease in linguistic variation (NeSmith 2005). Efforts to standardize Hawaiian have
also led to reduction in linguistic variation (Kinney 1956: 282). A goal of the current
study is to identify variation found in the speech of native-speaking kūpuna and to
disseminate the information so that learners can better comprehend the variation when
they encounter it and so that they can adopt the variation into their own speech should
they wish to do so.
2.4 Variation in Hawaiian. Relatively little is known about what linguistic variation
exists in Hawaiian and what factors influence variation that is present. Very little of
the linguistic variation that has been mentioned in the literature was investigated
empirically or quantitatively using natural, conversational data; exceptions can be
found in Kinney (1956), Warner (1996), and Kneubuhl (2014), but much more indepth description of variation in the speech of native speakers is needed for all levels
of the grammar (Warner 1996: 262). To date, there has been no quantitative variationist sociolinguistic work conducted on Hawaiian.
There were traditionally at least two regional dialects9 of Hawaiian. One of the
dialects, referred to as the Niʻihau dialect, is spoken today by all of the residents of
the island of Niʻihau as well as a small percentage of people on Kauaʻi. The Niʻihau
dialect is the only variety of Hawaiian spoken today for which the majority of
speakers learned the language through an unbroken chain of intergenerational
transmission. Other possible dialect regions include Maui, Hawai‘i island, O‘ahu
(Kimura 1983:174-175) and Moloka‘i-Lānaʻi (Elbert & Pukui 1979:25), though
Wilson suggests the differences may only have been minor (Wilson 1998:126).
In addition to the Ni‘ihau dialect, the other dialect that is commonly spoken
today is variously referred to in English as Neo Hawaiian (NeSmith 2005) or Standard
Hawaiian (Parker Jones 2016). It is based on the variety traditionally found on O‘ahu
(Kimura 1983:175) and Hawai‘i Island (Parker Jones, personal communication June
2016), and it is used largely by immersion students and second language learners,
some of whom are highly proficient in the language and use it as their main mode of
conversation. NeSmith (2005, forthcoming) argues that linguistic forms found in this
variety have been heavily influenced by the speakers’ extensive exposure to L2
speech. This would be unsurprising given the prolonged gap in intergenerational
transmission for most families who do not live on Niʻihau or Kauaʻi. Work by Warner
(1996) on syntactic variation in the speech of Hawaiian immersion children lends
some support to this claim (Warner 1996:128-132) though, for some variables, the
9

In linguistics, the term dialect is used to describe a variety that is distinct from another variety of the
same language. Thus, everyone speaks a dialect. It does not have the negative connotations that are
sometimes present for the word when used by non-linguists.
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patterns exhibited by immersion students were similar to those used by kūpuna. The
full extent to which influence from L2 has occurred remains an open question.
There are a number of differences between the Niʻihau dialect and varieties
spoken on the other islands. For example, contrary to widely held beliefs that Hawaiian has no alveolar plosive, [t] is a common allophone10 of /k/ in the Niʻihau dialect
(Newbrand 1951: 106-107), and there is some evidence that /t/ occurs phonemically
in the Niʻihau dialect as well (A.K. Wong 2010: 161). The alveolar plosive [t] can
also be found in other dialects allophonically, especially in ritualized contexts such as
oli ‘chants’, but it is not as common as on Niʻihau. There is also a number of lexical
differences between the Niʻihau dialect and other varieties (Elbert & Pukui 1979:2327), as well as additional phonological differences, such as variation between [l] and
[r] as well as between [l] and [n] (Tava & Keale 1989:15). The faster speech rate of
Niʻihau dialect speakers has also been noted.
Kinney (1956) provides a quantitative analysis of phonetic variation in select
lexical items. Her analysis was conducted on conversational data from nativespeaking kūpuna who were born between 1865 and 1905. The results reveal a great
deal of phonetic variation in their speech, especially in regard to raising of /ai/ to [ei]
in select lexical items. Further anlaysis of this vowel in other lexical items is
necessary to determine what factors influence the variation across different contexts
and speakers, and within the speech of a single individual.
NeSmith (2005) describes a number of other linguistic variables that are found
in the speech of native-speaking kūpuna. This work provides an excellent starting
place for variationist sociolinguistic work because it points to linguistic variables that
may co-vary with linguistic or social factors.11 In this paper, we focus on phonetic
variation in the word kēia, meaning ‘this’. The phonetic realization of kēia is not a
variable that is listed in NeSmith (2005) but, like those variables, it is one that varies
in the speech of native-speaking kūpuna who learned the language through intergenerational transmission but tends to be homogenous in the speech of many speakers
who learned Hawaiian as a second language.
According to Pukui & Elbert, there are two variants of kēia: one with a glottal stop
[keʔia]12 and one with a long vowel [keːia] (Pukui & Elbert 1986: 142). The variant
with the long vowel is consistent with the standard spelling of the word. While some
textbooks explicitly state that there are multiple ways of pronouncing certain words
(e.g., Hopkins, 1992: 2), the full range of phonetic variants that are found in conversational Hawaiian, including the various realizations of kēia, is not found in textbooks.
The realization with the long vowel is generally the only one that is taught in the
classroom, and it is the form that is predominantly used by most second language
speakers. One reason for this is that most L2 speakers have only a limited amount of
exposure to L1 speech, so they do not have the opportunity to achieve an L1-like
command of the range of phonetic realizations of this word. A second reason is that
many L2 learners’ use of Hawaiian has been influenced by spelling (K.L. Wong
10

An allophone is a variant of a sound that is actually produced. For example, the sound /p/ in English
is pronounced differently depending on whether it is preceded by a /s/ or is word initial, and these
different pronunciations are called allophones.
11
Preliminary findings from an acoustic phonetic analysis of vowels from two speakers (one a native
speaker from Niʻihau and the other a fluent L2 speaker from Oʻahu) provides some evidence of
differences between their vowel realizations (Piccolo 2005).
12
We are using the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) for the transcriptions. The symbol [ʔ] is used
for the glottal stop which in Hawaiian is written using the ʻokina, and [ː] is used to denote a long
sound.
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1999). A third reason is that the variable has never been studied, so instructors (many
of whom are second language learners themselves) do not yet know how to explain
when to use each variant. Yet linguistic variation is viewed as an important aspect of
the Hawaiian language by many of its speakers: “those who insist upon standardizing
the language may not realize the danger of rendering any Polynesian dialect, or any
other language for that matter, nearly incapable of flexibility” (Kinney 1956: 282).
Variation provides speakers with the opportunity to do more with language than
simply convey the semantic content; through using certain variants in their speech,
they can construct aspects of their identities (e.g., use a linguistic variant to signal that
they are from a given island) and shift in subtle ways to imply nuanced meanings (see
Wong 2011).
2.5 Stress and rhythm in Hawaiian. One of the variables we are investigating –
degree of phonetic reduction – is linked to stress and rhythm. For words in isolation in
Hawaiian, long vowels and diphthongs obligatorily carry stress, and stress can also
occur on short vowels (Elbert & Pukui 1979:14). Phonetic reduction and changes in
stress are common when speaking Hawaiian quickly (Kinney 1956; Elbert & Pukui
1979:22). The word kēia is normally unstressed unless it is at an intonational phrase
boundary13 or carries focus. Our analysis focuses on those instances where it does not
carry stress (i.e., where we expect some degree of reduction). Unstressed tokens make
up the vast majority of tokens that are available in the dataset.
How Hawaiian should be classified in terms of its rhythm is less clear. Work
using the Pairwise Variability Index (PVI) suggests that Hawaiian is stress-timed14
(Parker Jones 2006), whereas some scholars imply that it is syllable-timed (Cutler
1991: 159). Additionally, some scholars have suggested that a closely-related language, Māori, is mora-timed (Bauer 1981).15 Regardless, it is safe to say that a great
deal of phonetic reduction can be observed in unstressed syllables in conversational
Hawaiian produced by native-speaking elders.
3. METHODOLOGY.
3.1 Speakers. The data come from eight speakers, born between 1884 and 1894, who
were interviewed by Clinton Kanahele in 1970. Of the eight speakers, four are male
and four are female. The home islands of the eight speakers are Oʻahu (the most
heavily populated island) and Hawaiʻi (the largest island and the one from which the
archipelago gets its name). The distribution of speakers is shown in Table 1.

males

13

Hawaiʻi

Oʻahu

2

2

An intonational phrase roughly corresponds to a clause but is determined according to intonation (the
rise and fall of pitch when speaking).
14
Some scholars argue that languages can be identified as stress-timed (stressed syllables are longer
than unstressed syllables), syllable-timed (syllables are roughly equal length), and mora-timed (syllable
weight determines length). As examples, English is said to be stress-timed, Spanish is said to be
syllable-timed, and Japanese is said to be mora-timed.
15
While Māori is often assumed to be mora-timed, there is little evidence to support this claim.
Additionally, the extent to which Hawaiian and Māori have the same rhythm is unclear.
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2
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2

TABLE 1: The distribution of speakers, by island and gender.
The interviews were conducted for the purpose of preserving the Hawaiian language,
and individuals with expertise in Hawaiian history, culture, and language were sought
to take part. Because different individuals possessed different expertise, the specific
topics across speakers differ, but the interviews all focus on aspects of Hawaiian
culture and history, and on the Hawaiʻi in which the speakers were raised.
3.2 Data preparation. The sound files had been previously digitized as mp3 files,
and these were the sound files that were made available to us. Also made available to
us were pdfs of typed transcriptions and translations of the interviews done by Clinton
Kanahele.
To prepare the data for analysis, the mp3 files were converted to wave files
and the transcripts were used as a guide to create new, time-aligned and searchable
transcripts in ELAN. Once transcription was complete, the sound files and transcripts
were uploaded to SOLIS, a multi-language corpus created by the first author that has
been optimized for quantitative work in linguistics. The corpus was then mined for
instances of kēia using LaBB-CAT (Fromont & Hay 2012). Despite the age of the
recordings and the lossy format in which the files were originally digitized, the spectrograms and waveforms are clear, with clear formants and timing, as shown in Figure
1.

FIGURE 1: Example waveform and spectrogram from a male speaker
3.3 Analysis. Auditory analysis of the tokens was conducted by the first author. The
full range of realizations observed in the data are shown in Appendix A. Using Praat,
tokens were played over Bose noise-canceling headphones, and narrow phonetic
transcription was conducted. The waveform and spectrogram of tokens identified as
being produced with a constricted glottis16 were then inspected in order to investigate
16

Restricted glottis refers to a range of articulations at the glottal place of articulation, including creak
and glottal stop.
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the acoustic properties of the sound. In the data, there are very few tokens of kēia that
contain a true glottal stop, where there is complete occlusion of the vocal folds (n=4).
While not the focus of this paper, it is worthwhile to note that a phonetic glottal stop
is also uncommon in words where the canonical form contains the glottal stop phonemically. The phoneme17 is much more commonly realized as creak, and the few
tokens that contain a stop also contain creak. This is not particularly surprising given
that glottal stops in other languages can be produced with a range of realizations
(Nolan 1995; Docherty & Foulkes 1999), and it is consistent with other work arguing
that the Hawaiian glottal stop can be realized as creak word-medially (Parker Jones,
2017). The tokens where the glottal stop is realized as creak often also have a drop in
both f0 and intensity for the duration of the sound; a drop in f0 alone has been shown
to result in the percept of glottalization (Pierrehumbert & Frisch 1997). Additional
work is needed to explore the range of realizations further and to determine which
factors influence the phonetic variation in the realizations of this sound. The analysis
presented below treats the realization as binary (constricted glottis or not).
To determine what potential factors might influence realizations of kēia, the analysis
was conducted on all tokens found in the middle of an intonational phrase (n=391),
referred to henceforth as IP-medial. To analyze reduction, we binned tokens into one
of four categories depending on the number of phones realized, including the glottal
stop. Heavy syllable nuclei (diphthongs and long vowels) were counted as two
phones. Thus, [keʔia] and [ke:ia] were coded as “1” (no reduction), [keʔi], [keʔe], and
[keia] were coded as “2”, [ke:] and [kea] were coded as “3”, and [ke]18 and [ki] were
coded as “4” (fully reduced). There were between 80 and 120 tokens in each bin, and
all speakers produce realizations that fall into at least three of the four categories, with
six speakers producing realizations in all four categories. The examples provided
above for each category represent the most frequent realizations in each of the
categories, though other realizations (e.g., [te:ia]) were also observed and were categorized using the same criteria.
4. RESULTS. Two separate logistic mixed effects models were fit to the data by
hand using R, the first investigating factors influencing the presence of a constricted
glottis and the second examining effects on phonetic reduction of the word. Only
factors reaching significance of p<.05 or smaller were included in the models.
4.1 Factors influencing the presence of a constricted glottis. For the analysis
presented here, a constricted glottis is treated as a binary dependent variable (present
or absent). Due to the relatively small sample size (n=391), several other analyses
were conducted: an analysis of the subset of the dataset that included only the first
time a word sequence was produced (n=142) and an analysis of the subset that included only repeated word sequences. This was done to confirm the reported trends,
ensuring that a single word sequence did not bias the results and also removing a
potential confound of the hypothesized effect of word sequence repetition. The results
reported herein were observed in all of the subsets of data tested. As an additional
17

Phoneme refers to the underlying representation of a sound, regardless of how it’s actually produced.
For example, the /p/ in the words pot and spot are pronounced differently but native speakers of
English think of it as a single sound, a phoneme.
18
Tokens that were reduced to [ke] are analyzed as reduced forms of kēia rather than definite article ke
because (1) two different transcribers perceived and transcribed the word as kēia despite the reduced
realization and (2) the realization is found with nouns that take ka (an alternate definite article) instead
of ke in addition to those that take ke.
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precaution, the extent to which individual speakers converge on the overall trends is
also discussed.
Using R Version 3.2.4 for Mac (R Core Team, 2016) and lme4 (Bates et al.
2012), we fit a mixed effects model to the binary variable of constricted glottis
presence using backwards selection, and models were compared using anova. Speaker
and word were treated as random effects in the models. Tested as fixed effects were a
number of factors concerned with the first sound of the word immediately following
the token. These included whether or not the initial sound was phonemically a glottal
stop (treated as binary), a plosive (i.e., /k/, /p/, /t/, or /ʔ/) or not (treated as binary), and
the sonority level of the initial sound (treated as ranked), all of which were
hypothesized to influence the realization of a constricted glottis due to either
assimilation or dissimilation, in part or full. Also tested were factors involving the
first syllable of the following word: whether the first syllable was stressed and
whether it was heavy or light. Finally, the two social factors – the speaker’s gender
and island of origin – were also tested. In cases when there is colinearity between
factors, separate models were fit and the model with the weaker predictor was
discarded. The results indicate a significant main effect of whether the speaker is male
or female (β = -1.59, t(389) = -3.29, p=.001), with male speakers being significantly
less likely to produce a constricted glottis. Also significant in the model is an effect of
whether the following word starts with a plosive; a constricted glottis was
significantly less likely to be present when the word immediately following kēia
began with a stop consonant (β = -1.38, t(389) = -3.87, p=.0001). There was no effect
observed for the speaker’s island of origin. A table with the full model is shown in
Appendix C.
To examine these factors further, the percentage of tokens realized with a
constricted glottis in each of these categories is shown in Table 2. Despite the small
token numbers, the effect of the following word beginning with a plosive is robust.
We observe a higher percentage of tokens realized with a constricted glottis when the
following word does not begin with a plosive for both subsets of the data tested (i.e.,
the first time the word sequence was uttered in the interaction and all other tokens);
both predicting factors reach significance in both models. Additionally, when
investigated individually for each speaker, we observe the effect of a following
plosive for all except two speakers.
females
following word starts with:

males

percent

total N

percent

total N

a plosive (/p, k, ʔ/)

42

69

18

102

other

69

96

35

124

TABLE 2: Percentage of tokens realized as with a constricted glottis for male and
female speakers, depending on characteristics of the following word.
The tendency for the female speakers to produce a larger percentage of tokens with a
constricted glottis compared to the male speakers is also robust: the rate of a constricted glottis when in the phonological contexts that inhibits a constricted glottis is
42% for the female speakers, which is even greater than the rate in the context which
favors a constricted glottis (35%) for the male speakers.
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4.2 Factors influencing phonetic reduction. For the second set of results, a mixed
effects model was fit to the subset of the data without a constricted glottis.19 This was
done in order to tease apart the effects of phonetic reduction and a constricted glottis.
Thus, subsetting the data in this way means that we can test factors influencing reduction, and we can be sure that the effects are not a byproduct of the variable presence
of a constricted glottis. Treated as the dependent variable was a binary distinction
between “reduced” and “unreduced”. Tokens were categorized in this way using byspeaker means for reduction. To do this, the mean level of reduction (from 1-4) was
calculated for each speaker. Then, each token was coded as being reduced if its
realization corresponded to a value greater than the mean for that speaker and as
unreduced if it was smaller than the mean. This way, we were able to categorize a
token as reduced in a way that depended on the speaker’s overall tendency to reduce
rather than use a researcher-imposed threshold of reduction.20 The mean rather than
the median was used to calculate these values since there are only four possible values
and means did not correspond to any of them, making a binary split (over or below
the mean) possible. Tested as predicting factors in the model were: stress of the
syllable immediately following the token, the number of morae in the syllable immediately following the token, speaker-based and corpus-based measures of bigram21
probability, and word sequence repetition.22 For word sequence repetition, two related
but different measures were tested: (1) the number of times kēia plus the following
word had been previously produced and (2) the number of times kēia plus the noun
phrase had been previously produced. The critical difference between these two
measures stems from the frequent occurrence of the plural marker mau immediately
following kēia. We hypothesized that we would observe a stronger effect from measure (1) if predictability stemmed from the immediately surrounding context, and from
measure (2) if the effect was due to predictability as related to the lexicalization of the
phrase. No difference was observed between the measures, so the model discussed
here includes only the second measure, and the two measures will not be compared
further. Future research can test the differences between these values using a larger
dataset and a wider range of function words, and can also investigate reduction of the
content words in the phrase.
The only factor that reached significance in the model was word sequence
repetition. The greater number of times that kēia plus the following noun phrase was
repeated by a speaker, the more likely the token of kēia was to be phonetically reduced (β = 0.14, t(233) = 2.12, p=.034). This effect is shown graphically in Figure 2
for tokens in the two categories of reduction. The graph is based on the raw data; it is
not generated within the context of the model. Evident in Figure 2 is a greater tendency for reduction to occur as word sequences are repeated.

19

All trends reported here remain significant in a model fit to the full dataset.
See Walker et al. (forthcoming) for a similar analysis of a scaled variable.
21
Here ‘bigram’ refers to sequences of two words.
22
While speech rate is also hypothesized to be related to reduction, it was not included in this analysis;
ongoing work that analyzes reduction in a larger number of Hawaiian function words will include
speech rate as a predictor. Additionally, it is possible that the reason we do not observe an effect of
speaker-based bigram probability is due to the small number of speakers and tokens per speaker that
were analyzed; future work analyzing a larger number of tokens from a larger number of speakers will
revisit this factor.
20
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FIGURE 2: Density of tokens across word sequence repetitions, shown for non-reduced
tokens (in purple) and reduced tokens (in light blue)
The results suggest that repetition of word sequences can affect phonetic reduction in
the function word kēia in much the same way that content words undergo reduction
with repetition. We return to a discussion of this result in Section 5.
5. DISCUSSION. The results provide evidence that phonetic realizations in Hawaiian are linked with social factors about the speaker (gender) as well as linguistic
factors (following environment). Specifically, the results indicate that a constricted
glottis is more likely in the word kēia when produced by women than by men, and it
is less likely to be found if the word immediately following kēia begins with a stop.
Furthermore, the results provide evidence that kēia is more likely to be phonetically
reduced as the sequence of words is repeated during the interaction.
The results demonstrate that there is indeed systematic (socio)phonetic variation to be found in Hawaiian. Furthermore, we have identified a great deal of phonetic
reduction in spoken Hawaiian. While the presence of phonetic reduction in rapid,
conversational speech is well-known to Hawaiian language scholars (Kinney 1956:
285; Elbert & Pukui 1979: 22-23), there seems to be a belief among at least some
non-Hawaiian-speaking linguists that Hawaiian exhibits little to no phonetic reduction; we hope the analysis presented herein goes some way toward dispelling that
myth.
In the remainder of this section, we discuss the implications of the findings for linguistic theory (Section 5.1) and present our efforts to disseminate the findings to the
Hawaiian-speaking community in order to inform the conservation and revitalization
of the language (Section 5.2).
5.1 Implications for linguists.
5.1.1 Factors influencing a constricted glottis. The results for constricted glottis
demonstrate the importance of treating linguistic variables stochistically rather than
labeling non-categorical variation as free variation; social and linguistic factors are
systematically linked with the variable, just not categorically so. While this is wellestablished for widely-studied languages like English, it is often missing from
descriptions of lesser-studied endangered languages. Additionally, the patterns
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observed for constricted glottis demonstrate the advantages of examining phonetic
and phonological processes in connected speech since both the extent of the variation
and the main linguistic factor constraining the variation can only be observed in
connected speech.
The effect of following stops on glottal stop presence obeys the Obligatory
Contour Principle (OCP), in which consonants that share characteristics are less likely
to be realized when they are found in close proximity to one another (McCarthy 1986;
Yip 1988 and many others). Gradient OCP effects are found in other Austronesian
languages, such Tagalog (Shih & Zuraw, under review) and Māori (Rácz et al. forthcoming). Rácz et al. (forthcoming) report that Māori stops that share their place of
articulation are less likely to be realized when found in CVCV sequences in words
without reduplicated sequences. A similar phenomenon (OCP for manner of articulation) may be responsible for variation in the presence of a constricted glottis in Hawaiian kēia. An extensive analysis of consonant variation in a wide range of words in
Hawaiian is needed to explore this further. An additional future direction for research
may be to investigate glottal stop variation in Tahitian teie ‘this’ and Rarotongan
Māori tēia ‘this’, where the variable presence of the glottal stop is also found (Walworth, personal communication Dec 2015 for Tahitian; NeSmith, personal communication June 2016 for Rarotongan Māori).
In addition to environmental factors, the speaker’s gender had an effect on
whether or not the word was realized with a constricted glottis. Female speakers were
more likely to produce kēia with a constricted glottis. Further work is needed to
determine the extent to which this pattern can be found beyond the word kēia and the
extent to which the variation is socially meaningful.
5.1.2 Repetition of word sequences affecting phonetic reduction. In addition to the
results for constricted glottis, we observed an effect of word sequence repetition on
phonetic reduction in kēia, lending support to the Probabilistic Reduction Hypothesis
(Jurafsky et al. 2001) and the Smooth Signal Reduction Hypothesis (Aylett & Turk
2004). This result is surprising for two reasons. The first is that probabilistic effects
such as this have largely remained undescribed (and probably largely untested) in
Austronesian languages (though see Davis 2003; Blevins 2005). Even more surprising
is the fact that we have observed an effect of repetition on a function word at all; work
on English has observed repetition effects for content words (Fowler & Housum
1987; Fowler 1988) but not function words (Bell et al. 2009: 104). One reason we
may have observed an effect is that we counted repetitions of word sequences rather
than counting the function words in isolation, as others have done. While function
words in isolation may be so frequent that repetition has little to no effect at the word
level, it is possible that lexicalized phrases undergo reduction in much the same way
as content words in isolation do. If this is the case, other words within the phrase may
also be realized as more reduced as the phrase is repeated, a hypothesis that will be
tested in future research. Future research will also focus on a wider range of function
words.
The first set of results (i.e., the variability of the presence of a constricted
glottis) is in accordance with models of speech production that can account for systematic variation that is non-categorical, such as variable rules (Labov 1969;
Cedergren & Sankoff 1974; Guy 1991), exemplar-based models (Johnson 1997;
Pierrehumbert 2001, 2006), and Bayesian models (Norris & McQueen 2008). The
second set of results, however, present a challenge to models that do not track or store
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repetitions of words and sequences of words. To account for this set of results, an
exemplar-based or Bayesian-based account is most promising.
There are, of course, limitations to the work presented herein. We
acknowledge that our sample size of eight speakers is smaller than what has become
the norm for many variationists. A small sample size is one of the drawbacks of
conducting quantitative work on an endangered language. But while it may limit the
types of variables one can investigate, it is still a worthwhile enterprise, as we have
shown. Given the robustness of our results – particularly the results for phonological
environment and speaker gender – we anticipate that our ongoing research in this
area, incorporating a larger number of tokens, words, and predicting variables as well
as drawing on data from a larger number of speakers, will confirm the findings presented here.
5.2 Dissemination to speakers. There are a number of ways that sociolinguistic
analyses of variation in endangered languages can assist language learners and instructors. However, it is unlikely to have much of an impact if the report exists solely
in an academic book or journal because only a handful of learners with no linguistics
training will choose to wade through the technical terms and abstract theoretical
concepts to learn about the variable they are interested in. Therefore, we have developed an online resource to aid in the teaching and acquisition of linguistic variation.
The goal of the website is to make information about variation in Hawaiian more
accessible for learners and instructors alike. In this section we begin by discussing
select online resources for learners of Hawaiian. We then present a description of the
website that we developed to assist in the teaching and acquisition of sociolinguistic
variation in Hawaiian. Finally, we provide a brief discussion about our personal
connection to the project, describing what we feel is our responsibility as linguists and
Hawaiian language learners.
The internet provides a means of reaching a wide variety of learners, and it
can also provide a united platform for a speech community that is dispersed geographically. Online tools provide a means for all learners – not only those who are associated with an institution or who gain special permission – to have access to recordings
and tools that can assist in their progression toward fluency. Therefore, websites are
an excellent medium for Hawaiian language learners, most of whom can gain access
through a public library if not from the comfort of their home. Learners of Hawaiian,
especially those who have already achieved some level of proficiency, tend to be
highly motivated to improve their language skills. Thus, it is not particularly surprising that online resources made available for such learners are heavily used. For example, in 2011, ʻŌiwi TV (found online at www.oiwi.tv and on Oceanic Digital Channel
326) reported as many as 225,000 views per month to their television channel and
website after only two years of existence (Kamehameha Schools 2011). At a smaller
scale, the Kealopiko23 blog, with weekly posts on the various meanings and uses of
select lexical items, receives hundreds of visits to each of its posts, with hundreds of
people also engaging in other online formats (e.g., Instagram). Thus the internet is
proving to be a viable way of both disseminating information about and increasing
exposure to the Hawaiian language.
There are two main modes of acquiring sociolinguistic variables: explicit instruction and ample exposure to the pattern. We first discuss the benefits of exposure
23

Kealopiko is a clothing company geared toward raising awareness and prestige of Hawaiian language, culture, and biodiversity.
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in regard to acquiring variation. Contact with native speakers results in increased
exposure to patterns of sociolinguistic variables, which can, in turn, aid both comprehension and production. However, when there is little opportunity to interact with
native speakers, other methods of exposure become necessary. Luckily, there are
several existing archives of conversational speech produced by native speakers of
Hawaiian who learned the language through an unbroken chain of intergenerational
transmission.24 These recordings are an invaluable resource for Hawaiian language
learners and scholars. Thanks to the initiative of a small number of forward-thinking
individuals, including the kūpuna who agreed to be interviewed, there are several
archives that contain such speech. One of these is the Kanahele Collection, from
which the data analyzed for this project were gleaned. The Kanahele Collection is
accessible online, with mp3 files and corresponding pdfs of transcriptions and translations available for download. Another archive is made up of two sets of interviews
from Ka Leo Hawaiʻi, a radio show begun by Larry Kimura. The first set was recorded between 1972-1989 (Kimura 2015) and, through Kimura’s efforts, is in the process
of being made available. Under the direction of Puakea Nogelmeier, the second set of
Ka Leo Hawai‘i recordings was made between 1991-2000. These recordings are
available
online
for
download
as
mp3
files
(https://evols.library.manoa.hawaii.edu/handle/10524/47857). The largest archive of
Hawaiian language recordings is held at the Bishop Museum and was collected in the
1950s and 1960s by Mary Kawena Pukui. Pukui, a native speaker of Hawaiian,
interviewed people from six different islands. While of course not as beneficial as
interacting with native speakers, listening to these collections is an excellent way for
learners who have little contact with native speakers to be exposed to the linguistic
patterns that are found in the recordings in addition to the worldviews expressed
therein (Kneubuhl 2014: 72). Note that ownership of the recordings ultimately rests
with those who produced and maintain them. Thus, while the recordings are freely
available to the public and learners are encouraged to listen to the recordings, researchers who were not directly involved with data collection should seek permission
from the owners of the archives before treating them as data or disseminating them
through other venues.
The increased accessibility of recordings discussed above can help learners
achieve a higher level of fluency in Hawaiian, including the incorporation of noncategorical linguistic variation and an increased understanding of Hawaiian concepts
and culture. Explicit instruction, however, can assist with the comprehension and
acquisition of the variables, especially if received alongside regular exposure to the
variable in speech through, for example, frequently listening to the archived recordings. Explicit instruction draws learners’ attention to the pattern so it can be noticed
and then learned (Schmidt 1990). Instructors can incorporate sociolinguistic variants
when using a Communicative Language Teaching approach (Richards 2006), treating
L1 speech as a model and giving students practice using the variants. Additionally,
explicit instruction that includes exposure to short clips of speech from the archives
may help lessen the degree to which the recordings are perceived as daunting to some
beginning learners. As an instructor of Hawaiian language at the University of
Hawaiʻi at Mānoa, the third author found that, while some learners readily embrace
listening to the recordings even if they don’t understand most of what is being said,
many others find the task intimidating. By sharing smaller clips along with the associ24

To our knowledge, there is not yet an archive of speech produced by L1-speaking children of L2speaking parents though this would be an excellent resource.
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ated transcriptions on the website, we hope to make the task of listening a little less
intimidating.
With an aim of reaching a wide range of learners (i.e., not only those who are
taking a Hawaiian language class), we have created a website
(http://nuinaala.wixsite.com/variationinhawaiian) that explains the variation that we
report in this paper, with plans to add new pages describing other variables as descriptions emerge. The linguistic variable and select factors constraining the variable are
presented in language intended to engage learners who have little to no training in
linguistics. The site makes available short clips of speech that contain different phonetic realizations of kēia, alongside transcription of the clips. Additionally, examples
of lesson plans and in-class exercises are provided to assist any instructors who wish
to incorporate a discussion of linguistic variation in the classroom but do not already
have the resources to do so. The goals of the website are to pique users’ interest in
variation, teach them something about what we found and, for beginning learners
especially, make the native speaker resources less intimidating through presenting
short clips alongside the transcription. The website draws the viewer's attention to the
variation without prescribing a “right” way to use the variation. This is especially
important given that speaker identity is complex. There are likely complex interactions between predicting variables and subtle ways the variation is used for social
purposes that is completely missing from our description. Also, the website is not
intended as a standalone site for acquiring the language; it is assumed that learners are
acquiring Hawaiian through other methods and that they will use the site merely as a
supplementary tool to learn something about the range of different pronunciations
found in the speech of native speakers.
This aspect of our work – the creation of resources to assist language learners
– immediately becomes part of our kuleana when examining variation in the language
at all. The Hawaiian concept of kuleana refers to one’s right, responsibility, and
province, which, for linguists, includes helping to responsibly steward aspects of
language we study to speakers of the language. Assisting learners in their acquisition
of Hawaiian has been central to the motivations behind this project. We believe that
an examination of sociolinguistic variation in Hawaiian helps to maintain a link
between the language as it is used today and how the ancestors spoke, and that the
information gleaned from sociolinguistic analyses is an important step in the maintenance of that link. Thus, we view the creation of this website as a critical component
of our research investigating variation in Hawaiian. In fact, for us, dissemination of
the results to interested community members is just as important as disseminating the
information among linguists. Whether learners choose to use the site and whether they
then include variation in their realizations of kēia remains to be seen. It is not our
kuleana to say they should.
6. FINAL THOUGHTS. Taken together, the results reveal a great deal of phonetic variation, even though we focus our analysis on only one word: kēia. The results
provide a description of sociolinguistic variation in Hawaiian, and they inform current
models of linguistic theory. Additionally, we are using the results to construct resources for language learners who wish to adopt the patterns of variation we have
described.
The work demonstrates the advantages of using a variationist approach to analyze data from a lesser-studied language; we believe using variationist methodologies
on a wider range of languages will yield an unforeseen number of insights. We enDOCUMENTING VARIATION IN ENDANGERED LANGUAGES
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courage variationists to describe variation in a wider range of languages and we urge
language documentarians to view non-categorical linguistic variation as an integral
part of language. We recognize, of course, that limited resources and the overwhelming number of endangered languages in the world makes our recommendation difficult to fulfill. Additionally, we face something of a conundrum: variationist analysis
on endangered or threatened languages is especially feasible for languages that already have some documentation so that researchers can focus their attention on those
variables that are most likely to vary in interesting ways. However, populations who
speak endangered languages are aging and, as language shift occurs, sociolinguistic
variation is lost. It is desirable (if not essential) that appropriate recordings be made
prior to the language reaching the status of a severely endangered language. Word
lists and other formal methods of eliciting data, while useful, normally elicit only the
most formal styles of speech, meaning that they do not provide the wide range of
styles that speakers use. In variationist work, an analysis of such data is often compared with an analysis of conversations between speakers in order to more fully
describe the range of variation. Ideally, conversations between speakers who grew up
speaking the language are recorded. Then, transcription and translation of the materials – with help from highly fluent speakers – is conducted. Of course, in an endangered language context, such a scenario is not always possible. A variationist analysis
can still be conducted (see e.g., Babel 2008), but – just as in any linguistic study – the
range, richness, and robustness of the variation decreases as language loss increases.
Thus, in order to counteract the conundrum, we recommend recording interactions
between speakers of endangered languages early in the documentation process, even
if one must wait to analyze the sociolinguistic variation until after documentation of
more categorical trends has been completed. In order to accomplish this goal, we see
the most fruitful way forward being one where – when specialization in both subfields
by a single individual is not (immediately) possible – close collaborations between
variationist sociolinguists and language documentarians are established. Likewise,
graduate students can benefit from insights of a diverse faculty, gaining the expertise
they need to conduct a sociolinguistic variationist analysis as part of their language
documentation project.
For Hawaiian, there is still much work to be done, both in terms of describing
variation and disseminating information about the variation to language learners.
Therefore, this paper marks what is merely the beginning of a research program
aimed at describing variation found in Hawaiian, conducted with the joint purpose of
advancing linguistic theory and informing ongoing Hawaiian language revitalization
efforts.
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Appendix A
Realizations of kēia observed in the full dataset (i.e., all phrasal positions), shown in
decreasing order of occurrence. Number of tokens in the restricted dataset that was
used to analyze the constricted glottis variation shown in parentheses. Tokens with no
number correspond to attested realizations that were not included in the analysis
presented herein due to noise, occurring at an intonational phrase boundary, or being
followed by a pause.
ke (80)
keː (77)
keʻi (56)
keʻia (32)
keʻe (30)
keːia (22)
keːʻia (15)
kea (14)
kaʻi (10)
kei (7)
keia (7)
keʻea (6)
kaʻia (4)
ki (4)
kia (4)
kai (3)

keʻɪ (3)
keo (3)
keːi (2)
keu (2)
ēia (1)
ghe (1)
gu (1)
ka (1)
keːa (1)
keʻa (1)
keʻiː (1)
kuja (1)
te (1)
keːʻi
teːia

Appendix B
Model of constricted glottis
Estimate Std. Error z value
Pr(>|z|)
(Intercept)
0.9898
0.3886
2.547
0.0109
gender = M
-1.5904
0.4833
-3.291
0.0010
following = plosive
-1.3787
0.3562
-3.870
0.0001

Model of reduction
Estimate

Std. Error

z value

Pr(>|z|)

(Intercept)

1.8785

0.6014

3.124

0.0018

word sequence repetition

0.1447

0.0683

2.119

0.0341

DOCUMENTING VARIATION IN ENDANGERED LANGUAGES

87

Appendix C
By-speaker means and medians for reduction.
speaker
Hilda
James
JohnB
JohnC
Luka
Lydia
Minnie
Peter

mean
3.34
3.64
4.26
4.23
3.21
3.33
2.89
3.42

median
3
4
5
4
3
3
3
4
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This paper offers a case study on dialect contact in Máíh!k̃ i (Tukanoan, Peru), with the
goal of illustrating how documentation of variation can contribute to a general language
documentation project. I begin by describing the facts of variation in one dialectally
diverse Máíh!k̃ i-speaking community. I then argue that the outcomes of dialect mixing in
this speech community can be understood only through a fine-grained analysis centering
the dialectal composition of the communities of practice to which speakers belonged in
early life. The coarse-grained identity categories used in most variationist analyses, such
as age and gender, are less informative. After proposing a network theory interpretation
of this finding, I discuss its implications for the role of (a) ethnography and (b) the
European dialect mixing literature in research on variation in endangered languages.
Second, I describe some surprising similarities between this speech community and those
described in classic variationist literature. Like urban English speakers, Máíh!k̃ i speakers
attach less indexical value to morphosyntactic than to phonological variation, and –
although their language lacks a standard – engage in indexically motivated style-shifting.
I discuss ways to adapt variationist methods to endangered language settings to capture
these phenomena, then close with comments on the importance of documenting variation
for conservation.
1. INTRODUCTION. This paper aims to illustrate some of the contributions which
documentation of inter-speaker variation can make to a general language documentation
project.1 Drawing on my own experience conducting fieldwork on variation in a critically
endangered language, I argue here that studying variation is valuable – and in some cases,
indispensible – to achieving the most common goals of language documentation projects.
Where documentation materials will be used for language conservation activities,
documentation of variation is necessary for the materials to accurately represent the
internal diversity of the language. Likewise, where documentation will be the basis for
1
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grammatical description, variation can be crucial in weighing diachronic and synchronic
explanations for generalizations (Rice 2006: 402-403).
Yet, for several reasons, general documentation projects do not examine variation
as often as they might (though see Rice 1989, ch. 4, and Campbell 2014, ch. 6, for two
exceptions). It is unusual for students to be trained in both cross-linguistic descriptive
fieldwork and sociolinguistics or dialectology. Field methods textbooks (e.g. Samarin
1967, Vaux & Cooper 1999, Bowern 2008) and language documentation literature (e.g.
Austin & Sallabank 2011, Chelliah & DeReuse 2011) say relatively little about how to
investigate and describe variation. And a survey of reference grammars suggests that
many descriptive and documentary projects take much of their data from a small group of
speakers who display only modest variation.
Moreover, research on variation in endangered and poorly described languages
faces particular obstacles. It is difficult to record casual speech, showing the full range of
variation, from rusty or self-conscious speakers. Sociolinguistic variation in a nonindustrial society may not follow the same social patterns that are highlighted in the
sociolinguistic literature on the US and Europe. The linguist may be unfamiliar with the
sociolinguistic variables, or may not expect variation in some areas of the grammar. Or,
especially in the early stages of fieldwork, language ideologies may conceal variation
from the linguist entirely. And while sociolinguists working in industrial societies have
devised methods to address some of these problems, many common sociolinguistic
research methods – for example, interview modules which involve reading passages or
wordlists – are inappropriate in endangered language settings.
Sociolinguistics has thus continued to focus primarily on varieties of English and
other Indo-European languages, even as other subfields of linguistics have taken a strong
cross-linguistic turn. As a consequence of this focus, the cross-linguistic and crosscultural applicability of many sociolinguistic (and therefore also historical linguistic)
generalizations remains to be tested (Stanford & Preston 2009; Stanford 2008, 2009).
Against this background, this paper describes the methods which I used to carry
out sociolinguistic documentation of Máíh!k̃ i, a severely endangered Amazonian
language, in a field situation with massive variation produced by dialect mixing. My
goals are two. First, I sketch some of the differences in the structure of variation between
one Máíh!k̃ i-speaking community and some speech communities described in wellknown sociolinguistic literature (such as Trudgill 1974, Milroy & Milroy 1985, Eckert
1988, or the studies summarized in Labov 2001). Like many communities where
language documentarians work, the speech community which I discuss is small, nonindustrial, and has been displaced from its traditional lands. My description of variation
in this setting will therefore, I hope, give other documentarians a sense of where – in
which linguistic features, and among which speakers – they may encounter variation at
their own field sites. Second, I illustrate how general language documentation projects
can incorporate documentation of variation, including by adopting methods from
variationist sociolinguistics.
The paper is organized as follows. The following section (§2) describes the
speech community and language of study. §3 gives a case study of four sociolinguistic
variables in this speech community, first summarizing the facts of variation (§3.1) and
then arguing for an ethnographically grounded analysis of the social patterning of the
variation (§3.2, §3.3). §4 discusses ways in which variation in Máíh!k̃ i departs, or
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interestingly fails to depart, from the kinds of variation discussed in the sociolinguistic
literature cited above. These include the dominance of morphosyntactic over
phonological variation (§4.1) and the presence of indexically motivated style-shifting
(§4.2). §5 presents the methods which I used to integrate collection of data on and
analysis of this variation into a general documentation project. In §6, I summarize and
argue for the importance of studying variation to both language documentation and
conservation generally.
2. BACKGROUND: THE LANGUAGE AND FIELD SITE. Máíh!k̃ i (Western
Tukanoan, ISO-639: ore; also known by the pejorative terms ‘Orejón’ and ‘Coto’) is the
traditional language of the Máíhuna ethnic group, an indigenous people of northwestern
Amazonia. As shown in Figure 1, Máíhuna people traditionally occupied the area
between the Napo and Putumayo Rivers, located in the extreme northeast of
contemporary Peru. They subsisted by manioc horticulture, wild-gathering, hunting, and
fishing. Unlike some well-known Tukanoan peoples of the Vaupés area (Sorensen 1967,
Hugh-Jones 1979, Jackson 1983), and like other Western Tukanoan peoples, Máíhuna
people traditionally practiced clan exogamy and language group endogamy, and did not
stigmatize code-switching or lexical borrowing.

FIGURE 1: Map of Máíhuna settlement areas by dialect. Inset shows location of
Maihuna area within Peru. Base map by Farmer (2015: 5).
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The Máíh!k̃ i language is severely endangered, with ~75 speakers in the ethnic
Máíhuna population of ~500. The speakers, most of whom were born before 1965, are
scattered across five widely separated settlements, all but one within the traditional
territory. All Máíh!k̃ i speakers speak at least some regional Spanish, and for most,
Spanish is the dominant language of daily interaction. No children have fully acquired
Máíh!k̃ i since the late 1970s.
Máíhuna people distinguish three mutually intelligible dialects of Máíh!k̃ i, which
they typically describe in terms of lexical differences. While speakers tend to refer to
dialects by the names of the river basins where they are spoken, I refer to them here as
‘Northern,’ ‘Eastern,’ and ‘Western.’ Figure 1 shows the territory traditionally associated
with each dialect. In 2014, the Northern dialect, associated with the Algodón River (a
tributary of the Putumayo River), had 12 fluent speakers. The Eastern dialect, associated
with the Sucusari River (a tributary of the Napo River), had 15 speakers. All of the other
~50 speakers of Máíh!k̃ i spoke varieties of the Western dialect, associated with the
Yanayacu River (a tributary of the Napo). Historically, there was a fourth dialect, closely
related to the Eastern dialect, associated with the Ampiyacu and Apayacu rivers
(tributaries of the Amazon). This variety has never been documented and may no longer
be spoken.
I conducted the fieldwork described here between January and June 2014 in San
Antonio del Estrecho, a multi-ethnic town of ~3,000 people located on the Putumayo
River (a tributary of the Amazon), which forms the border between Peru and Colombia.
Estrecho, as it is called, is one day's walk overland from the traditional Máíhuna
settlement area on the Algodón River. At the time of my research, ~70 Máíhuna people,
representing at least three-quarters of the total Máíhuna population of this region, had left
the Algodón and come to live in Estrecho. Their migration formed part of a long,
colonially mediated process in which Máíhuna people in the Putumayo basin have shifted
from living in mobile bands in remote interfluvial areas, to living in fixed settlements on
or near the main course of the Putumayo (Skilton 2014: 4-6.)
My goal in working with the former Algodón speech community was to produce a
grammatical sketch of Northern Máíh!k̃ i for a polylectal descriptive grammar, since the
Northern dialect was the most endangered and least described of the varieties of Máíh!k̃ i.2
Local speakers, aware of differences between their speech and that of other dialect areas,
supported this goal. Yet within a few weeks of my arrival, it became clear that there was
no invariant ‘Northern dialect’ to take as the object of grammatical description.
3. THE SOCIAL PARAMETERS OF VARIATION. Máíh!k̃ i speakers born in the
Algodón form a small and tight-knit speech community, but exhibit exuberant variation.
Speakers who are closely related and have been coresident for most of their lives, such as
siblings, display different reflexes of many sociolinguistic variables.
In this section, I summarize the facts of phonological and morphological variation
in Northern Máíh!k̃ i (§3.1) and describe the social situation which gave rise to this
variation (§3.2). My account of the patterning of variation focuses on the life histories
2

SIL members published short descriptions of the Eastern dialect in the 1960s and 1970s (Velie 1975,
Velie & Velie 1981). My collaborators Lev Michael, Christine Beier, and Stephanie Farmer had carried out
several months of fieldwork on the Western dialect (Michael et al. 2014; Farmer 2015).
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and kin relations of speakers, rather than on their memberships in corporate groups3 such
as age cohorts, genders, or clans. These more familiar sociolinguistic factors, I show in
§3.3, capture almost none of the variation found in Northern Máíh!k̃ i. By this, I do not
mean that different corporate groups are relevant in this setting – for instance, that
socioeconomic status operates differently there (cf. Rickford 1986) or that clan is
important and class is not (Stanford 2009). Rather, I aim to show that corporate group
memberships in general are less relevant, and the details of life history more relevant, to
analysis of variation in Máíh!k̃ i.
3.1 The facts of variation. Table 1 shows the values of four sociolinguistic variables for
six Máíh!k̃ i speakers born in the Algodón basin, a place understood by speakers as
forming a single settlement area. Two variables, (VHV) and (KʷA), are phonological –
they represent sound changes which, at some point, affected the entire lexicon. The other
two, (3SG.PST) and (go.1SG.PST), are morphological – they represent analogy-driven
change in the form of specific morphological constructions.4 Both the phonological and
the morphological variables are categorical, in the sense that I never observed forms
intermediate between the variants shown.5
(VHV):
‘descend’
Soraida gáè
Pedro
gáè, gáhè
Féderico gáè, gáhè
Trujillo gáè, gáhè
Adriano gáè
Otilia
gáè

(KʷA): ‘cook.VT’
kòkò
kòkò (text), kʷàkò (list)
kòkò (text), kʷàkò (list)
kòkò (text), kʷàkò (list)
kòkò
kòkò

(3SG.PST.NF/F)

(go.1SG.PST)

-aɨ/-ao
-aɨ/-ao
-aɨ/-ao
-gɨ/-go
-gɨ/-go
-aɨ/-ao

sá-h!̀
sáí-b!̀
sáí-b!̀
sá-h!̀ ̃
sá-h!̀ ̃
sáà-b!̀

TABLE 1: Four sociolinguistic variables in Northern Máíh!k̃ i.

3

A ‘corporate group’ is a group of people that shares rights and duties, is relatively stable in membership,
and outlasts the deaths or separation from the group of its members. For example, nuclear families,
socioeconomic classes, and clans are all potentially corporate groups. Hayden & Cannon (1982: 133-134)
discuss this term and its history in more detail.
4
Glossing in this paper follows Leipzig conventions (except that NF is ‘non-feminine’): 1 ‘first person’, 2
‘second person’, 3 ‘third person’, E ‘Eastern’, F ‘feminine’, N ‘Northern’, NF ‘nonfeminine’, PL ‘plural’
PST ‘past’, SG ‘singular’, VT ‘transitive verb’, W ‘Western’.
5
§3.2.2 provides complete linguistic descriptions of the variables. In brief: the variable (VHV) represents
the reflexes of roots with Pre-Máíh!k̃ i (PM) intervocalic *h, exemplified by the verb *gáhè ‘descend, go
downriver.’ (KʷA) represents reflexes of roots with PM initial *kʷ, exemplified by *kʷako ‘cook.VT’.
Máíh!k̃ i has two verb classes: a large open class, and the ‘i-class,’ a closed class which follows a different
inflectional paradigm and displays root allomorphy governed by the first affix right of the root. (3SG.PST)
represents the affixes which, on open-class verbs, mark past tense and 3SG subject agreement (forms on the
left of the slash agree with non-feminine subjects, forms on the right with feminine subjects). (go.1SG.PST)
represents the morphological construction, consisting of a root allomorph and agreement affix, used to
mark past tense with (a) 1SG and (b) all plural subject agreement on i-class verbs, such as ‘go.’
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Table 1 combines text and wordlist data (cf. §4). While there is intraspeaker
variation in the phonological variables (VHV) and (KʷA), the data contains no evidence
of intraspeaker variation in the morphological variables (3SG.PST) and (go.1SG.PST).
The data in Table 1 exemplifies two general attributes of variation in this speech
community: (a) the variants are numerous, and (b) for some variables, variants cannot be
categorized into isogloss bundles even at the level of the idiolect. On (a), the six speakers
in Table 1 display four different forms for the variable (go.1SG.PST). One of the four
variants, sáh!̀ (Soraida), is identical to the form found in Western and Eastern Máíh!k̃ i.
Another variant, sáh!̀ ̃ (Trujillo, Adriano) reflects a minor phonological change from this
form – nasalization of the final vowel, likely due to rhinoglottophilia. Two variants –
sáíb!̀ (Pedro, Féderico) and sáàb!̀ (Otilia) – represent significant morphological
innovations relative to the forms with h. On (b), there are only two speakers in Table 1,
Pedro and Féderico, who display exactly the same variants. Other pairs, such as Adriano
and Soraida, or Trujillo and Pedro, display the same phonological variants, but different
morphological ones.
The extent of the variation shown in Table 1 is more surprising because the six
speakers whose data is shown form a single, close-knit social network. At the time of my
research, the speakers listed in Table 1 live in the same location, as they have for most of
their lives, and communicate with each other in Máíh!k̃ i every day, though some pairs
interact in Spanish as well. In addition, all of the people listed in Table 1 are close kin.
Every speaker shown has a first- or second-degree kinship relation with every other one,
and the list includes two sets of siblings (cf. Figure 2 below). In the terms of network
theory as operationalized for sociolinguistics by Gal (1979) and Milroy (1980), all of the
speakers in Table 1 have strong, multiplex ties – by kinship and by coresidence – with
one another, and they have relatively few ties to fluent Máíh!k̃ i speakers outside the
group. Small, close-knit networks have been claimed to suppress variation (Milroy &
Milroy 1985: 364, Lippi-Green 1989: 217-218). But here, variation flourishes among the
Table 1 speakers despite the strong and multiplex ties between them.
3.2 The source of variation: dialect contact. The variation shown in Table 1 is the
consequence of almost a century of intensive dialect contact between Northern, Eastern,
and Western Máíh!k̃ i in the Algodón basin, the traditional Northern Máíh!k̃ i dialect area.
Máíhuna oral history indicates that Máíhuna people from the Eastern and Western dialect
areas began moving to the Algodón in the 1920s, possibly brought by labor patrons.
Migration from other areas to the Algodón accelerated in the 1960s, when a large number
of young men from the Algodón began traveling to Eastern and Western Máíh!k̃ ispeaking communities to find wives, then bringing their brides – and, in many cases, the
brides’ families – back to the Algodón with them. (This ‘spouse import’ was driven by
severe demographic imbalances in the Algodón population. It is not a traditional Máíhuna
practice.)
Influential studies of koineization in European languages by Kerswill & Williams
(2000), Trudgill et al. (2000), Trudgill (2004), and Kerswill & Trudgill (2005) have
suggested that, in situations of intense contact between speakers of mutually intelligible
dialects, dialect differences will be leveled – leading to the emergence of a uniform koiné
– within one to two generations. Yet dialect contact in the social network which I
describe here did not lead to the emergence of a koiné, even though it preceded language
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shift by at least five decades. Rather, each Máíh!k̃ i speaker born in the Algodón during
the dialect contact period displays a different mixture of Northern, Western, and Eastern
dialect features.
In this section, I begin by tracing the kinship and coresidence relations of the
speakers shown in Table 1 (§3.2.1). I then suggest, in §3.2.2, that the outcome of dialect
mixing for each individual in this population directly reflects the dialectal composition of
the gender-, kinship-, and coresidence-based communities of practice (Lave & Wenger
1991) to which he or she belonged in early life. In §3.3, I contrast the explanatory power
of this very fine-grained, ethnographic analysis with the power of an analysis that focuses
on the kind of coarse-grained identity categories, such as age and gender, that are often
prominent in variationist analyses. My evaluations of the analyses in §3.2 and §3.3 are
exclusively qualitative, since at the time of my research, only 12 Máíh!k̃ i speakers born in
the Algodón were still living – a population too small for statistical analysis to be
meaningful.
3.2.1 Kinship and place. Gender, age, and clan membership are central organizing
principles in Máíhuna society and traditional ritual life (Bellier 1991). Yet when the
speakers in Table 1 talk about the ways that they are different from one another and from
other Máíhuna people, they do not treat these categories as most salient. What they see as
relevant, instead, are the places with which a person and their kin are associated: where
someone was born, where they lived as a child, and where their parents were born. These
categories assume central importance in my analysis of variation as well, for it is kinship
and place – as indices of the communities of practice to which speakers have belonged –
which best explain the variation shown in Table 1.
I therefore now summarize the kinship and coresidence relations among the
speakers listed in Table 1. Figure 2 displays a genealogical diagram of the Table 1
speakers, overlaid with information about place. Each shape in Figure 2 represents a
named individual who is listed in Table 1 or is the parent or spouse of a speaker listed
there. Information in Figure 2 was collected in genealogical and life-history interviews
with the speakers listed in Table 1 and confirmed, where possible, with missionary
records. Squares represent men, circles women.
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Féderico
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Soraida

Born in Algodón - Downriver
Born in Algodón - Upriver
Born in Western dialect region
Born in Eastern dialect region
Died before June 2015

FIGURE 2: Kin relations among speakers in Table 1.
Figure 2 shows that Adriano and Trujillo are siblings, as are Soraida, Pedro, and
Féderico. Otilia is married to Adriano and is in a consanguineal relation to Soraida and
her brothers through which she is classified as their sister. Because of this classificatory
relationship, represented by the curved line, Otilia links the two sets of biological siblings
into a single kin network. Soraida and her siblings are entitled to address Otilia as dòìkò
‘sister,’ her husband Adriano as bá!̀ ‘brother-in-law,’ and her children as h!́ t̃ !̀ ‘nephew’
and h!́ t̃ ò ‘niece.’
The contrast between blue and cyan shapes in Figure 2 represents historical
coresidence relations among the speakers born in the Algodón. Six people here – Soraida
and her brothers, whose variants are shown in Table 1, and three deceased people – were
born far upriver on the Algodón. They lived in extremely remote locations in the
headwaters of the Algodón and in the area between the Algodón and Napo until the early
1950s, when missionaries persuaded them to settle in a village on the more accessible
middle Algodón. Otilia was born at this new settlement shortly after it was founded. Two
other people on the diagram – Adriano and Trujillo, both also in Table 1 – were born in
an extended-family settlement located downriver on Algodón, near the river’s mouth.
This settlement, founded by Adriano and Trujillo’s father in the 1920s, dissolved in the
mid-1950s. Its members then migrated to the village on the middle Algodón.
Finally, the contrast between green, red, and blue or cyan shapes on Figure 2
visually represents the birthplace of each person. Except for Soraida, every Table 1
speaker has at least one first-degree relative – parent or spouse – born outside the
Algodón. Adriano and Trujillo’s father was born in the Sucusari basin, where Eastern
Máíh!k̃ i is currently spoken. Otilia’s mother was born in the Ampiyacu-Apayacu basin,
which is geographically very close to the Sucusari basin, and likely spoke a dialect
similar to Eastern Máíh!k̃ i. Pedro and Féderico are married to Western Máíh!k̃ i-speaking
women from the Yanayacu basin.
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3.2.2 Communities of practice. In Table 2, almost all of the variation shown can be
understood by reference to the three social factors displayed in the three left columns: (a)
the speaker’s place of birth and childhood residence, (b) the dialects spoken by his or her
parents (inferred from the parents’ birthplaces, as all of the speakers’ parents are
deceased), and (c) the dialect spoken by his or her spouse. Table 2 re-displays a version
of Table 1 expanded to include this information, as well as the forms found in the Eastern
and Western dialects.

Soraida
Pedro

Birth
Group
Upriver
Upriver

Parent
Dial.
N, N
N, N

Spouse
Dial.
N
W

Féderico

Upriver

N, N

W

Trujillo

Downriver E (Sucusari), N
Downriver N6
Upriver
E
(Ampiyacu), N
N/A
N/A

N/A

N/A

Adriano
Otilia
Eastern
dial.
(Sucusari)
Western dial.

N/A

N
N

(VHV):
‘descend’
gáègáè-,
gáhègáè-,
gáhègáè-,
gáhègáègáè-

(KʷA):
‘cook.VT’
kòkòkòkò-,
kʷàkòkòkò-,
kʷàkòkòkò-,
kʷàkòkòkòkòkò-

(3SG.
PST)
-aɨ/-ao
-aɨ/-ao

(go.1SG.
PST)
sáh!̀
sáíb!̀

-aɨ/-ao

sáíb!̀

-gɨ/-go

sáh!̀ ̃

-gɨ/-go
-aɨ/-ao

sáh!̀ ̃
sáàb!̀

N/A

áhè-

kʷàkò-

-gɨ/-go

sáh!̀

N/A

gáhè-

kʷàkò-

-gɨ/-go

sáh!̀

TABLE 2: Four sociolinguistic variables and three parameters of variation
(3SG.PST). All finite verbs in Máíh!k̃ i bear inflectional suffixes which fusionally
expone tense, sentential mood, and the subject features of person, number, and gender
(feminine vs. non-feminine). This sociolinguistic variable relates to the segmental form
of the affixes which mark past tense and third person singular agreement on the main
class of verbs. In Pre-Máíh!k̃ i (PM), the third person singular non-feminine past tense
(3SG.NF.PST) affix reconstructs to *-agɨ, and its feminine (3SG.F.PST) counterpart to *-ago.
In the contemporary language, there are two reflexes of these forms: -aɨ (NF)/-ao (F), used
only by speakers born in the Algodón, and -gɨ (NF) /-go (F), which is used by some
speakers in the Algodón and all speakers in the other two dialect regions.
Among the Table 1 speakers, place of birth within the Algodón basin has a clear
relationship with this variable. Trujillo and Adriano, the two speakers born in the
downriver settlement, are the only speakers here to use the -gɨ/-go variants. These
variants are also found in Eastern Máíh!k̃ i, the dialect spoken by their late father, the
founder of that settlement. All other speakers in Table 1 (and to my knowledge, all
speakers born in the Algodón except for the former members of the downriver
6

Adriano and Trujillo, though full siblings, are assigned different values of Parent Dial because their father
died when Adriano was approximately two years old and Trujillo, who is at least ten years older, was in his
teens.
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settlement) use the -aɨ variant, which is found exclusively in the Northern dialect region.
Trujillo and Adriano’s use of -gɨ therefore likely reflects that their input in acquisition
included more Eastern Máíh!k̃ i and Eastern-influenced varieties – that is, their father’s
speech and the speech of their older siblings, who would have been the brothers’ main
caregivers – than Northern Máíh!k̃ i. The brothers’ variant of (go.1SG.PST), sáh!̀ ,̃ also
closely resembles the form found in Eastern Máíh!k̃ i.
This does not mean, though, that Trujillo and Adriano’s speech is Eastern
Máíh!k̃ i. In addition to the morphological variables, the Eastern dialect as spoken in its
historical territory also displays regular changes of PM root-initial *g > Ø and root-initial
*gʷ > b. Adriano and Trujillo’s speech never displays *g > Ø, and it displays *gʷ > b in
only one word. Instead, the brothers display – in all styles for Adriano, and in connected
speech for Trujillo – the sound changes characteristic of Northern Máíh!k̃ i, root-medial
PM *h > Ø and initial *kʷ > k, discussed below. These phonological variants likely
reflect that the brothers’ language, and that of their older siblings, was influenced by the
Northern Máíh!k̃ i speech of their mother and maternal relatives, who resided with them in
the downriver settlement. It is unlikely that Trujillo and Adriano’s Northern variants are
due to accommodation to Northern dialect speakers, since – among other members of
their community – even extremely long-term accommodation has not led to change in the
variants used in connected speech (cf. Labov 1981, which shows that even child migrants
to Philadelphia do not fully acquire the Philadelphia short /a/ system).
(go.1SG.PST). Like all Western Tukanoan languages, Máíh!k̃ i displays two classes
of verbs: a large open class, and the small, closed ‘i-class.’ I-class verbs follow a different
inflectional paradigm from the open class. They also exhibit root allomorphy governed
by the suffix immediately following the root, varying between allomorphs of the form
CVi (e.g. sáí), CV (sá), CVV (sáà), and CVni (sánì). This variable represents the
morphological construction – the root allomorph and inflectional suffix – used to mark
past tense and (a) 1SG and (b) all plural subject agreement on i-class verbs, which are
exemplified here by the verb ‘go.’ In PM, this construction reconstructs as *sá-h!̀, with
the i-class root appearing in its CV allomorph and bearing the inflectional suffix -hɨ. All
Máíh!k̃ i speakers outside the Algodón basin either preserve the PM form of this variable,
sá-h!̀, or display a variant, sá-h!̀ ,̃ which differs from the PM form only in that the final
vowel has nasalized. In the Algodón, there are two more reflexes of (go.1SG.PST): sáà-b!̀,
a form which reflects extension of the open-class inflection to the i-class, and sáí-b!̀,
which reflects extension of the open-class inflection followed by leveling of the i-class
root allomorphy.
The social distribution of the reflexes of (go.1SG.PST) is explained by the
intersection of place of residence and gender. The four speakers born in the upriver group
display three forms for this variable: Soraida and Otilia show sáh!̀ and sáàb!̀, while the
two men, Pedro and Féderico, use sáíb!̀. They share this variant, which is innovative
relative to sáh!̀ and sáh!̀ ,̃ with an older, genealogically unrelated man from the upriver
group (not shown in the table), Jorge.
How did Pedro and Féderico come to use sáíb!̀ when Soraida, their sister, uses
sáh!̀? The answer cannot lie in the earliest stages of acquisition – the same caregivers
cared for all three siblings as young children, and all three would have encountered nearidentical input in early acquisition. The variation also does not represent absolute gender
indexicality, since speakers do not shift between the forms in reporting one another’s
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speech. It is more probable that Soraida and her brothers came to employ these forms
because they participated in distinct, gendered communities of everyday practice within
the upriver group. The division of labor by gender was strict in traditional Máíhuna
society (Bellier 1991: 76-120), and most interaction between unrelated people still takes
place in single-gender groups. Pedro and Féderico likely settled on the sáíb!̀ variant
because, as children and young men, they co-participated with older men of their group,
such as Jorge, in exclusively male subsistence and extractive activities. Soraida’s more
conservative variant, sáh!̀, may have been associated with a separate community of
practice organized around women’s activities, or may have been the majority variant at
this time. It is unlikely that she acquired it by accommodation to Western or Eastern
Máíh!k̃ i speakers, since she otherwise displays no discernible Eastern or Western
influence. Otilia’s form, sáàb!̀, was almost certainly acquired from her mother, a speaker
of the Ampiyacu-Apayacu variety of Eastern Máíh!k̃ i.
Phonological variables. Three of the six speakers in Table 1 display regular
sound changes of PM root-medial *h > Ø and initial *kʷ > k, exemplified by their forms
of ‘descend’ and ‘cook.’ These sound changes are not found outside the Algodón, and
forms with the changes are metalinguistically treated by speakers as indexical of Algodón
speech. The other three speakers in Table 1 – Trujillo, Pedro, and Féderico – used the
innovative variants of (VHV) and (KʷA) in casual speech, but gave more conservative
variants retaining *h and *kʷ in wordlist elicitation and extremely careful speech. This is
the canonical profile of a sound change in progress, but here it is more likely to reflect a
completed sound change partially undone by dialect contact. Trujillo, Pedro, and
Féderico are the speakers who have had the most lifetime contact with Western dialect
speakers, for Pedro and Féderico are married to Western dialect-speaking women, and
Trujillo (a bachelor) has resided for most of his adult life in a household headed by one of
his younger brothers and the brother’s Western dialect-speaking wife.
Like most Western dialect speakers living in the Northern dialect region, Pedro
and Féderico’s wives explicitly judge their own conservative variants of (VHV) and
(KʷA) ‘more correct’ than the innovative variants.7 They often volunteered metalinguistic
comments to me about the ‘incorrect’ status of forms like kòkò, the innovative variant of
‘cook,’ and their Northern dialect-speaking husbands gave the same indexical judgment
when asked to reflect on the contrast between kʷàkò and kòkò. Although Northern dialect
speakers who do not have Western dialect-speaking intimates are aware of the difference
between their speech and the Western dialect in reflexes of these items, they do not view
their own reflexes as ‘incorrect.’ Trujillo, Pedro, and Féderico’s variation between
Northern and Western variants of (VHV) and (KʷA), therefore, likely reflects change
both in their indexical evaluations of these forms and in their usage as a result of contact
with Western dialect speakers.
Summary. The data in Table 1 includes reflexes from four dialects in total: the
Western dialect, which is the source of some of Pedro, Féderico, and Trujillo’s
phonological variants; the pre-contact form of the Northern dialect, which is the source
7

Western dialect speakers in general, not only these women, consider their speech ‘more correct’ than
other dialects of Máíh!k̃ i. When I visited the Western dialect area in May 2016, Western Máíh!k̃ i speakers
instantly noticed and corrected my use of forms reflecting *h > Ø and *kʷ > k, saying that lexical items
such as !́ !̃ ́ ̃ ‘husband’ (< !́ h̃ !́ )̃ and kòkò ‘cook’ (< kʷàkò) were incorrect. One Western dialect speaker added,
speaking of his late Northern dialect-speaking wife: dʒì kímà h!̀ k̃ àk!́rè, kámà dʒétégó ɲíò, ‘how I talk, she
learned (to speak) like that.’
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of some phonological variants for all speakers, and of all morphology for Pedro,
Féderico, and Soraida; the Eastern dialect, which is the source of Adriano and Trujillo’s
morphology; and the Ampiyacu-Apayacu variety of the Eastern dialect, the likely source
of one of Otilia’s morphological variants.
Though I have illustrated this variation with data from six speakers, it would have
been possible to find reflexes from all four dialects in data from as few as three speakers
– for example, in the data from Adriano, his brother Trujillo, and his wife Otilia. Such are
the consequences of intense, prolonged dialect contact, in the English-speaking world
(Trudgill et al. 2000) as well as the Algodón basin.
3.3 Corporate groups. In §3.2.2, I examined the variation shown in Table 1 by
discussing when and how each speaker acquired the variants they display. In this section,
I assess the qualitative difference in explanatory power between the ethnographic view
proposed in §3.2.2 and an analysis centering on (locally relevant) corporate groups.
As mentioned in §3.2.2, Máíhuna people overtly classify one another into three
kinds of corporate groups: by gender, by named age categories, and into three exogamous
patrilineal clans. Socioeconomic class is not a meaningful variable in this economically
flat society, while clans are a central part of social organization, important not only for
marriage, but also in politics, classificatory kinship, and (in the past) ritual life. Table 3
re-displays a version of Table 1 expanded to include the gender, birth year, and clan
affiliation of each speaker.
Gender

BirthYr

Clan

(VHV)

(KʷA)

Soraida
Pedro

F
M

c.1945
c.1950

ódʒò
ódʒò

Féderico

M

c.1955

ódʒò

Trujillo

M

c.1930

!d́ ʒé

Adriano
Otilia

M
F

c.1945
1962

!d́ ʒé
ódʒò

gáègáè-,
gáhègáè-,
gáhègáè-,
gáhègáègáè-

kòkòkòkò-,
kʷàkòkòkò-,
kʷàkòkòkò-,
kʷàkòkòkòkòkò-

(3SG.M.
PST)
-aɨ
-aɨ

(go.1SG.
PST)
sáh!̀
sáíb!̀

-aɨ

sáíb!̀

-gɨ

sáh!̀ ̃

-gɨ
-aɨ

sáh!̀ ̃
sáàb!̀

TABLE 3: Four sociolinguistic variables and three corporate groups
Table 3 shows that age, gender, and clan – alone or combined – do not predict
variation effectively in this setting. Gender under-predicts the variation: the male
speakers differ on all four variables, although the female speakers share variants for three
of the four variables. Age is also not informative, since each of the non-sibling pairs
nearest in age (Soraida and Adriano, Pedro and Adriano, Féderico and Otilia) display
different values for at least two variables. Clan initially appears to be relevant: while the
ódʒò clan speakers display wide variation on all variables but (3SG.M.PST), only the two
!́dʒé clan speakers display the -gɨ variant for (3SG.M.PST) and the sáh!̀ ̃ variant for
(go.1SG.PST). Yet these variants are not associated with the !́dʒé clan in general. In the
Western and Eastern Máíh!k̃ i dialect areas, people of all clans use the -gɨ variant of
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(3SG.M.PST) and the sáh!̀ and sáh!̀ ̃ variant of (go.1SG.PST), which here is associated only
with a single ódʒò speaker. The apparent effect of clan, then, is epiphenomenal on the
fact that the !́dʒé people in this table have been more influenced by Eastern Máíh!k̃ i than
the ódʒò ones.
Coarse-grained social variables like the ones shown in Table 3 are important
predictors of variation in many non-industrial societies (see, for instance, Romero 2009
for gender; Clarke 2009 for age; and Garde 2008 and Stanford 2008, 2009 for clan), but
they cannot explain the variation found in Northern Máíh!k̃ i. It is possible that the lack of
relationship between variation and corporate group memberships in Northern Máíh!k̃ i is
exceptional, or that it reflects the relatively shallow time depth of the dialect contact. A
more likely explanation, though, is that – for people who live in a very-small-scale
society and have correspondingly small social networks – each social tie has greater
influence on acquisition and usage than in large-scale societies (cf. Givón and Young’s
2002 ‘societies of intimates,’ cited in Trudgill 2011: 169). For example, a child who (as
two of the speakers in this study did) lives in a settlement some hours’ travel from the
nearest neighbor, does not attend school, and does not regularly interact with people
outside his extended family, is more likely to adopt the variants of his older relatives than
to adopt those of agemates who he sees only on occasional visits. Few speakers lead
linguistic lives this isolated in industrial societies or in large-scale agrarian societies. In
indigenous Amazonian societies inhabiting interfluvial areas, on the other hand, the
residence and interaction pattern that I have just described is common (Harner 1972,
Johnson 2003).
Recent variationist research, such as Meyerhoff (2015), Stanford and Pan (2013),
and the essays in Stanford and Preston (2009), has expanded sociolinguistic knowledge
about non-industrial societies. Yet the above suggests that sociolinguistics may still have
too little data about such settings to generate strong hypotheses about which aspects of
social structure will organize variation there. Sociolinguistic theory claims that every
speech community displays variation, and that variation reflects social structure in an
ordered way (Weinreich, Labov, and Herzog 1968: 100). Though some variationist
research assumes that roughly the same social factors always underlie variation, more
recent authors recognize that the relevant social factors vary between communities, and
emphasize the importance of ethnographic grounding for social variables (Schilling-Estes
2013: 8-10, citing Eckert 2000). Nevertheless, sociolinguists working in industrial
societies benefit from excellent priors about which aspects of social structure are likely to
be relevant to variation. Most documentary fieldworkers do not. At least initially, our
priors are poor and biased: poor because the literature on variation in indigenous
languages remains small, and biased because outsider researchers bring unconscious
assumptions from our own societies to the data. In this study, for example, I immediately
saw the importance of gender, a familiar social category, to the variation – but it took me
several months of fieldwork to understand the contributions of classificatory kinship, an
alien concept. This means that ‘doing the local ethnographic footwork’ (Rickford 1986:
216) is even more important to sociolinguistics in endangered language settings than
elsewhere. Absent ethnography, outsider fieldworkers do not have the evidence or
intuitions to form hypotheses about which social factors organize the variation at a field
site.
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For linguists working on endangered languages more generally, the Northern
Máíh!k̃ i case is important because it adds to a significant body of evidence suggesting
that the same factors which cause language endangerment often simultaneously cause
dialect mixing. In the Northern Máíh!k̃ i speech community, both the in-migration of
Western Máíh!k̃ i speakers (the proximate cause of dialect contact) and the endangerment
of the variety were due, in part, to a crash in the Máíhuna population of the Algodón
basin in the early twentieth century. Similarly, Clarke (2009) and Spence (2013) describe
North American indigenous communities which experienced simultaneous dialect mixing
and language endangerment when people from a large geographic area, speaking a chain
of dialects, were compelled to resettle on small reservations with much greater contact
between dialect groups. This positions the dialect mixing literature – Kerswill &
Williams (2000), Schreier (2003), Kerswill & Trudgill (2005), and Trudgill (2004) on
European languages, Clarke (2009) and Spence (2013) on North American ones – as
essential reading for language documentarians working in speech communities which
have experienced large losses of population or geographic territory.
4. THE LOCUS OF VARIATION. Variation in Northern Máíh!k̃ i departs from
common disciplinary perceptions about variation in two other ways as well. First, while
variationist sociolinguistics has tended to focus on phonological and lexical variation, the
great majority of inter-speaker variation in Northern Máíh!k̃ i involves morphosyntax.
Second, although the language has no written or formalized standard, some Máíh!k̃ i
speakers engage in Labovian prestige-driven style-shifting between Northern and
Western dialect forms. §4.1 discusses the relative prominence of morphosyntactic and
phonological variation, and §4.2 addresses style-shifting.
4.1 Morphosyntactic variation. Many of the best-known variationist studies center on
phonological and phonetic variation, in line with Neogrammarian tradition, and phonetic
variation is the sole concern of the emerging field of sociophonetics. Although
variationists have examined morphology, syntax, and pragmatics as well as sound change
(Labov 1969, Sankoff & Brown 1976, Tagliamonte & D’Arcy 2007), discussion of
variation in endangered languages has, following the lead of the most cited
sociolinguistic studies, also focused on phonology. For example, 13 of the 21 chapters in
Stanford & Preston (2009) examine phonological variation.
In the Northern Máíh!k̃ i speech community, on the other hand, morphological and
syntactic variation far outstrips phonological variation (cf. Szmrecsanyi & Kortmann
2009). Variation in verbal morphology involves the largest number of variants and the
most token-frequent morphs. The speakers listed in Table 1 vary, as shown there, in the
form of the affixes marking past tense and 3SG agreement on the main class of verbs and
the form of the construction marking past tense and PL or 1SG agreement on a smaller
class of extremely frequent verbs. They also exhibit variation in five other aspects of
verbal morphology and VP syntax: (a) the perfective construction, (b) temporal overlap
(‘while’) clauses, (c) subject control and purpose clauses, and (d-f) the iterative,
causative, and terminative verbal affixes. Lesser but still significant variation also occurs
in the language’s nominal morphology, particularly its elaborate noun class and noun
classification systems, and in the syntax of complex sentences, for instance quotative
constructions, copular constructions, and relative clauses. By comparison, the speakers
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display variation on only two phonological variables – the reflexes of PM root-medial *h
and root-initial *kʷ.
Máíh!k̃ i speakers engage in far less metalinguistic talk about morphosyntactic
variation than about other forms of variation. Relatedly, the Northern Máíh!k̃ i speakers
who are in close contact with Western dialect speakers have experienced less
morphosyntactic change over the lifespan than phonological and lexical change, and no
speaker displays different values of morphosyntactic variables between speech styles.
These facts indicate that, although morphosyntactic variation in Máíh!k̃ i is much more
extensive than phonological variation and involves more token-frequent elements,
speakers nevertheless attach less indexical value to it than to lexical and phonological
variation. Like positive ‘anymore’ in some English dialects (Labov 1975: 107, Horn
2014), the morphosyntactic variation is below the limits of metalinguistic awareness. In
other speech communities, of course, morphosyntactic variation may be highly
indexically salient, as negative concord – characterized by Eckert (2008) as ‘a global
resource…in its stereotyped counter-standardardness’ – is in English.
4.2 Style-shifting. Variationist literature gives a central place to style-shifting and other
forms of intra-speaker variation, and recent ‘third wave’ studies (Bucholtz & Hall 2005,
Eckert 2012) – which focus on speakers’ use of linguistic variables to constitute aspects
of identity – has placed even greater emphasis on style. Yet work on variation in lessdescribed languages tends to assume that, where a language lacks a written standard or a
conventionally formal register, speakers are unlikely to display different variants in
response to different linguistic tasks or social situations (Stanford and Preston 2009: 8).
The assumption, in slogan form, is that where there is no standard or formal register,
there is no style.
For some speakers of Northern Máíh!k̃ i, though, style is crucial to understanding
phonological variation. As mentioned in §3.2.2, the three Northern dialect speakers who
have closest contact with Western dialect speakers display Western-like phonological
variants in tasks that involve intensive self-monitoring of speech, such as wordlist
elicitation, sentence elicitation, and production of extremely careful pronunciations, as in
repeating individual words from a text. In tasks which provoke less self-monitoring, such
as casual speech and conversation, these speakers exhibit the same Northern phonological
variants as the rest of the speech community.
While the range of styles here is compressed, it is clear that these speakers are
engaging in the same indexically driven style-shifting observed in variationist
sociolinguistic literature. Their use of Western variants in the careful styles cannot
represent an attempt to produce a ‘standard’ variety, since Máíh!k̃ i is rarely written and
lacks a meaningful standard. Nor can it reflect accommodation to me, the researcher,
since I conducted the elicitation in Spanish. Instead, the Northern Máíh!k̃ i speakers’
style-shifting likely reflects a metalinguistic evaluation, learned from the in-marrying
Western dialect-speaking women, of Northern phonological variants as ‘incorrect’ and
Western ones as ‘correct’ (cf. §3.2.2). In this specific case, Western variants are likely
evaluated as ‘correct’ because of the greater political power of Western dialect speakers,
who are more numerous and were historically less isolated than Northern dialect
speakers. More generally, Máíh!k̃ i speakers’ metalinguistic judgment of the Northern
phonological variants illustrates that the availability of ‘correctness’ as an indexical value
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does not hinge on the use of different varieties in writing, education, or other formal
contexts (cf. Hill & Hill 1986 and Romero 2009 on the indexical value of ‘purity’ in
Mesoamerican languages). Even where there is no standard and no formal register,
speakers nevertheless command multiple styles and may engage in indexically driven
style-shifting.
5. SOCIOLINGUISTICS IN LANGUAGE DOCUMENTATION. To gather the data
described in §§3-4 above, I modified my documentary methods in several ways in
response to the variation I encountered. My adaptations to variation involved my choice
and number of language consultants (§5.1), as well as the kinds of linguistic tasks I did
with consultants (§5.2). This section describes these methods in relation to the
sociolinguistic and more narrowly documentary goals of the project, and suggests ways
in which they could be adapted for other work in documentation of variation.
5.1 Consultants. It is not unusual for descriptive and documentary linguists to work with
a relatively small number of language consultants – anecdotes suggest that work with two
to five primary consultants is typical. In some cases, endangerment, political issues, or
logistics make it impossible to work with a larger number of consultants. In others,
fieldworkers prefer to work with fewer consultants so as to facilitate training the
consultants for specific linguistic tasks.
Despite these advantages, working with a small number of consultants may
conceal both the existence and the structure of variation from the fieldworker. Early in
the fieldwork described in §2, influential members of the Northern Máíh!k̃ i speech
community repeatedly pointed out two specific people as good potential consultants for
me – Soraida and Adriano (cf. §3.2.2 on these speakers’ variants). Other people, I was
told, were not appropriate consultants because they ‘spoke wrong,’ were ‘not from the
Algodón,’ or were simply not interested. Although I began working with the two
consultants approved by the community, it was clear that there was significant variation
both between those two speakers and between them and others whose speech I overheard.
Seeking to understand this variation, I began to recruit more consultants, with the goal of
recording all 12 known Máíh!k̃ i speakers born in the Algodón.
As I worked with more consultants, I found that community judgments about
speakers’ suitability as consultants rarely agreed with my own. Otilia, labeled by herself
and others as ‘speaking wrong,’ turned out to be a fluent, native speaker of both Máíh!k̃ i
and Spanish (a rare combination) and an excellent consultant. The judgment of her
Máíh!k̃ i as ‘wrong’ likely stemmed from her use of certain variants stereotyped as
indexing the Eastern dialect, which has very low status in this region. Although findings
like this are ubiquitous in sociolinguistics, it is rare to see them cited in language
documentation literature – perhaps because documentarians are primed by endangerment
to read the statement ‘she speaks wrong’ as ‘she is not a fluent speaker’ rather than as
‘she speaks another variety.’ Likewise, several speakers who others claimed were ‘not
from the Algodón,’ such as Trujillo, were in fact born in the Algodón to parents from
other settlement areas. Further, many speakers who were characterized as uninterested or
too old to work proved to be willing and able to make valuable contributions – a situation
familiar to many fieldworkers. If I had followed the community’s initial expectations and
not worked with people who ‘spoke wrong’ or were ‘not from here,’ I would have
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captured much less of the extent of variation in the speech community, and I doubt that I
would have come to understand any of the social patterning of the variation.
This anecdote raises a larger issue for documentation of variation: the differences
between linguists’ and speech communities’ construals of the phrase ‘good speaker.’
When a fieldworker asks who is a ‘good speaker’ of the object language, he or she likely
means to ask, ‘Who is a fluent, native speaker?’. Yet when I asked this question in the
Northern Máíh!k̃ i context, my interlocutors did not answer by naming the fluent, native
speakers in the community. Instead, they named a set of people who were fluent speakers
and also had high social status for other reasons, such as education or membership in a
politically powerful family. My question was construed, effectively, as ‘Who is a fluent
speaker, and also a person who you feel represents you appropriately to outsiders?’ (cf.
Evans 2001: 251). Conversely, in language shift situations, fieldworkers may be biased to
construe a community member’s statement that they speak the object language ‘badly’ or
‘wrong’ as meaning that they are a semi-speaker or non-speaker. In the Máíh!k̃ i context, a
person’s statement to me that they spoke the language ‘wrong’ tended to index that they
were a fluent speaker with certain low-prestige variants. Semi-speakers occasionally
denied that they spoke the language at all, but never described their own speech to me as
‘wrong’ (again cf. Evans 2001: 261ff.)
I suggest, then, that if documentarians select as consultants only people labeled as
‘good speakers,’ they will reduce the variation represented in their documentation. In
cases where some variants have negative indexical values, this practice will also tend to
skew the documentation toward overrepresenting speech which lacks the negatively
valued variants – for example, the speech of educated people, men, or particular highstatus families – and underrepresenting speech which displays those variants, relative to
the true incidence of each class of variants in the speech community (thus the stratified
sampling techniques used by variationists). For some documentation projects, it is
desirable to embed the community’s language and dialect ideologies into the
documentation in this way. But for projects which aim to support language maintenance
and revitalization activities for people whose heritage variety has the negatively-valued
variants, it will be problematic (§6).
5.2 Tasks. While both sociolinguistics and language documentation prioritize the
collection of naturalistic or ‘free’ speech (Tagliamonte, this volume), the two subdisciplines approach this task differently. Documentation projects often focus on a few
highly valued genres of talk, such as traditional narratives or oral history, while
sociolinguistic fieldwork prizes ‘casual’ or ‘vernacular’ speech and is less concerned with
genre (e.g. Schilling-Estes 2013: 98-100, Tagliamonte 2006: 8). Sociolinguistic fieldwork
literature assumes that the researcher is a native speaker of a variety mutually intelligible
with the object variety (if not of the object variety), and therefore will participate in the
discourse which includes the free speech – for example, that he or she will ask questions,
contribute new information in response to the speakers, and backchannel. Language
documentarians, on the other hand, are not usually native speakers of their object
languages. They tend to focus on recording monologic texts, especially traditional
narratives, and conversation between consultants, rather than interviews that include the
researcher as a focal discourse participant.
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While my goals in the fieldwork described in §2 were documentary, I found it
essential to adopt two aspects of the ‘sociolinguistic’ approach sketched above in order to
record speech showing the full range of variation. First, I decided to record less of the
community’s most highly valued genres – myth narrative and song – in order to capture
more variation. Although speakers who knew these genres were eager to record them,
most speakers did not know them well, and the language of these genres is not
representative of spoken Máíh!k̃ i in general. To obtain free speech samples from every
speaker, I requested texts in less stylized genres, such as children’s stories and
autobiographical texts (also standby genres for sociolinguistic interviews). These
‘informal’ genres revealed speakers’ style-shifting (§4.2). The autobiographical texts,
moreover, proved valuable as sources of both linguistic and social information. The
language of these texts provided data for grammatical description and description of
variation; the content, information about speakers’ kin relations and personal histories.
Second, I chose to participate in the recorded discourses by commenting on the
preceding talk, backchanneling, and occasionally asking questions, in the object
language. While participating in the texts became easier as my language ability improved,
some strategies, such as asking scripted questions and backchanneling, were feasible
from the beginning. These strategies, which are very commonly used by sociolinguists
and linguistic anthropologists, encouraged consultants to give longer texts and to produce
more grammatically complex stretches of free speech, which were essential for observing
morphosyntactic variation (§4.1). My participation also often led consultants to provide
genealogical and other background information for my benefit. I note here that it was
logistically impossible for me to work with multiple speakers at once in this project.
Where possible, recruiting a native speaker to act as an ‘inside interviewer’ would likely
be a more effective strategy for obtaining complex free speech. Schilling-Estes (2013:
110-112) offers variationist suggestions for recruiting inside interviewers.
Obtaining free speech from multiple speakers, though, was not sufficient for me
to capture the variation. Like most fieldworkers, I check my transcriptions of texts with
consultants. This became problematic when the transcription consultant and the author of
the text displayed different variants, since – especially for non-salient morphosyntactic
variables – the transcription consultant tended to perceive the author as using the same
variants as them, even when the author was objectively producing different variants.
When the forms in play are phonologically dissimilar, a linguist is likely to notice this
kind of mismatch, but when they are similar, the task becomes very difficult.
Fieldworkers should therefore be conscious that variation can be erased in the process of
transcription, and that the risk of erasing variation increases with one’s degree of reliance
on transcriptions made by non-linguists.
6. CONCLUSIONS. For the benefit of other documentary fieldworkers, I have described
here some of the ways that encountering the exuberant variation in Northern Máíh!k̃ i
required me to recognize and discard some of my assumptions about variation. The facts
of dialect-mixing in this speech community illustrate that the social factors governing
variation are far from uniform between speech communities, including between smallscale and non-industrial communities. As a result, some of the social categories which
shape variation may not be evident, or even visible, to outsiders (§3). Language and
dialect ideology can further conceal variation from outsiders, for instance through styleDOCUMENTING VARIATION IN ENDANGERED LANGUAGES
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shifting (§4.1), in judgments of who is a ‘good speaker’ (§5.1), or in speakers’ inability to
perceive certain dimensions of variation (§5.2). And the most important variation may
occur beyond the familiar areas of phonetics, phonology, and lexicon (§4.2).
The challenges to studying variation in a language documentation setting are
significant, but not insurmountable. They can be addressed, I have suggested, by applying
methods from language documentation in concert with the methods of variationist
sociolinguistics. To detect variation, it is useful for documentarians to work with
consultants from a cross-section of the speech community, as sociolinguists do. Working
primarily with people who are described by others as ‘good speakers’ (§5.1), without
probing what is meant by ‘good speaker,’ may conceal variation. To apprehend variation
that involves style-shifting or morphosyntactic variables, it is important for
documentarians to take linguistic samples which are both wide and deep, ideally
including spontaneous speech by each consultant in a style that is not highly monitored.
Free speech in which the consultant discusses her life history or social position – again,
as in sociolinguistic interviews – will be especially useful. Developing the ability to
understand the object language, and participating in recordings in a way which displays
one’s understanding of the speech, is helpful in collecting ‘casual’ speech and in many
other tasks (§5.2).
Documenting variation in the field setting described here had a considerable
return on investment for my collaborators and me. In the documentary part of our work, it
provided us with a large corpus of texts, from a diverse group of speakers, and improved
our internal reconstruction of the language. It also strengthened our relationships with
speakers and our understanding of the social dynamics of the Máíh!k̃ i speech community
as a whole.
Documentation of variation is even more important, however, for conservation.
Where conservation projects involve any degree of standardization – and even
transcription requires some standardization (Ochs 1979) – community members and the
linguists who interact with them must know whose variants are being standardized out
(cf. Rice and Saxon 2002). Moreover, community-oriented materials, such as learners’
guides and literacy books, may not be acceptable to the community if they do not reflect
variation. This holds even where the variation which is removed seems not to be
metalinguistically salient. In the Northern Máíh!k̃ i setting, where metalinguistic talk
focused on phonological and lexical variation, speakers still noticed and took exception
when community-oriented materials did not reflect their morphosyntactic variants.
Linguists can, for some purposes, treat speakers as interchangeable, but those speakers
and their descendants may take a different view. The leaders of the Northern Máíh!k̃ i
heritage community made this clear to me: they wanted young people to learn to speak
‘like my sister speaks,’ or ‘like my father spoke,’ not simply to speak Máíh!k̃ i. For
linguists’ work to help heritage communities achieve goals analogous to these, it must
include documentation of variation.
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Documenting Sociolinguistic Variation in Lesserstudied Indigenous Communities:
Challenges and Practical Solutions
John Mansfield and James Stanford
University of Melbourne and Dartmouth College
Documenting sociolinguistic variation in lesser-studied languages presents methodological challenges, but also offers important research opportunities. In this
paper we examine three key methodological challenges commonly faced by researchers who are outsiders to the community. We then present practical solutions
for successful variationist research on indigenous languages and meaningful partnerships with local communities. In particular, we draw insights from our research
with Australian languages and indigenous languages of rural China. We also highlight reasons why such lesser-studied languages are crucial to the further advancement of sociolinguistic theory, arguing that the value of the research justifies the
effort needed to overcome the methodological difficulty. We find that the challenges of sociolinguistics in these communities sometimes make standard variationist methods untenable, but the methodological solutions we propose can lead to
valuable results and community relationships.
1. INTRODUCTION: FOOTNOTE OR FOCUS? Documenting sociolinguistic variation in lesser-studied indigenous languages, especially where they are spoken
in rural areas or remote villages, requires methodological adaptation both in terms of
data collection and in terms of analytical limitations. It is not easy to investigate
variation as part of a language documentation project, causing some field linguists to
set it aside as an intractable puzzle. As a result, many intriguing instances of variation
end up as a footnote or parenthetical comment in descriptive grammars, rather than
receiving the focused attention they deserve. For sociolinguists, there are acute challenges as well. The second author recalls sitting in a variationist sociolinguistics class
in a U.S. graduate program, thinking about his prior experiences in rural China, and
then asking himself “How in the world can I apply these variationist methods in an
indigenous minority village in China?”1
The particular challenges of studying variation in indigenous communities
have received little dedicated discussion in the literature. In this paper we tackle three
key challenges, and argue that they are neither fatal nor insurmountable. Drawing
from our own research, we explore practical methods for successful application of
variationist sociolinguistics to lesser-studied indigenous languages. In particular, we
focus on fieldwork issues in two settings: Aboriginal Australia and indigenous minority communities of China. We find that these two research settings exemplify:
1
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(i) languages with relatively limited prior literature or scholarly knowledge of variables and language structure;
(ii) languages that are very distinct from the majority language (i.e. not dialects of a
local standard language);
(iii) languages that are structurally very distinct from Western languages;
(iv) communities that have historically been overlooked by variationist sociolinguistics;
(v) communities that are culturally very distinct from the West;
(vi) communities that are relatively small and kinship-oriented, and may have sociopolitical reasons to distrust Westerners.
For convenience in this paper, we will refer to these communities as “indigenous
communities.” Naturally, the term “indigenous” can also be applied to many other
communities that differ from this in various ways. By making a list, we are not implying that research in other communities is less valuable or less challenging, nor that
“indigenous” can only apply to communities with these limited characteristics. This
list simply defines our focus in the present paper.
In this paper, we examine why the characteristics we have listed in (i-vi) can
be hurdles for indigenous sociolinguistics in general, but especially for researchers
(such as the co-authors) who are outsiders in these field sites. We applaud and strongly support the work of researchers who are “cultural insiders” and members of the
lesser-studied indigenous communities that they are researching. But in this paper,
although we address researchers of any cultural background, we pay particular attention (in sections 2 and 3) to the specific challenges faced by cultural outsiders. In
disciplinary terms, this paper is intended for two audiences: sociolinguistic variationists, who may shy away from studying indigenous languages due to perceived challenges of data collection or analysis; and documentary field linguists, who may not
have considered sociolinguistic variation to be part of their descriptive task. We
explore why indigenous settings present hurdles for variationist research, but we also
argue that they provide important opportunities to shake our prior assumptions and
test existing sociolinguistic principles.
All things being equal, it seems reasonable to suppose that the greater the distance (sociocultural and linguistic) between a language community and the traditional
sociolinguistic settings (large, industrialized, Western field sites like New York,
Philadelphia, Norwich, etc.), the more likely it is that the research in the lesser-studied
community will pose theoretical challenges for existing principles, along with surprising new insights and new research questions to explore. Following the Labovian
tradition of naming principles (Labov, 1966/1972, 1994, 2001, 2010), we call this the
Principle of Sociolinguistic Distance. As a general rule of thumb, it motivates our
research and drives us to keep exploring exciting new field sites and languages. The
comparison of data separated by such great sociolinguistic distance promises to
inform more general theories of sociolinguistic variation: what types of linguistic
features are used for what types of social functions in diverse language types, and
what types of social meaning are attached to such variables in diverse societies? At
present, sociolinguistic theory draws on data that tends to be limited in both linguistic
and social dimensions.
Most standard guides to fieldwork methods (e.g. Bowern, 2015; Chelliah & de
Reuse, 2010) do not include variationist sociolinguistic analysis as a major topic,
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though there are a few pages dedicated to variation in Sakel & Everett (2012, pp. 20–
24, 100). Conversely, most guides to sociolinguistic data collection (e.g., Feagin,
2002; Tagliamonte, 2006) do not focus on indigenous settings, although Mallinson,
Childs & Van Herk (2013) includes two vignettes on this topic. Of course, this situation merely reflects the expectations of the two respective fields: indigenous language
documentation and sociolinguistics are widely assumed to be disjoint domains. For
example, a survey of the most recent decade (2006–2015) of the journal Language
Variation and Change shows that 86% of the published articles were primarily based
on data from European languages, and only 7% of the articles focused on indigenous
minority languages (Stanford 2016). For each annual volume of about 15 articles in
Language Variation and Change, there was an average of just one article on an
indigenous minority language. Nagy & Meyerhoff (2008) and Smakman (2015) report
similar trends in other sociolinguistic journals and handbooks.
Fortunately, this situation is changing for the better. In recent years, field linguists have expressed increasing interest in applying variationist methods to endangered languages, while increasing numbers of variationist sociolinguists are working
on lesser-studied languages. Nicholas Evans’ Wellsprings of Linguistic Diversity
project at Australian National University, for example, is a seven-year project dedicated explicitly to exploring sociolinguistic variation in undocumented or underdocumented indigenous languages of the Australia/Pacific region. Another recent
example is the Linguistic Society of America workshop “Documenting Variation in
Endangered Languages” (Hildebrandt, Silva & Jany, 2016), which led to the present
journal issue. Similarly, Meyerhoff (in press) shows the importance of creating a
“linguistic symphony” of multiple variables and blending variationist approaches with
endangered language documentation and description. Sankoff (1980) blends quantitative variationist research with language description in her work on Papuan languages,
and a sample of other early work on variation in lesser-studied languages includes
Miller (1965), Sutton (1978), Foley (1980), Dorian (1981), Hill & Hill (1986), Smith
& Johnson (1986) and Hill (1996). In recent years an increasing number of variationist studies in indigenous languages have appeared. Examples include Hildebrandt
(2003, 2005), Stanford (2007), Jones & Meakins (2013), Mansfield (2014), Meyerhoff (2015b), Stewart (2015), Suokhrie (2016), as well as Clarke (2009), Meyerhoff
(2009), Nagy (2009), O’Shannessy (2009), and the other chapters in the edited volume on this topic (Stanford and Preston 2009). Further signs of progress in variationist study of indigenous languages are visible in the growing NWAV Asia-Pacific
conference series and the journal Asia-Pacific Language Variation, both of which
emphasize lesser-studied languages in non-European settings. These publications and
conferences are helping to widen the typological scope of quantitative research on
language variation, but they still represent only the tip of the iceberg of linguistic and
social structures.

The present study
This paper examines what we believe are the three most challenging aspects of documenting variation in lesser-studied indigenous languages:2
2
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(1) being a cultural outsider,
(2) identifying variables with limited prior knowledge, and
(3) conducting sociolinguistic analysis with limited data.
The first affects fieldwork practice in itself: the difficulties an outsider researcher
faces in attempting to unravel local intersections of language and culture, in which
typical variationist sociolinguistic methods may sit uneasily. Sociolinguistic research
always inserts the researcher to some degree as a participant in social interactions,
power dynamics, and cross-cultural interventions (Eckert, 1989; Milroy, 1987). In the
case of sociolinguistics in indigenous communities, the cross-cultural gaps may be
particularly wide. This is not a matter of there being anything intrinsically “exotic”
about the indigenous community, but rather the discrepancy between some indigenous
cultural norms and the expectations implied in standard variationist methodology. As
for the second challenge, we note that identifying sociolinguistic variables is not an
issue for cosmopolitan languages where major patterns of variation are often already
known from prior work. But for indigenous languages, the morphosyntax and phonology tend to lack research attention, much less the relevant sociolinguistic variables.
The fieldworker must balance grammatical analysis with identifying sociolinguistic
variables, potentially starting from scratch on both tasks. Finally, with respect to the
challenge of limited data, variationist approaches typically presume a large dataset
from which to derive analyses of variability, but there are various impediments to
reaching this requirement in indigenous language research.
These challenges of indigenous sociolinguistics may be intimidating for both
outside researchers and local community members to various degrees, but the experience can be rewarding on both sides. Since Labov’s (1966/1972) foundational variationist work, scholars have amassed 50 years of research on the social life of language, especially in urban, Western societies. A nuanced and rigorous body of work
has accreted on the interaction of social structure and linguistic structure (e.g. Labov,
1994, 2001). But the same topics remain only very marginally studied in indigenous
communities. Studies of indigenous communities are needed to test the limits of
sociolinguistic theory, to reveal which parts of it are merely artifacts of the Western
metropolis, and which are truly general principles (Stanford, 2016; Nagy, 2009;
Meyerhoff, in press; Stanford & Preston, 2009). Such studies can also build a “sociolinguistic typology”, for which at present we have broad hypotheses (e.g. Trudgill,
2011). But with proper empirical sources, this work might be developed to parallel
grammatical typology (e.g. Dryer & Haspelmath, 2005).
As for language documentation, indigenous sociolinguistics also promises to
enrich the field of study by broadening its scope to cover the social dimension of
language, alongside the formal or grammatical. But social dimensions should not be
too sharply divided from the grammatical (Meyerhoff, in press). Many linguistic
theories view the language faculty as a dynamic, usage-based system (e.g. Bybee,
2006; Goldberg, 2006; Hopper, 1987; Pierrehumbert, 2001; Tomasello, 2003). This
implies that interactional and social needs, the drivers of language use, are at a deeper
level inseparable from the grammar (Enfield, 2002). Therefore, if we are to further
our understanding of grammatical systems at a global scale, we must complement this
by furthering our understanding of the sociolinguistic dynamics that drive the evolution of those systems.
(2011), Mallinson, Childs & Van Herk (2013), Di Paolo & Yaeger-Dror (2011) and other existing
excellent sources.
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These exciting possibilities for continuing progress in variationist research
with lesser-studied indigenous communities need not be blocked or limited due to
methodological challenges. In the following, we outline three challenges that we have
faced in our own research and then suggest practical solutions for each one.
2. THE CHALLENGE OF BEING A CULTURAL OUTSIDER. Being a cultural
outsider may restrict access to information and the diverse types of speech and speakers needed for a thorough understanding of language variation. This issue has been
recognized in variationist sociolinguistic research on highly developed industrialized
societies (e.g., Labov 1972a; Trudgill 1972), but presents special challenges for
indigenous sociolinguistics. We first lay out the nature of this challenge, then discuss
ways in which it can be solved by deeper engagement with cultural insiders, and
preferably, active participation by native speakers and community members as researchers (Smith 1999). For argument’s sake, we first lay out a “worst case scenario”,
portraying the full extent of challenges that may be faced by outsider researchers.
Research in indigenous communities begins by engaging with a community,
and seeking local approval for research. For outsider researchers, often this will
happen through an intermediary – perhaps another researcher who has had some
contact with the community, or perhaps the prospective sociolinguist has already
researched a nearby area. It cannot be assumed that the community will immediately
embrace sociolinguistic investigation, and the researcher must take a patient and
open-minded approach. Building initial community relationships, understanding, and
trust should be part of the research plan. If the community gives approval for research, and the logistical challenges of access and accommodation are resolved, the
outsider researcher now faces another challenge: not speaking the language. Many
indigenous languages, being documented little or not at all (Evans 2009; Krauss,
1992; Nettle & Romaine, 2000), are largely unknown to outsider researchers. Not
knowing a language puts a sociolinguist at a great disadvantage. There may or may
not be a contact language that the researcher can use with indigenous speakers, but
even if there is, this constitutes a narrow channel of communication. The outsider
researcher therefore faces serious difficulties in trying to explain objectives, propose
research, discuss local language matters or indeed elicit speech. Moreover, a nonfluent researcher is not able to participate in everyday forms of language use. In the
next section, we will return to the problem of being a non-speaker, with respect to the
challenge of identifying sociolinguistic variables.
Outsider researchers may need significant time to learn local cultural norms,
but in addition, these norms may be directly prohibitive of standard sociolinguistic
field methods (Mansfield, 2014, p. 12ff.). Sociolinguists are interested in exploring
language variation and change, but indigenous communities may not necessarily
approve of data collection with the necessary range of speakers. Some indigenous
communities emphasise multiplex, personal relationships: if the researcher is to
engage with such a community, the relationship will likely not be just as a scientist,
but also as a co-resident, a friend, and perhaps as a source of income. The community
may even decide to relate to the researcher in terms of kinship or clan affiliation. In
Australian Aboriginal communities, it is fairly standard for non-Aboriginal linguists
to be inducted into kin relationships, and the clan, totem and sub-section groupings
associated with them. The linguist is now affiliated to one particular part of the speech
community, and has entered into classificatory kinship obligations. This often implies
working with one kinship group, rather than with others (Mahood, 2012; Mansfield,
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2014, pp. 16–17). This is the case among the Sui people of rural China as well. Given
such personal commitments, sociolinguistic sampling then becomes a balancing act of
meeting the expectations of the researchers’ adoptive kin versus the expectations of a
peer-reviewed journal.
There may be even stronger constraints against working with people according
to gender, age or status. Young people’s speech may be frowned upon, and some
elderly people may be too revered to work with an outsider who has no local status.
But the most common constraint of this type is against working with the opposite sex
(Bowern, 2015, p. 151). In various indigenous societies of Australia, Papua New
Guinea, India, the Middle East and others, adult men and women do not mix unless
they are close kin or romantically entwined. Therefore attempting to conduct elicitation or transcription sessions with a speaker of the opposite sex may cause acute
embarrassment, or at worst rouse jealousy. This may limit research to just one half of
the speech community, losing an important dimension of variation (e.g. Bradley,
1998; Haeri, 1996). While this is an issue for any linguistic field project, it is especially problematic for sociolinguistic research, where gender plays a crucial role in the
analysis.
There may additionally be types of speech, certain stories, or topics that cannot be recorded. In Australian Aboriginal society, language and information are
valuable commodities subject to restrictions of access (Michaels, 1986). In the West,
language is often seen as an abstract entity with no particular owner, and this is one of
the philosophical underpinnings of research that samples and compares the range of
speech in a community. But this concept of “detached research” is at odds with the
philosophy of language in some indigenous communities.
The scale of cultural challenges facing indigenous sociolinguistics is brought
into particular focus by that methodological mainstay, “the sociolinguistic interview”
(Labov 1972b; Tagliamonte 2006). This is a key method for collecting comparable
language samples from a substantial number of speakers, but its standard application
is very challenging in some indigenous communities. The classic sociolinguistic
interview, alone in a quiet place with a single interviewee, may be inappropriate or
unrealistic in a vibrant rural village setting, especially where households have large
numbers of residents. Likewise, other variationist methods, such as having the interviewer “approximate the vernacular” in their own speech (Tagliamonte 2006: 46),
may not be possible or appropriate for outsider researchers in these communities.
Finally, some of the staple lines of questioning recommended for sociolinguistic
interviews, such as school experiences and “danger of death” (Labov 2013), may be
inappropriate in certain communities. For example, school may have been a place of
linguistic and cultural oppression; danger of death may be a culturally restricted or
uncomfortable topic in some cases.
But even more fundamental than these issues may be the very act of questioning. In Aboriginal Australia, using questions to obtain unknown information is not a
normative mode of interaction (Bavin, 1992; Moses & Yallop, 2008; Walsh, 1997).
Meeting a question with silence or a monosyllable is quite normal. This severely
undermines the whole interview method, because it means that samples of talk cannot
be reliably elicited at all – or at least not by direct questioning. It seems likely that
such communities do have ways of inducing each other to speak about a subject, but
these have not been extensively explored by ethnographic or linguistic researchers.
Work in this direction could improve our sociolinguistic methodologies in these
communities. In the meantime, samples of talk are presented to the linguist when the
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speakers see fit. This is another way in which language and information is embedded
in quite different ideologies in indigenous communities, and these do not sit easily
with standard sociolinguistic methods.
Finally, in some indigenous communities there is socio-economic and political
marginalisation that may be starkly at odds with the privileged position of many
outsider researchers. Some settings may not have clean water and reliable nutrition;
they may not have (or want) the common elements of industrialized societies like
electricity, digital communications and cash income. They may be under threat from
disease, pollution, invasion or conflict. They may have epidemics of addiction in the
wake of colonisation and dispossession. The outsider researcher usually enters the
picture as a privileged person who can access more money, resources and civil rights
than most local people. In short there may be extreme power imbalances at work.
Writing about Western field sites, Milroy (1987, p. 44ff.) recommends that the researcher engaging with a community should avoid association with the school or the
church, as these are foci of social power and prestige, which may inhibit access to
“the vernacular”. But the outsider researcher entering an indigenous community
cannot avoid association with power and prestige; being an educated urbanite embodies a certain form of prestige. (This can also be the case in Western urban research, if
the field site is one of socio-economic disadvantage.) In these situations, the local
community may focus on how the linguist can improve their access to resources and
external social networks, and may feel that displaying vernacular, low-status forms of
speech is inappropriate in such a relationship.
As mentioned above, we have focused on some “worst case scenarios” in this
section, i.e., some of the more difficult challenges that an outsider researcher may
face as a cultural outsider. Naturally, there are also many research situations where
the cultural gap is narrower. Regardless, we find that engagement with the community
presents as much an opportunity as a challenge, and we discuss practical solutions to
these challenges in the next section.
Solution: Building relationships and working closely with cultural insiders
We find that many of these cultural and linguistic challenges can be met by working
closely with cultural insiders – ideally as equal collaborators in the research – and
becoming immersed in the language and culture. The relationship between researcher
and indigenous community must be honest, personal, and preferably long-term (Good
2012). The foundation of this is open discussion of research goals, as well as negotiability with regards to what those goals should be. Researchers should beware of
entering the community with the attitude of an “expert”, as this may be an unwelcome
figure in some settings. Far preferable is to approach the community as a learner, not
a teacher. When we show the attitude of a learner, cultural insiders are more likely to
participate in the research – and more likely to share an insider’s view of language in
the community. If at all possible the researcher should attempt to learn the language,
not just study it, as there are few better ways of showing respect for the community
(Everett, 2001). Be ready to make laughable efforts at speaking an unfamiliar language, perhaps teased about incompetent pronunciations, and to show a degree of
vulnerability.
To some extent, this approach overlaps with the field model of many descriptive field linguists. However, the sociocultural challenges are considerably more acute
for variationist sociolinguistic researchers. Because of the type of data we are trying
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to collect, we need access to a much larger number of speakers in the community,
ideally from a wide range of ages and backgrounds. To understand sociolinguistic
patterns, we need a deeper integration with the social fabric of the community – more
than what is necessary for most traditional structural linguistic goals. As a result, we
cannot depend on the traditional field linguist model of interacting with just a few
speakers, or limiting our interactions to a narrow relationship of grammatical elicitation. We need extensive community engagement.
Our engagement with the community should be genuine, sustainable and mutually beneficial. In one Sui village in southwestern China (Guizhou province), locals
repeatedly expressed a serious need for a road. The second author helped coordinate
fundraising overseas to get the road started, and later the local government finished
the project. When he returned to the village a year later, they welcomed him enthusiastically, referring to him with a Sui relationship term which means ‘in-law’. Suddenly, the entire village wanted to participate in his sociolinguistic research. Their previous attitude of slight distrust was replaced by a warm welcome. In the Australian
town of Wadeye where the first author researched Murrinhpatha, the main request
among locals was not for a typical ‘development’ goal, but rather that the author
should help them record songs. Alongside his linguistic research, he began videoing
song performances and distributing copies on DVDs (cf. Furlan, 2005). This apparently simple contribution generated great enthusiasm in the community, and soon led
to an avalanche of recording requests.
The key to surmounting the challenge of cultural gaps is a collaborative approach with cultural intermediaries, some of whom may become research colleagues.
Success of the fieldwork can be facilitated by these cultural insiders (Suwankhong
and Liamputtong, 2015) engaging with the sociolinguistic enterprise. As described
above, the outsider researcher’s relationship with local intermediaries is usually not
characterised by scientific detachment. Rather, it is a multiplex relationship that in
many cases involves sharing food, accommodation, and relational goals. This was
discussed above as a challenge for gathering broad sociolinguistic samples in an
indigenous community, but it can also be turned into a benefit. We may not be able to
record dozens of speakers ourselves, but a close relationship with a local may allow
us to record a few speakers in many different situations, using diverse speech styles
with various interlocutors. Ideally, some local community members will already be
engaged in linguistics research themselves. If not, it may be possible to train local
people to do field recordings themselves, expanding the scope of the project far
beyond what we could do. This also gives agency to cultural insiders and enables
them to engage more fully with research goals. Previously unknown sociolinguistic
variables of the indigenous language might even be explicitly pointed out to us.
Even more importantly, a relationship-based field project can benefit the
community itself. Rather than “helicoptering” into the community, grabbing some
data and leaving, the collaborative relationship-based approach means that the researcher becomes part of the community. For example, one of our rural field sites
once suffered a massive fire that destroyed many houses. This crisis necessitated
urgent communication with the community about the best ways to help as an outsider,
and then taking appropriate steps to meet those responsibilities as a participant in
community life. Likewise, from time to time outsider researchers may be humbled to
find themselves in need as well, becoming the recipients of the community’s care.
Relationship-based fieldwork means that the community has a stake in the
project, not just the researcher. As many field linguistics guides point out (e.g.,
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Bowern 2015), researchers must be sure that their linguistic goals are in line with
community goals. This is especially true for sociolinguistic research, as researchers
need even greater community involvement to meet their research goals. As a result,
sociolinguists may find themselves unexpectedly involved in language development
issues, including dialect standardization, corpus planning, status planning, lexicography, and so on. While field linguists expect this kind of involvement, it may come as
a surprise to a sociolinguist more accustomed to variationist work in traditional
majority language communities.
Close collaboration with a cultural insider can increase the benefit to the
community while also increasing the quantity of data collected and transcribed.
Funding agencies now recognise the value of allocating research funds to pay community members as active collaborators in documentation, and cultural insiders may
be able to substantially increase the number of recordings and transcriptions made,
thanks to increasingly affordable and user-friendly documentation technology (Bird,
Hanke, Adams, & Lee, 2014). In situations where direct questioning is not culturally
appropriate (as discussed above), cultural insiders will be more attuned to whatever
interactional norms are used for eliciting speech. These consultants may be cited in
academic works as contributors, but it is even better to take this a step further: genuinely incorporate a local community member into the research as an equal colleague,
including collaborative conference presentations and peer-reviewed journal articles.
Such collaborative relationships can be very valuable for both sides. One example of
effective collaboration between a variationist sociolinguist and a cultural insider is
Stanford & Pan’s (2013) research on Zhuang of southern China. In Australia, an
outstanding recent example of sociolinguistic collaboration with a cultural insider is
Kral and colleagues’ (2015) study of expressive phonetic affects used in Ngaanyatjarra story-telling practices, in which one co-author, Elizabeth Ellis, is both a scholar and
an expert practitioner.
For many field linguists, the most rewarding part of their work is the unaccustomed level of social, emotional and intellectual engagement with people whose lives
are very unlike their own. Some indigenous people find just as much fascination in
their encounter with the linguist (Sutton, 2009, p. 163ff.). Likewise, sociolinguistic
fieldwork can be a particularly stimulating endeavour for both parties, where each is
simultaneously learning about the others’ culture, as well as gaining new insights into
their own.
3. THE CHALLENGE OF IDENTIFYING SOCIOLINGUISTIC VARIABLES
IN AN UNDERDOCUMENTED LANGUAGE. The outsider researcher may find
ways to adapt culturally to indigenous sociolinguistics. But there are still further
issues in identifying and analysing variables while at the same time learning the
grammar.
Describing the grammatical system of a language – not the fine details of variation and gradience, but the major patterns of phonology, morphology and syntax – is
typically the first priority of linguistics research in indigenous communities. Documenting variation is often a peripheral concern, and some field linguists might argue
that this is simply inevitable. But Meyerhoff (in press) discusses ways in which
variationist approaches can illuminate the basic structural description. Even so, trying
to analyse an undocumented or under-documented language is in itself a massive task,
and it is challenging to describe sociolinguistic variation without a good description
of the features that vary, as well as related features that may be relatively invariant.
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Compare this to the greater part of Western sociolinguistic research, in which the
language under discussion often has been minutely analysed for decades or centuries.
Not only is the grammar known, but the variables themselves are often well known,
and have been subject to previous analysis (e.g. English /ɪŋ ~ ən/, rhoticity, t/ddeletion, etc.). Just identifying variables may take a long time in indigenous sociolinguistics, and without a good feel for how the language is used, identifying which
variables are socially significant takes even longer.
Identifying sociolinguistic variables is complicated by the unknown terrain of
what different dialects are in play. Should a variant be analysed as a socially meaningful expression of “the same language”, or rather as a code-switch into a different
language variety? Are our consultants even speaking the same language? Understudied language ecologies (Mühlhäusler, 2002) therefore present a special challenge
for identifying sociolinguistic variables and defining the envelope of variation.
Solution: Tapping into folk linguistic knowledge
One practical approach to identifying sociolinguistic variables in an understudied
language is to write down every instance of variation encountered during language
learning or other interactions: note who said it and make a quick guess about possible
reasons for the variation. Could it be a variant from a different regional dialect? A
different speech style or register? Is it “free variation” or is it conditioned by linguistic context? Is it associated with the social identity of the speaker? Nagy (2009)
provides a practical roadmap to organize such linguistic and social information into a
detailed “sociogrammar” of the language. At the time when the variable is first encountered, it is likely that correlations will not be clear, but careful notes may gradually reveal patterns. For example, early in the second author’s Sui language learning
in southwest China, speakers began telling him that the first singular pronoun differs
widely across the Sui region. As he kept observing and asking questions, he eventually found that speakers had a detailed “mental map” of many different clans/locations
that used different variants, especially 1st singular. He asked questions like, “I’m
learning your language, and I need to learn to handle all kinds of different ways of
speaking… How do you say me?” He later conducted a survey of first singular production, and found that it matched the community’s knowledge of the locations of
these variants very accurately. Of course, this is not always the case, as community
members’ perceived notions and self-reported variants may differ drastically from
results of production studies. Nonetheless, such an approach can be a very valuable
starting point – and it is a great way to build relationships in the community. Moreover, any discrepancies between production results and a community’s “folk linguistic”
notions can become a valuable question to study as well (Preston 1989, 1993).
In other cases, the speakers may downplay variation, making it seem like the
variants are irrelevant. But it is important to follow up each possible variant because
they may be hints of crucial structural or sociolinguistic patterns. The following are
some typical “red flags” that a researcher might hear when starting a research project.
•
•
•
•

“That’s just how we say it sometimes. It’s no big deal. It means the same
thing…”
“That’s just how some younger people say it…you shouldn’t say it that way…”
“That’s just how some of those old men say it…it’s old-fashioned…”
“That’s just how we say it when we’re talking casually, not trying hard…”
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“That’s not the right way to say it, but we sometimes talk that way… but you
really shouldn’t learn it that way…”

It can also be useful to directly ask for attitudes, imitations, and other folk views
(Preston 1993). Although sociolinguists tend to emphasize speech that is the speakers’
own vernacular (Labov, 1966/1972), rather than imitations of other varieties, the latter
can be very useful when exploring a community for the first time. Stereotypical
pronunciations may be exaggerated, but they still give clues about linguistic variants
and the social meaning attached to them. Niedzielski & Preston’s (2000) work on folk
linguistics shows the value of the local non-linguists’ perspectives. Naturally, speakers are more likely to offer words or phrases as variants, rather than phonological or
grammatical features (Chambers 1992), and in some cases speakers’ dialectal imitations are mutually contradictory and thus unrevealing. But in other cases a fieldworker can uncover patterns in dialectal stereotypes, especially where multiple speakers
give similar responses using different example words.
Be genuinely interested, even if you feel like you have heard it all before. Multiple speakers’ responses can provide valuable confirmation and add new twists and
perspectives. The following are some examples of questions probing this kind of
information:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

“Tell me about different ways of speaking around here. Do people over there in
that village speak the same as you?”
“I’m trying to learn to speak your language, but I’m confused about different
pronunciations/words. I noticed that some people say ___ but you say ___. Why
is that? Am I hearing it correctly?”
“Can you imitate the way people in that village speak? Can you teach me to
speak like that village? What are some key words I should know?”
“Do farmers speak differently than people in the town? How does it sound?”
“Can you imitate how a man/woman speaks? How about a teenager? How about
a child?”
“Do older/younger people speak differently than you? How has the language
changed during your lifetime? What do you think about that?”
“Which dialect do you think I should learn? Why? Are some dialects ‘better’
than others or are they all ‘equal’?” Also ask about codeswitching: When and
why do you switch languages/dialects?

Figure 1 shows how such questions can prompt speakers to begin playfully imitating
each other, identifying variants for further investigation. This is a conversation between two middle-aged women living in the same Sui village. Sui is a tonal language
(Tai-Kadai family), and numerous dialect differences exist between clans. These two
women had married into the village from different clans. The key variants here are a
high tone (Tone 6H) versus a low tone (Tone 6L), different first singular variants (nja
versus nie), voicing of nasal onsets (hn- versus n-), and a very common stereotypical
performance speech phrase, ja-ju, which is formed with a discourse marker ja ‘like
this’ placed next to ju first singular. All of this information about linguistic variants
appears in a short stretch of imitations between these two speakers. The distinctive
features of Person 1’s clan dialect are shown in boldface font, and Person 2’s clan
dialect features are underlined.
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Interviewer: So if you imitate her speaking, what does she do?
Person 1: So she [usually] says ja6H-ju2, so I’d say to her, “ja6H nja2 pai1 hnu1
le2” [where are you going]…
…
Person 2: My place says it like this, “ja6H nja2 pai1 ndjong3 hnu1 le2”
…but her place says “nai6H nie2 pai1 ndjong3 hnu1 le2”
Person 1: <interrupts to correct her> “nai6L nie2… nai6L nie2 pai1 nu1 le2”
Person 2: <laughs, changes to Person 1’s tone> nai6L … nai6L…
Person 1: “nai6L nie2 pai1 nu1 le2” Like this.
Person 2: <laughs> Sometimes we’re a bit wrong.
FIGURE 1: Two Sui women imitating each other’s dialect features for the phrase
Where are you going. The conversation was monolingual Sui, and it is translated into
English here. Bold=the dialect variants of Person 1. Underline=the dialect variants of
Person 2. Superscripts represent tones (see Stanford 2009: 479-80).

4. THE SOCIOLINGUISTIC ANALYSIS CHALLENGE: LIMITED DATA. We
now turn to the third challenge. Just as grammatical analysis is limited at an early
stage of documentation, quantitative analysis may also be limited by data volume. As
discussed above, social norms at the field site and the slow initial process of uncovering variation may prohibit data collection from a large sample of speakers, so statistical methods may be challenging to apply.
Collaboration and engagement with locals can increase the quantity of sociolinguistic data, but in many cases it will still fall short of the token counts typically
used for urban sociolinguistics. This is not a fatal flaw, but it may limit the potential
for nuanced factor analyses. For example, Harlow and colleagues’ (2009) study of
changing stop realisation in Maori focuses on a comparison between aspiration rates
in older and newer data, whereas an urban study might be able to extract more detailed findings on age-grading and its interaction with other social factors (e.g.
English: Wagner, 2012). Nonetheless, this finding for Maori is still a highly worthwhile advance, since the variable and its social significance are otherwise underdocumented. It can also be worth reporting sociolinguistic variation even where data
quantity is not sufficient for statistical analysis – for example, if variation has been
observed among a handful of speakers (e.g. Yolngu Matha: Bowern, 2008).
In some situations, such as Jamsu Reynolds’ (2012) work on Amdo Tibetan in
Qinghai province (China), a solid sample of 80–100 speakers may be possible. But in
other cases, a sociolinguistic sample of such sizes may be out of the question (cf.
Tagliamonte, 2006, p. 185). There may not even be 50–100 speakers in existence for
a given language variety. Moreover, if we are able to record just 10 or 20 speakers,
then once these are divided into clan, age and gender categories (or whatever is
appropriate in the social setting), we may have so few speakers in each demographic
cell that social characteristics and individual characteristics cannot be distinguished.
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In cases of severe language endangerment, we may even have recorded all the living
speakers (Evans, 2001). Even in cases where we can record more speakers, transcription of naturalistic speech is far more difficult when the researcher does not speak the
language well. Tagliamonte (2006, p. 54) estimates four hours of transcription work
for every hour of recorded data (4:1). But for the first author’s research in Murrinhpatha, the ratio is closer to 10:1. In a recent workshop on language documentation
technology, a ratio of 50:1 was proposed (Cavar, 2016). In summary, the requirement
to find quantified sociolinguistic patterns is severely challenged by the difficulty of
obtaining large enough data samples in these situations.

Solutions to the challenge of limited data
There are a number of ways to study sociolinguistic variation where there is insufficient naturalistic data. An example of a sociolinguistic investigation hampered by a
limited volume of data is Mansfield’s (2015) study of variable suffix ordering in
Murrinhpatha, a morphologically complex Aboriginal language of northern Australia.
Murrinhpatha is spoken by some 3000 people, and is still acquired by children as a
first language. Mansfield found that three classes of suffix morphemes, TENSE,
NUMBER and IMPERFECTIVE, can be produced in variable orders, contrary to the
rigid order attested in earlier grammatical descriptions (e.g. Street, 1987). For example, any of the orders (1–3) are possible, without any change in meaning:
(1)

(2)

(3)

parde-lili-dha-nime-pardi
be.3PAUC.PST-walk-PST-PAUC.M-BE.IMPF3
{-TENSE-NUM-IMPF}
‘they were walking’
parde-lili-nime-dha-pardi
be.3PC.PST-walk-PAUC.M-PST-BE.IMPF
{-NUM-TENSE-IMPF}
parde-lili-nime-pardi-dha
be.3PC.PST-walk-PAUC.M-BE.IMPF-PST
{-NUM-IMPF-TENSE}
(Mansfield 2015)

Mansfield suspected that suffix order is correlated with age of speakers, with younger
speakers moving away from the -TENSE-NUM-IMPF sequence attested in earlier
grammars. However the variable only appears in verbs that have multiple suffixes.
After some 12 months, tokens had only been collected from 10 speakers, and the
diversity of syntactic contexts made comparability problematic. This initial data set
was somewhat suggestive of a correlation between suffix sequence and speaker age,
but was insufficient as evidence. To investigate the association of the variable with
age, more tokens from more speakers were needed. But as described above, initiating
recording sessions with new speakers – especially those from different clans and age
groups than the speakers with whom Mansfield was already well acquainted – was a
very slow process.
3

IMPF =

imperfective; M = masculine; NUM = number; PAUC = paucal; PST = past.
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Mansfield accelerated the analysis of Murrinhpatha suffix ordering by turning
to elicited speech as a way to raise the token count. This was made possible by the
fact that the variation was not limited to spontaneous speech, but rather occurred in all
speech styles, with little evidence of self-correction to a “standard” variant. Mansfield
was thus able to collect more tokens of the variable by targeted questioning, as opposed to waiting for the variable context to turn up in naturalistic recordings. In the
first instance, the token count was expanded using a version of the “rapid anonymous
survey” (Labov 1966/1972, see also Matsuda 1993, Borowsky & Horvath, 1997). The
rapid anonymous survey technique is uncommon in modern sociolinguistics, despite
its fame as a part of Labov’s (1966/1972) work in New York City. Mansfield developed a rapid data collection method to obtain further tokens of the somewhat rare
Murrinhpatha suffix ordering variable. In day-to-day encounters with Murrinhpatha
speakers, Mansfield began emphasizing his own difficulty in producing verbs with
past tense and paucal number suffixes, provoking a context for suffix variation. This
prompted native speakers to provide clear tokens of the missing verbs for Mansfield,
who noted the variants produced and the approximate speaker ages in a notebook after
the Labovian method. The data thus gathered cannot be taken as a representation of
vernacular Murrinhpatha, but it did produce a collection of 101 tokens from 25 speakers, in which the hypothesized correlation of suffix ordering and speaker age was
supported. Speakers in their teens and early twenties showed a strong preference for
the -NUMBER-TENSE sequence (which is unattested in earlier grammatical descriptions, e.g. Street 1987), while speakers in their mid-twenties and above were more
likely to use the -TENSE-NUMBER sequence (Mansfield 2015). The rapid and
anonymous data thus shed light on an age-related pattern, while leaving further
questions regarding gender, clan heritage and linguistic factors unanswered.
To further expand the collection of Murrinhpatha variable suffix tokens,
Mansfield turned to picture stimuli. Picture stimuli can be very effective in situations
where a language does not have its own writing system or where the writing system is
not widely used. Speakers were asked to describe events that happened “yesterday” or
will happen “tomorrow” in a series of a dozen pictures, depicting different events all
featuring dual or paucal participants. Again these do not attempt to represent the
vernacular, but in comparison to rapid and anonymous data, they induce each speaker
to produce the variable with a wider and more controlled range of verb lexemes and
morphosyntactic features. Finally, more tokens of the variable from an older generation of speakers were collected by trawling archives of speech recorded in previous
decades. Together these data sources are being utilized for further quantitative analysis of linguistic and sociolinguistic factors influencing Murrinhpatha suffix ordering.
In summary, the ideal dataset of comparable, naturalistic samples from a large number of speakers is not available for this variable. However, elicited speech samples
can be used to provide an adequate number of tokens and alternation of contexts. This
initially allowed an age correlation to be established, and prospectively offers hope
for establishing further correlations in ongoing research.
Where statistical significance is problematic (and is acknowledged as such),
hypothesised patterns may still be worth reporting. Without reporting such initial
results for a given language, the state of published knowledge about variation would
be one of complete ignorance. We need to report such preliminary findings so that
more robust sociolinguistic analyses of indigenous language ecologies can be developed. In addition, as noted in section 2, cultural insiders may be linguists themselves,
bridging the divide to document their own languages, and making larger field projects
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more attainable. Cultural insiders have special access to ethnographic and qualitative
information, probing individual speakers’ sociolinguistic motivations and personal
backgrounds, as well as folk linguistic perspectives (Preston 1993, Niedzielski &
Preston 2000). Collecting direct quotations on these matters can help us understand
the social meaning and usage of variables, as well as communicate those local viewpoints to academic audiences (recall Figure 1, for example). Regardless of the size of
the data set, a few representative direct quotations showing folk perspectives can be a
valuable window into speakers’ attitudes and usage. In other words, this can serve as
an insightful supplement to the quantitative results. For this reason, field researchers
may want to include numerous metalinguistic discussions or question-and-answer
sessions where language/dialect attitudes can be recorded.
5. CONCLUSION. In this article we have argued that documenting sociolinguistic
variation in indigenous languages poses methodological challenges, but can be deeply
rewarding for community members, outsider researchers, and perhaps especially for
community members who are sociolinguistic researchers themselves. The linguistic
subfields of language documentation and variationist sociolinguistics have until
recently been largely independent, but there is now an emerging interest in the intersection of these pursuits.
For outsider researchers working in these communities, the challenges of sociolinguistic field research in indigenous communities begin with the large cultural gap
that often exists between researchers and the speech community, and often a lack of
fluency in a shared language. The outsider researcher is learning how to fit in with
local norms and expectations, how to interpret interactions with local contacts, and at
the same time attempting to conduct research. The second challenge, identifying
sociolinguistic variables, is difficult in this setting, but even the earliest observations
should be noted carefully, and the researcher should be alert to any hints that locals
provide in metalinguistic comments. Third, the quantity of speech data recorded may
be limited by community size and accessibility to a Western researcher.
We have argued that these challenges can be mitigated by (1) embracing a
more engaged type of research relationship: one that is multiplex, personal and collaborative. Since researchers are often outsiders in the speech communities we seek to
research, we must engage cultural insiders as collaborators. These mutually beneficial
research relationships can have a long-lasting positive impact on both the community
and the outside researcher. (2) We also suggest several modified sociolinguistic field
methods, including an emphasis on folk linguistic approaches to help uncover variation during the early stages of a new research program in a lesser-studied language.
(3) In lesser-studied indigenous communities, variationist researchers may also need
to revise our expectations of data set sizes, especially during an initial study. Even so,
with some creative approaches, it is possible to expand our data sets and “go deep”
with our analysis of the existing data.
The intersection of sociolinguistics and indigenous language documentation is
at an exciting point of florescence. Researchers working at this interface have the
chance to pioneer new forms of sociolinguistic methodology. This is especially
important in light of the Principle of Sociolinguistic Distance that we suggested in
section 1. As researchers explore socioculturally and linguistically diverse field
situations, we are all likely to have more opportunities to test prior assumptions and
uncover new perspectives and research questions. Bridging the gap between variationist and documentary traditions can be challenging, but it is also a valuable opportunity
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for new methods and new knowledge. Moreover, as outsider researchers in these
communities, we look forward to the ever-increasing role of community insiders as
partners and leaders in this process.
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Language Shift and Linguistic Insecurity1
Maya Ravindranath Abtahian and Conor McDonough Quinn
University of Rochester and University of Maine
Variation in language is constant and inevitable. In a vital speech community some
variation disappears as speakers age, and some results in long-term change, but all
change will be preceded by a period of variation. Speakers of endangered languages
may perceive variation in an especially negative light when it is thought to be due to
contact with the dominant language. This contributes to negative evaluations of young
people’s speech by older speakers, and in turn contributes to the linguistic insecurity
of young speakers, which may result in even further shift toward the dominant language. In this paper we discuss language variation in the context of shift with respect
to the notion of linguistic insecurity and what we identify as three distinct types of
linguistic insecurity, particularly in cases of indigenous language loss in the Americas. We conclude with some observations on the positive results of directly addressing linguistic insecurity in language maintenance/revitalization programs.
1. INTRODUCTION: LANGUAGE VARIATION AND ENDANGERED LANGUAGE DOCUMENTATION. Edward Sapir famously wrote that “[e]veryone
knows that language is variable” (1921:147). Yet pervasive myths about language
variation persist, even among linguists. The myths that language can or should remain
static, that variation is somehow aberrant, and that that one dialect can be superior to
another in some way are all reflective of language ideologies that are common across
monolingual and multilingual language communities.
For a variety of reasons speakers in indigenous and minority language communities may perceive variation in an especially negative light. Whether variation is
due to attrition, stable existing variation, other demonstrably internal effects, or
contact, speakers may negatively evaluate all variation as distracting from good and
pure use of the language. One reason for this is the reality of language shift scenarios
where the socially dominant language tends also to be most speakers’ linguistically
dominant language (and there is correspondingly less competence in the indigenous or
minority language). This means that speakers often negatively evaluate linguistic
variants they perceive to be the result of imposition from the socially dominant language. Moreover, mainstream language ideologies promote the idealization of a
standard language (without dialectal variation) and the idea that multilingualism is
problematic, and both of these may further exacerbate negative evaluations of linguis1
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tic variation. As Odango (2015:40) points out in an eloquent assessment of the discourse surrounding language endangerment and the effect this has on speakers of the
language, what some call “loss,” others call “change, transformation, or the development of something new.”2 All of this has implications for the documentation of
endangered languages and correspondingly maintenance and revitalization efforts.
The field of documentary linguistics emerged over the last 20 years with a focus on the collection, analysis, and preservation of linguistic data from languages that
are or are likely to become endangered. Accompanying this focus from the beginning
was ‘a concern for supporting speakers and communities who wish to retrieve, revitalize or maintain their languages’ (Austin 2016: 148) but as Austin points out this
concern is not always accompanied by the provision of documentation materials that
are useful for revitalization work. One primary concern in this regard, that we begin
to discuss here, is that documentary corpora have tended to consist largely of the
speech of older, fluent speakers; fewer include samples of children’s ordinary language use. Woodbury (2011:177) additionally points out that documentary efforts
most commonly focus on one variety (the “ancestral code”) even if other varieties are
commonly used in the community.
Moreover, language teaching and learning as part of revitalization efforts often
values adherence to the most traditional variants. It is not unusual for an L1 teacher to
negatively judge non-standard variants, and even interactions between L2 learners and
L1 less-traditionally-fluent speakers show these complications. L2 learner-teachers of
Maliseet, for example, have repeatedly asked coauthor Quinn as an academic linguist
to weigh in on the “correctness” of variants offered by students with some home
knowledge of the language. It is not always easy to distinguish between a genuine
familect variant vs. an English-dominant individual's simple mislearning or misremembering (or an English contact effect, or some combination of all of these).
The frequency of these questions makes it clear that “correctness” is a major
source of insecurity for participants within revitalization efforts. Scholarly documentation of sociolinguistic variation is one way to validate and de-stigmatize variation,
and a growing number of scholars are demonstrating this (see Childs et al 2014,
Farfán and Ramallo 2010, Nagy 2009, and the papers in this issue)3. In this paper we
discuss the relationship between linguistic insecurity and language shift generally
before focusing on a more locally oriented discussion of three different ways that
linguistic insecurity may develop and affect different generations of endangered
language speakers. We discuss this specifically in a North American context but also
expect that these observations may be more widely generalizable. These are 1) the
2

Odango gives as an example his own family’s access of their Cebuano skills in Cebuano-TagalogEnglish code-switching although they have ‘lost’ the ability to speak fluent Cebuano. In a related
example of different types of evaluations of change, early, well-integrated loans in Mi’kmaw using the
highly productive causative-transitive -a'tu as in sa'se'wa'tu 'I change it' (with a loan-stem from French
changer) are typically considered standard. In contrast, using the exact same construction with a more
recent loan, like share-ewa'tu ‘I share it’, is often seen as less legitimate. One fluent speaker recently
posted that form on an online language forum, in order to ask others for a more traditional alternative.
3

of the language. Two examples of this are the Diccionario Comparativo-Histórico de la Lengua
Huave (Noyer, ms), and the talking dictionary project of the Mi’gmaq/Mi’kmaq language (Haberlin et
al 2016). Both dictionaries seek to document multiple varieties In the case of the Mi’gmaq/Mi’kmaq
dictionary project, this is done by having a minimum of three speakers record each headword, in order
to “hear differences and variations in how a word is pronounced.”
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insecurity of speakers who were punished for speaking their native languages; 2) the
insecurity of young or semi-speakers with respect to their language proficiency; and
3) the insecurity of non-speakers whose cultural authenticity is questioned due to not
speaking their ancestral language. We follow this with a description of some methods
that are currently being used to explicitly address linguistic insecurity in language
revitalization programs in Maliseet and Mi’kmaw communities of eastern Canada and
northeastern Maine.
2. LANGUAGE IDEOLOGIES. Widely held beliefs about language structure, form,
and use underlie most of the ways that humans think about language varieties and
their relative worth. These beliefs about language form and its relationship to social
structure are often called “linguistic ideologies” or “language ideologies” (Silverstein
1979, Irvine 1989). Language ideologies may be explicitly expressed views about
language as well as more tacit assumptions about language and its use (Gal 1989,
Irvine 2012). In the context of linguistic insecurity and language shift, we consider
two major types of ideologies to be relevant – essentialist ideologies (i.e. to be X, you
must speak X), and puristic ideologies (i.e. that there is one correct form and one
correct way of speaking, cf. Bradley 2002, see also the standard language ideology
discussed by Milroy 2001, Milroy and Milroy 1999, and Silverstein 1996). An ideology of monolingualism (i.e. that to be multilingual is difficult, or bad in some way)
may also be relevant in some contexts. These ideologies play a significant role in
many of the specific interactions and observations we report. The essentialist ideology, for example, is demonstrated below with respect to both researchers’ ideologies
and speakers’ ideologies.
Childs et al (2014:168) observe “Western language ideologies, which have
been especially prominent in shaping documentary agendas, may be unduly influencing documentary practice in other parts of the world.” In their example, provided in
the context of documentation in sub-Saharan Africa, they discuss how an essentialist
ideology may be demonstrated by researchers when they continue to associate a
single language with a single speaker community, exemplifying an “essentialist
ideology that equates language loss with culture loss and assumes an isomorphism
between language and culture” (Childs et al 2014:182, 180).
With respect to essentialist ideologies held by speakers, an example of this
comes from our work in the community of Hopkins, Belize, where Garifuna (an
Arawakan language), English, and Belizean Creole (Kriol) are all spoken. In this
community young people continue to use Garifuna even while it is now considered
endangered in all of the other communities in Belize where it was once spoken.
However, Garifuna is now spoken in fewer domains in the village and by fewer young
people, and this is something that older speakers frequently commented on. Moreover, it is not uncommon to hear someone refer to an ethnic Garifuna person as having
become Creole when they are no longer speakers of the language (i.e. lost their ethnic
and cultural identity when they no longer use the language; for more see Abtahian,
forthcoming). We argue below that essentialist ideologies and in particular ideologies
of purism may contribute to linguistic insecurity among speakers or semi-speakers of
minority languages who may fear making mistakes in the language or bear the weight
of the burden of losing their cultural identity if they are not considered proficient
speakers.
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3. LANGUAGE SHIFT AND LINGUISTIC INSECURITY. Individuals are often
self-conscious about their use of what they perceive as non-standard varieties of a
language, a phenomenon that is sometimes described as linguistic insecurity. Labov
(1966) first defined linguistic insecurity as a mismatch between speakers’ ideal of a
standard language and their actual linguistic competence; Meyerhoff further explains
it as “speakers’ feeling that the variety that they use is somehow inferior, ugly, or
bad” (2006:292). In practical terms this may refer either to the individual’s insecurity
about whether the language variety itself is “good”, or the individual’s insecurity
about their proficiency in the language variety. Functionally speakers express these
two cases in similar ways. For example, speakers in Belize use the terms “bad” or
“broken” English to refer to Belizean Creole (Kriol), but the same terms may also be
used by speakers who consider themselves to be non-fluent second language speakers
of English when referring to their English (for more on this distinction with respect to
linguistic insecurity see Martinez and Petrucci 2004).
Much of the literature on linguistic insecurity in multilingual situations focuses on speakers’ insecurity about their knowledge of the dominant or majority language, rather than on the indigenous or minority language. Less of the literature on
linguistic insecurity is focused on the issue of speakers’ perception of incompetence
in their heritage language, sometimes expressed as some aspect of the grammar of the
language being difficult to learn or use. Goble reports this for 3rd generation Mexican
Americans, whose insecurity about their proficiency in Spanish is “exacerbated by
familial teasing” (Goble 2016:29), eventually contributing to intergenerational loss of
Spanish. Wyman (2009) also documents this phenomenon in her longitudinal study of
rapid language shift (language tip) in a Yup’ik community, where she finds both
decreased proficiency on the part of young speakers as well as expressed insecurity
about their ability to use Yup’ik correctly. Wyman asserts that there is an “assumption
that young people who speak dominant languages in endangered language communities orient away from local practices, physical spaces, and/or marginalized identities”
(Wyman 2009:347). To counter this assumption, however, she gives many examples
of young non-fluent speakers of Yup’ik who are nonetheless highly oriented toward
local practices and motivated to maintain the language. Lee’s (2009) study of Navajo
adolescents similarly demonstrates that young people may be highly motivated toward language maintenance, even while they are not highly proficient speakers themselves. Wyman recommends that teachers who work to reverse language shift must
build students’ linguistic repertoires so that they can interact comfortably with older
generation.
The relationship between linguistic insecurity and language shift in multilingual communities is neither straightforward nor necessarily causal, but speakers’
expressions of linguistic insecurity are also often correlated with shift toward the
dominant language, with speakers then demonstrating shame or embarrassment about
using the L1. Bonner (2001), for instance, discusses adults’ perception of Belizean
Garifuna children’s “shame” in speaking Garifuna accompanying a shift to widespread use of Belizean Creole, which is perceived both as more prestigious and more
useful in a multilingual context. Wyman also concludes that: “if youth feel embarrassed about their mixed language practices, they are likely to shift further toward
dominant languages” (García 2009, cited by Wyman 2009).
In Indonesia, where Abtahian et al (2016) document large-scale shift away
from even the big local languages of Indonesia toward use of the dominant national
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language Indonesian (Bahasa Indonesia), numerous accounts tie decreasing use of
local languages to speakers’ insecurity about proficiency in their own local languages,
particularly with respect to speech levels. Poedjosoedarmo (2006), for instance,
observes that “competence in using the polite form of the Javanese language is falling
rapidly” (113), and surmises that the effects of increased use of Indonesian result in
confusion between Krama (high register) levels, reduced vocabularies and substitutions from Indonesian. She goes on to observe, however, that “the most far reaching
effect...is that many people, aware that they are not very competent at manipulating
the levels, simply use the Indonesian language instead of Javanese in contexts where
it is necessary to be formal and polite,” (117), and that “many young people, even
those for whom Javanese is the language of the home, cannot use the polite levels
correctly.” (119). These observations highlight the existence of linguistic insecurity
among young speakers of Javanese, whose concern over being sopan (‘polite’) has
resulted in avoidance of the higher speech levels in Javanese and accelerated shift
toward Indonesian. Elsewhere in Java young people demonstrate their linguistic
insecurity by citing a fear of making mistakes (Smith-Hefner 2009, Setiawan 2012,
Zentz 2014) as one reason for abandoning the use of the high register in favor of
either low Javanese (ngoko) or Indonesian, both of which are also seen as more
communicative and more egalitarian.4
In a striking example from McCarty, Romero, & Zepeda’s (2006) study of Native language shift and retention in the US Southwest, Navajo adults in one community estimated the percentage of Navajo-proficient youth to be 30-50%, while youth in
the same community routinely gave estimates between 70 and 80%. McCarty et al
(2006:670) conclude from this as follows:
[T]here was wide divergence in how youth and adults responded to
questions about language proficiencies among the young, with youth
consistently providing much higher estimates. Recognizing that selfassessments of language proficiency are problematic, the divergent responses of youth and adults nonetheless signify local perceptions of
language vitality that have important implications for language choices. A bilingual adult who believes the child to whom she or he is
speaking has little knowledge of or interest in using Navajo is likely to
address the child in English. For their part, youth may possess greater
Native language proficiency than they show, ‘hiding’ it out of shame
or embarrassment. The net effect is to curtail opportunities for rich,
natural adult child interaction in the heritage language.
With reference to the same study, Lee (2009) reports that Navajo students “would
chose not to speak their language if they felt scolded or teased by their relatives or
peers for mispronunciation or grammatical errors of Navajo words and phrases,” and
further, that “when they were shamed for their efforts, students expressed frustration
and reluctance to keep learning” (Lee 2009: 309, cf. Lee 2007).
In fact Grinevald and Bert (2011) list linguistic insecurity as a crucial element
in one of four clusters of factors that define a typology of speaker types in situations
4

With respect to the example of shift away from use of the high Javanese register in favor of Indonesian both Abigail Cohn (pc) and a reviewer have pointed out that this brings up the interesting question
as to whether linguistic insecurity may also be related to pragmatic complexity.
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of language endangerment. These four clusters are i) language competence; ii) sociolinguistic: exposure to language vs. vitality of language at time of acquisition; iii)
performance: use and attitude; and iv) self-evaluation of speakers and linguistic
insecurity. With respect to the last they write, “a profound sense of linguistic insecurity… can colour interactions in unexpected ways. This insecurity can extend to total
denial of any knowledge of the language, in spite of proof to the contrary” (Grinevald
and Bert 2011:48).
Penobscot teacher Gabriel Paul also observes (p.c. 2016) a further potential
source of anxiety: linguists themselves. While contemporary field linguists are trained
not to prescriptively correct native speakers, historically they have often felt free to do
so, particularly as part of the documentary dynamic of evaluating which speakers are
the “best” in a community. (Linguists collaborating in revitalization teaching may still
participate in this dynamic in subtler ways, despite their best intentions, for example
by allowing themselves to occupy unchallenged an offered or established status as
expert.) Paul also notes that outsider linguists may sometimes have more practical
competence in the language than heritage learners themselves. This can be fraught in
any number of ways. Younger speakers may be criticized (by elders, by themselves,
or even by linguists) for failing to speak as well as a recently-arrived outsider. Learners may be frustrated by seeing an outsider quickly pick up a language they
have been exposed to but never acquired. In short, this situation can be a stick prodding directly into sensitive areas of authenticity and loss.
Given this relationship between expressions of linguistic insecurity and language shift, we might then also expect to see the opposite - that if speakers do not
express insecurity about their own proficiency (or negatively evaluate others’), variation may also not be perceived as negatively, and the situation is more likely to be one
of language maintenance/stable multilingualism. This has implications for how we
think about linguistic insecurity, as it suggests that one element of successful language maintenance or revitalization may be to directly address linguistic insecurity
and its sources. While we often think of linguistic insecurity as a direct reflection of
external sociolinguistic pressures (prestige, etc.) and the process of language shift (i.e.
as the language is used less, younger generations' competence in it is less traditional),
we also see that once established, linguistic insecurity itself can further drive language
shift.
4. THREE TYPES OF INSECURITY IN LANGUAGE ENDANGERMENT
SCENARIOS. In language shift and/or revitalization scenarios, we can often observe
at least three types of linguistic insecurity, corresponding to different sources of
embarrassment or “shame”5. Often, these follow a temporal succession, as three
generations or three cohorts:
1)

the insecurity of speakers who were punished for speaking their native languages (Reyhner 2004)6

5

In this paper we have largely tried to avoid the use of the word ‘shame’ in discussing the sources of
linguistic insecurity. Although this word is widely used and in all of the cases we cite comes from the
expressions of speakers themselves, a reviewer pointed out that the term may come across as judgmental of speakers in placing blame for language loss on speakers themselves.
6
This is particularly relevant in those places in North America and Australia where residential schools
for indigenous children were established (see Reyhner 2013), but also may be extended to multilingual
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the insecurity of young speakers who might be criticized by older fluent speakers for not speaking the language correctly (Lee 2009, Zentz 2014)
the insecurity of non-speakers whose identity/authenticity/solidarity is questioned due to not speaking their ancestral languages (Wyman 2009)

The first type is well-established enough to need no further discussion here, except to
underscore how in popular and community-level discussion (and often in scholarly
and pedagogical discourse, too), this is typically the only kind that receives significant
attention, at the expense of concerns of the other two groups.
The third type is particularly severe for community members who have little
or no proficiency in the language: this too gets at least some general acknowledgement, often being reported by this cohort as a major factor behind feeling “incomplete,” or insecure, not just in their general ethnic/national identity, but perhaps even
more importantly, also in their individual connection to living and deceased elderspeaker family members. We can add that this is the generation that feels quite insecure as (primarily) L2 learners in a reclamation effort, in particular because the pressure to “get it right” is compounded by the idea that the future of the language depends on them correctly and completely learning it. Ceteris paribus, L2 heritage
learners of endangered languages are therefore likely to experience levels of linguistic
performance anxiety much higher than even those encountered by typical foreignlanguage learners. This anxiety can in turn hinder precisely the intergenerational
contact needed for continued transmission: one teenaged L2 heritage learner of Penobscot (central Maine, USA) reported disliking speaking in front of fluent speakers
at all – preferring to speak only with less advanced students. With respect to factors
that will lead to successful revitalization, there is a recognized need to establish or reestablish communication between different generations of speakers. The linguistic
insecurity that an effectively L2-learner heritage speaker can feel facing a fluent
speaker is a particularly fraught version of general L2-learner performance anxiety,
which can drive them to minimize intergenerational communication.
Equally if not more likely to drive intergenerational avoidance is the second
type of linguistic insecurity, one that has not been given much attention: younger/lesstraditional speakers' fear of judgment from older/more-traditional speakers. In the
Passamaquoddy, Maliseet, and Mi’kmaw communities (of eastern Canada and northeastern Maine, USA) that coauthor Quinn has worked in, there are many competent
speakers who avoid or minimize speaking in front of more fluent speakers, or even do
not speak publicly at all. Fear of being laughed at is almost uniformly the reason
given for this decision. This suggests that the phenomenon of former speakers (“S/he
used to speak when we were younger, but not anymore”) may not come just from
negative experiences from outside the speech community (e.g. school-based mistreatment), but also from within. Following are observations from revitalization work
in these communities:
a) One Passamaquoddy native speaker (significantly, one of the youngest in
his community) reports a strong (and familiar) sympathetic experience
while watching an elder correct L2 learner-teachers in an immersion classclassrooms where linguicide is not institutionalized but where individual teachers may choose to forbid
the use of the indigenous language, as has been described by some Garifuna speakers in Belize, for
example (Abtahian forthcoming).
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room: “I felt suppressed, like I wasn't any good enough.” (Dwayne Soctomah, p.c. 20160602)
b) A Maliseet language revitalization activist and L2-learner teacher similarly
observes both of her own experience and those of her students: “I didn’t
realize how much anxiety affected the learning of the language until we
started to address the issue [directly].” (Alma Brooks, p.c. 2016)
c) Younger-generation speaker and Mi’kmaw language teacher Alwyn Jeddore identifies fluent-speaker correction and belittling of other speakers
and L2-learners as a major problem for the revitalization effort, dedicating
a lengthy online community video post to identifying and promoting
awareness of this negative effect. (He offers this in the context of a speech
community where fluent speakers often decry younger speakers' lexically
and idiomatically mixed “Miklish” (cp. "Spanglish"), and even suggest
that it (“Miklish”) is “killing the language.”)
We could add to this numerous in-passing remarks from current and would-be heritage learners in all of these speech communities that all converge on this: fear of being
laughed at by fluent speakers is an intensely strong motivator away from even attempting to use the language. All observations suggest that this dynamic of fear
significantly restricts comfortable interaction between generations of speakers and/or
learners.
5. ADDRESSING LINGUISTIC INSECURITY. To begin to properly address
these complications of language insecurity/shame, we need to:
a) Better understand the generational differences and social factors affecting language shift in any community.
b) Problematize (or even discourage) purism/prescriptivism.
c) Recognize and address linguistic insecurity, and particularly raise awareness
of how ideologies of purism contribute to the linguistic insecurity of young
speakers, which may result in even further shift toward the dominant language.
Towards (a), within the academic sphere, we can aim specifically for more active
collaboration between variationist sociolinguists and documentary linguists, incorporating tools and knowledge from sociolinguistics into both documentation and revitalization work. This might include documenting not just overall attitudes toward the
language, but also, among other things, how individuals within each generation view
the speech norms of the others, and how that informs their use, or non-use, of the
language with each other. It also includes the documentation of as much linguistic
variation as is possible or reasonable, whether hypothesized to be due to internal or
external factors.
Towards (b) and (c), a few suggestions can be made. First, as linguists typically collaborate with school- or classroom-based approaches to revitalization/stabilization/reclamation, it is important to identify ways in which these can
reinforce existing or emergent standard-language ideologies, and the linguistic insecurities they engender. These approaches often reproduce negative and exclusivist
treatment of language variants (often similar to those that have marginalized the
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language as a whole). Colonial-language classroom norms historically most often
promote an ideology of a single “correct” variant, and also give primacy to written
literacies. The two norms are closely intertwined: conforming to the latter can create a
pressure to select and impose a standard to which costly-to-print materials can or must
adhere. Both in restricting acceptable inter-speaker variation, and in demanding the
centrality of written literacy skills, this can often marginalize the participation of L1speaker generation(s), whose linguistic expertise may not include much experience in
these school-based norms. (Hence two commonly heard observations from fluent
speakers: “I want to teach...but I can't read and write / but they don't like the way I
talk.”)
Second, domain-of-use variation also hampers intergenerational language use.
In one Passamaquoddy community, few fluent speakers now use the native number
system in full; most shift mainly to English for this. In the local school, however,
children are mainly taught numbers, colors, and animals. What children learn most
fully, then, is precisely what their elders have least mastery of. For L1 speakers, this
can cause a variety of reactions, from frustration at the unrealistic impracticality of
what's being taught, to self-doubt about their own personal competence in the language. Articulately and widely problematizing these often unspoken or unquestioned
norms may be another way linguists can help reduce or remove obstacles to effective
revitalization.
Purism/prescriptivism's directly negative effects may also be attenuated by
supporting group-level discussions that reframe them as something that need not be
accepted unquestioningly, and that can do more damage to rebuilding a speech community than any stigmatized variation ever could. Linguists can offer validation to
variation by documenting it in as many ways as possible for that community, language, or project by attempting to explicitly report on dialectal variation, variation by
age and social group, and variation due to contact with other languages. Suslak
(2009), for example, talks about the positive connotations of Mixe-Spanish codeswitching for young speakers, and gives an example of a young Mixe speaker innovating a new use of an old form which then caught on with other young speakers.
Language activist, teacher, and youngest-generation L1 speaker Alwyn Jeddore
suggests using “Miklish” as a teaching tool, introducing beginning heritage learners to
verb forms like jump-ewi ‘I jump’, push-ewa’tu ‘I push’, pull-ewa’tu ‘I pull’ and
noun phrases like ni’n Mom-M ‘my mom’, ni’n Dad-M ‘my dad’, and ki’l Dad-M
‘your dad’ as a way of introducing fewer vocabulary items at first while demonstrating the key patterns the language uses to incorporate loanwords.
It also may be helpful to promote a more nuanced narrative that still conveys
the severity of what is lost when language is lost, but without reference to the essentialist ideology referenced above (Childs et al 2014) of still-popular slogans like
“When language X is lost, so is the (whole) culture and identity of the people.” Such
framing appeals to an oppressive use of authenticity that layers on yet more anxiety to
the heritage learner/reclaiming generation. Most workers in documentary linguistics
know the negative effects of this rhetoric; a brief but effective regular response to it
may help reduce its damaging ubiquity.
Another technique is to directly address underlying linguistic ideologies,
bringing awareness to what many speakers view as common sense ideas about language that may be contributing to linguistic insecurity, an approach that is also commonly taken by instructors teaching classes on language variation and change in
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universities. For example, instructors may bring attention to the parallel between
pushing to eliminate differences to “unify” a speech community and pushing to
eliminate whole languages to “unify” a modern nation-state. With respect to variation,
instructors may point out that variation is part of (traditional) fluency and part of most
living languages. In Penobscot, for example, variation can carry the interconnected
histories of specific families. The two words mkasess and kahkakohs ‘crow’, along
with some other dialectal differences, may track which families came from the west
or the east, reflecting the fact that different groups joined together to survive colonial
disruption. Reframing the discussion about variation may help minimize insecurity,
similar to emphasizing oral language over written as a way to reprioritize revitalization efforts away from conflicts over orthography.
Finally, very promising preliminary results from a new course in Maliseet
(through St. Mary's First Nation and St. Thomas University, with teachers Andrea
Bear Nicholas, Darryl Nicholas, Victor Atwin, Alma Brooks, Toni Brooks, Anatasha
Lyons, Kelsey Nash-Solomon, and Joleen Paul) and a related effort for Mi’kmaw
(through Membertou First Nation, with teachers Stephanie Googoo, Alwyn Jeddore,
and Jane Meader) suggest that active, sustained addressing of adult-learner linguistic
performance anxiety can make a major difference in L2 heritage-learner success. Both
courses – designed in collaboration with coauthor Quinn, but implemented by the
teacher groups above – integrate a variety of anxiety-reduction efforts as primary to
the process. First of these is the material itself: it is designed with radically minimalist
per-lesson learning goals and thorough terminological de-technicalization, two points
that actively help minimize learner intimidation (Nicholas et al. 2016). But equally
prominent and central to these courses is overt and sustained discussion of the three
types of linguistic insecurity. This component goes beyond the standard brief appeal
to each learner to relax, have fun and not be afraid to make mistakes. Instead, individual performance anxiety – particularly fear of making mistakes in front of peers – is
discussed and acknowledged in the group as a major factor holding back learners.
This is discussed both on day one and continually as the course progresses. Through
this discussion, the group arrives at a collective recognition that this anxiety is not
proof of personal failure/inability, but rather is something every language learner
feels. From this explicit recognition of individual anxiety then comes an equally
explicit mutual promise of support – not just from the teacher, but crucially, among
the fellow-learner peer group. This group-level support for the individual appears to
greatly help learners feel secure enough to take the risks and make the in-the-spotlight
mistakes crucial to keep moving forward as language beginners (Nicholas et al.
2016).
Learner success (itself a definitional challenge) is always the result of a complex of factors, of course. But we can at least report that student evaluations of the
Maliseet course have been overwhelmingly positive, with representative observations
below suggesting that the above strategies for managing linguistic insecurity have
been effective:
- “I love this course! Instructors are excellent and willing to work with each
student. Feel comfortable to make mistakes and learn the correct way to speak
Maliseet.”
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- “In 3 short weeks I have learned more of the Maliseet language than I have
in my entire life.”
- “like pace, like taking the time to revisit, liked not writing”
- “I am even teaching my children, family, and friends.”
Teacher observations from the Mi’kmaw course designed on the same principles have also been positive:
- “...and there's a lot of laughter, we're all comfortable around each other and
we love to laugh; almost always the students tell me how they love how we
can all laugh together at things but yet we can stay serious and focused...”
- “They're interacting with speakers more outside of classes, taking opportunities to be corrected by elders and the odd time they might get a speaker laugh
at them but [they] shrug it off and just remind them that 'Hey, I'm learning
too'...”
- “They're becoming more comfortable too; and that fear of "I'm scared to
make a mistake", "If I say something wrong, they'll laugh at me"---that fear
seems to be going away, and now they're becoming more brave to even go out
into the speaking community and try out their new words and take the opportunity to be corrected.” (Alwyn Jeddore, 20160421)
Taken together, these evaluations and observations, many of which explicitly reflect
on the issue of linguistic insecurity, suggest that active, positive engagement with
anxiety factors can substantially enhance learner participation and success. Better
recognition and understanding of the three types of linguistic insecurity, then, can
potentially improve language revitalization/reclamation outcomes in deep and varied
ways.
6. CONCLUSION. Although all varieties of language are variable and changing,
variation in language is frequently overlooked, dismissed, or criticized. Moreover,
researchers and activists working in language documentation and language revitalization frequently neglect documentation and discussion of linguistic variation. This is
partly due to the fact that among speakers of endangered languages, variation, especially variation that is thought to be due to contact with the dominant language, is
often perceived negatively. Criticism of language variation generally, and specifically
of variation due to contact with the dominant language, contributes to negative evaluations of young people’s speech by older speakers, and in turn contributes to the
linguistic insecurity of young speakers, which may result in even further shift toward
the dominant language. And possibly even a feedback loop: one in which speakers
fearing fellow-speaker criticism shift ever more to the dominant language---which in
turn deprives them of remaining chances to learn the speech norms that oldergeneration speakers expect them to maintain. No one is judged for using too much
English in their English, as it were: when this is the best interactional option for a less
fluent speaker, language shift accelerates that much more quickly.
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Language maintenance and revitalization depends on communication between
different generations of speakers (intergenerational transmission, Fishman 1991). But
the problem of linguistic insecurity can interfere with intergenerational communication. In addition, although documentary linguistics has ‘a concern for supporting
speakers and communities who wish to retrieve, revitalize or maintain their languages’ (Austin 2016: 148), language documentation often prioritizes the “best”
speakers, and so can add to the insecurity of “lesser” speakers.
For this reason, we see that documenting variation and explicitly addressing
speakers’ perception of variation in endangered language communities is a necessary
part of documentation and revitalization efforts. With respect to documentation, this
may include the recognition and documentation of regional dialectal variation, but
should also include the documentation of within-community variation. Including
documentation of the variants that are used by young people in the speech community, for instance, is one way of validating those varieties. Moreover, given what has
been observed from the Maliseet and Mi’kmaw revitalization-teaching efforts, one of
the most effective strategies may simply be explicit discussion about variation and
linguistic insecurity among speakers, among learners, and between both groups.
While the above remarks reflect experience across a variety of speech communities, we recognize that they are still primarily anecdotal. We also recognize the
real-world language shift scenarios are tremendously diverse: they may involve all or
none of the factors and dynamics observed here. We therefore view these observational generalizations not as proven claims or principles, but chiefly as important
questions to ask ourselves as we strive for better approaches to the documentation of
human language.
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Areal Analysis of Language Attitudes and Practices:
A Case Study from Nepal
Kristine A. Hildebrandt and Shunfu Hu
Southern Illinois University Edwardsville
This paper has two aims. One aim is to consider non-structural (language attitude
and use) variables as valid in the field of dialect and linguistic geography in an
inner Himalayan valley of Nepal, where four languages have traditionally coexisted asymmetrically and which demonstrate different degrees of vitality vs.
endangerment. The other aim is an application of modified spatiality as it aligns
with speaker attitudes and practices amidst recent and ongoing socio-economic and
population changes. We demonstrate that variation in self-reported attitudes and
practices across languages in this region can be explained as much with adjusted
spatial factors (labeled ‘social space’) as with traditional social factors (e.g. gender,
age, formal education, occupation, etc.). As such, our study contributes to a discourse on the role and potential of spatiality in sociolinguistic analyses of smaller
language communities.
1. INTRODUCTION. In a recent paper on sampling in dialectology research,
Buchstaller and Alvanides lament that until recently, “The majority of sociolinguistic
work [could] be described as spatially naïve, using geographical space merely as a
canvas…on to which the results of linguistic analysis [could] be mapped.” (2013: 96).
This need for inclusion and testing of different types of spatial factors alongside social
ones is increasingly being addressed in regions like the United States and Great
Britain. (Trudgill 1974; Auer & Schmidt eds. 2009; Lameli et al. eds. 2010;
Buchstaller et al. 2011; Cheshire et al. 1989, 1993; Labov et al. 2006; Kretzschmar
1996; Kretzschmar et al. 2014; Britain 2010 and also the rise of “geohumanities”
Dear et al. 2011).1
This study considers the results of speaker-reported language attitudes and
daily practices across four language communities of the Manang District of Nepal
(Map 1). In this politically defined region, these four (Tibeto-Burman) languages have
simultaneously co-existed and competed for footing amongst each other, and nowadays increasingly with Nepali (Indo-European), the official language, and a regional
lingua-franca, of Nepal. In this account, we consider the systematic investigation of
attitudes and practices to be an important first step into better assessing the types and
possible causes for structural variation and contact-induced language change. Also,
because two of these four languages are categorized as critically endangered (Hildebrandt et al. 2015), speaker-reported attitudes can shed light on the mechanisms
behind endangerment and possible paths to preservation. It is to be expected that in a
1
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multilingual region like Manang, where languages demonstrate different degrees of
viability, that there will be variation in terms of how residents view the usage and
function/value of their mother tongues. Our study hypothesizes that this variation in
reported use and function/value is not random, and rather correlates with both social
and adjusted spatial factors, which we term “social spaces,” and elaborate on in
section 3.
The Manang District is a particularly good candidate for a case study of adjusted spatiality because it has undergone rapid environmental, economic and infrastructure development and changes over the past ten years, including the ongoing
construction of its first motorable road and the population shifts associated with this
(see Laurance 2014 for commentary on road-building impacts). In tandem with this,
some Manang communities have also witnessed population movements associated
with both the rise of boarding schools in remotely located Kathmandu, and also a
migrant worker phenomenon that takes young adults to Gulf States like Saudi Arabia,
Bahrain and United Arab Emirates for long-term employment (Hildebrandt et al.
2015). Therefore, our study includes modified notions of spatiality alongside traditional social variables.
Specifically, in a first attempt to understand how space interacts with practices
and attitudes, we consider four different and locally constructed notions of “space.”
One of these is a modified version of Euclidean-type linear distance in recognizing
temporal foot or motorbike travel distances between groups of communities. A second type considers distance and access to the newly emerging motor road. The third
type considers proximity to the Manang District headquarters, Chame. The fourth
type applies a popular social-psychological divide that is already articulated by residents of Manang into residents from “upper” vs. “lower” regions. This fourth type
roughly aligns with languages (two language groups primarily occupy “upper”
Manang, while two other groups primarily occupy “lower” Manang), but there is also
increased mixture of language groups into both regions, potentially blurring traditional linguistic divisions.
We demonstrate that for a range of attitude and use responses gathered from
87 speakers representing the four Manang languages, certain social factors (age,
formal education, mother tongue) explain response patterns, but other response patterns are more significantly accounted for either purely by these adjusted spatial
factors, or else by a combination of spatial and social factors.
In the following sections, we discuss further the geographical factors used in
dialect sampling, as well as the consideration of non-structural, attitudinal factors. We
then describe the methods used in this study, including the motivation for these
adjusted categories of “space.” We conclude with a discussion of the limitations of
this study, along with its potentials for shedding additional light on mechanisms
behind language vulnerability in Manang, along with other dimensions of structural
and attitudinal variation and change in multilingual environments.
2. SOCIOLINGUISTIC DIALECT SAMPLING
2.1 Spatiality in dialect sampling. In comparison to the many publications and
reports on social factors behind variation, those considering spatiality have lagged
(see Buchstaller et al. 2013; Labov 1982; Britain 2009 for commentary on this gap).
Well-known examples that do incorporate spatiality (with Euclidean, linear distance
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These approaches may be contrasted with what Britain terms “socially rich
spatiality” (2009: 142), which takes into account practices and networks alongside
(static) geo-physical location (see also Massey 1985). Examples include The Atlas of
North American English (TELSUR) (Labov et al. 2006), which sampled three types
of areas: Central Cities, Zones of Influence and Urbanized Areas. These areas were
differentiated based on features including newspaper circulation ranges along with
population density measurements and geographic area. The inclusion of newspaper
circulation allows for a capturing of not just physical belonging, but also ideological
alignment with a particular zone despite location of residence. Another case may be
found with Gooskens (2005), which employs work commute time as a predictor of
structural distance. Another study that considers the flow or movement between
places is the Survey of British Dialect Grammar (Cheshire et al. 1989; 1993), which
identifies “functional regions,” areas defined by variables of coherence: socioeconomic profiles, commuting times, age, in- and out-migration patterns, employment
and economic opportunities. Similarly, Buchstaller et al. (2013) adapt this second
approach to study variation in grammaticality acceptance ratings for various lexical
and syntactic forms in British English.
Studies in large language areas can make use of up-to-date census data, and
the modification and operationalization of adjusted geographic factors can fairly
easily be done via information on economic and literacy practices. But what about
small language communities? Stanford (2009) has convincingly argued that while
such communities may differ in scale, they also can offer valuable perspectives on
language variation and change. Another example of the re-casting of social factors
may be found with gender, as in K’iche’ (Guatemala, Romero 2009), where males are
shown to avoid use of stigmatized phonological forms to a greater extent than females. This stands in contrast to findings from American English (Labov 2001). At
the same time, the most relevant sociolinguistic factors in small communities may
differ in type or pattern, and this also includes an understanding and application of
space. For example, Stanford’s study of Sui (China) shows that clan connections,
along with local spatial connections (measured by an adjusted distance measure:
“paddy adjusted distance”) best account for phonological variation across communities.
2.2 Extra-linguistic variables. According to Garrett (2010), an attitude is an affective abstraction, a psychological construct, a manifestation of an individual’s particular disposition. Attitudes are social objects, and therefore subject to sociolinguistic
investigation. Prior studies have demonstrated that attitudes play a role in both reception and reproduction of language practices (see Jorgensen and Quist 2001 for Danish
attitudes to in-migrant languages; Bourhis et al. 2007 for attitudes about Welsh; Jeon
2013 for attitudes about Korean dialects; Fought 2002 for California English; Mann
2000 for attitudes about Anglo-Nigerian Pidgin; Draper 2010 for Lao attitudes in
Thailand). As such, they are socially learned, and therefore reflective of larger community orientations and predilections.
Of course there is an inherent risk in attitude investigations. Depending on the
methods of data collection, speakers can lie or feel compelled to agree with a question
regardless of its content (an “acquiescence bias” in Garrett 2010: 45), or else feel
influenced to give a pleasing or socially appropriate answer (a “social desirability
bias” in Garrett 2010: 44). This can be minimized if the collection situation is handled
with sensitivity.
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One of the most common approaches to understanding attitudes is via acceptability ratings, for example, judgments about the “grammaticality” of certain structures or lexical choices (Buchstaller & Corrigan 2011; Buchstaller & Alvanides 2013;
Hudson 2000; Labov 1975; Auer et al. 2005). This approach is most relevant in
language situations where there is a strong prescriptivist tradition or where standardized variants are at issue.
But what about attitudes in communities with primarily (or exclusively) oral
traditions, or where minority languages are surrounded geographically or conceptually by dominant ones? Acceptability judgments have been used successfully to examine emergent structural variation in multilingual situations (for example, Meyerhoff’s
report on emergent syntactic variation in Creole languages (2008)). Our report focuses on reports of different scenarios of practice, and attitudes regarding current and
future prospects. In this case, scale-rating and written language content examination
are less revealing (or are methodologically impractical) in comparison to a direct
approach involving oral interviews that ask questions about a variety of scenarios of
practices and predictions. These methods can reveal shifting socio-political and
economic backdrops and their role in language marginalization. They can also aid in
an assessment of ethnolinguistic vitality (e.g. Giles et al. 1977 for Welsh).
2.3 The Nepal context. In contrast to the many general descriptions of Nepalese
languages, there are comparatively fewer surveys on structural variation or multilingual practices and attitudes in larger regional settings (but see Larsen & Williams
2001; Lee 2005; Turin 2012; Japola et al. 2003; Webster 1992; Eppele 2003 for
practices in Mustang, Gorkha, Jhapa/Morang, eastern Nepal and the Kiranti diaspora
in Kathmandu). Closer to the region covered in this study, Glover & Landon (1984) is
a comprehensive lexico-comparison of several Gurung varieties (excluding the variety
reported on here).
Many of these accounts focus on lexical and textual similarity and intelligibility. The few attitude and practice surveys include Webster (1992) with interview
questions on proficiency and bilingualism, Larsen & Williams (2001) with questions
on language use, literacy attitudes and language vitality predictions, and most notably,
Lee (2005), who interviewed over 600 Bayung Rai speakers to survey dialect compatibility, vitality predictions and attitudes about bilingualism towards recommendations
on education programs. Likewise, Kansakar et al. (2011) includes attitude and practice surveys for the highly endangered Baram language of Gorkha, in order to better
estimate causes behinds significant declines in speaker numbers and which remaining
speakers are most proficient. As elaborated on in the following sections, the interview
instrument that our study in Manang is modeled on includes all of the above categories, but this report focuses on attitude and usage responses in the context of the
significant geographic and demographic changes taking place in the Manang District.
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3. SAMPLING LANGUAGE ATTITUDES AND PRACTICES IN MANANG,
NEPAL. With over one hundred languages from four major families (and at least one
isolate), and a similarly high number of caste-clan and ethnic groupings, Nepal is a
country of undisputed ethno-linguistic diversity (CBS 2012; Kansakar 2006; Gurung
1998). It is also a country of increasingly rapid social, cultural, political and economic
change with ensuing geographic movement and language displacement (Angdembe
2013; Rai 2013; Tumbahang 2012).
Such rapid change is dramatically attested in the Manang District. Geographically, Manang is known as the Inner Himalayan Valley, as it is virtually surrounded
by the Nepal Annapurna mountain range (Gurung 1998). Although it has a low population density in relation to its overall geographic area (with 1,448 households reported in the 2012 Nepal Central Bureau of Statistics census), the Manang District is also
multi-lingual and multi-ethnic, with four local languages. Three of these languages
are from the Tamangic sub-grouping of Tibeto-Burman (Nyeshangte, Gurung, NarPhu) and one is a Tibetan variety (Gyalsumdo)2.
In the early 2000’s, a motor road project was commissioned by the Nepal government with funding assistance from other countries in order to connect the Manang
District headquarters (Chame Village Development Committee (VDC)) with the main
road networks of the country. District politicians and activists have likewise raised
additional money to extend the road through upper Manang. This initiative benefits
rural communities by connecting them to business and other opportunities, but it also
has adverse consequences as local residents (particularly younger ones) may emigrate
away from their areas of traditional language practice for education and job opportunities. This introduces new scenarios and potentials for language contact and language
endangerment to the Manang languages and further motivates this study.
3.1 Methods and definitions. The original plan behind this survey was to establish a
ratio of interviews across the four languages based on individual village household
counts. This represents a “quota sample” because the entire sample ideally has the
same proportion of individuals as the larger population (Patton 2005). However, it
quickly became apparent that household census counts from 2000 were unreliable,
and many houses in various villages were abandoned or else sub-let to recent migrants
from other parts of Nepal (e.g. Lhomi and Thakali-speaking families and people from
neighboring Gorkha district). Therefore the modified sampling approach was a combination of “snowball” (where interviewees help refer additional people) and “sample
of convenience” (interviews of any lifelong Manang resident who is available). These
sampling approaches come with their own drawbacks (Biernacki & Waldorf 1981),
but they allowed for interviews with residents from a wide range of backgrounds from
every Manang village, representing all four languages.
The interview questionnaire was modeled on similar surveys conducted in
Nepal described in section 3 and also on (Kansakar et al. 2011) and it contains five
sections: General and personal information; Family background and language practices; Current family situation and language practices; Work and education language
practices; Subjective contemporary (opinions on language/variety locations and
mutual intelligibility and opinions on future language prospects in official and cultural
domains); and a question on opinions about the number of languages spoken in
2

Manange has the Ethnologue ISO-639 entry nmm and a Glottolog code mana1288; Gurung has the
Ethnologue ISO-639 entry gvr and a Glottolog code west2414; Nar-Phu has the Ethnologue ISO-639
entry npa narp1239; Gyalsumdo does not have an Ethnologue entry and its Glottolog code is gyal1235.
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Manang. All interviews were conducted in person, in Nepali language, in the presence
of the co-authors and always with a local and well-known and trusted community
liaison, and all interviews were audio-recorded. A report on general patterns may be
found in Hildebrandt et al (2015).
In a general sense, aside from preliminary demographic information, the questionnaire is divided into two major categories: use or practices of local and national
languages, and attitudes about local languages vis-à-vis national and international
languages like Nepali, Hindi and English. For this study, practices include selfreported usage of languages in different private (domestic) and public (work, school,
social interaction) environments. Attitudes include feelings about the usefulness of a
language in different contexts, opinions about future practices, and advice or ideas
about increasing local language context of use.3
A total of 87 interviews were conducted across the four language groups, with
the distribution by VDC and by language outlined in Table 1. Map 1 shows the geospatial distribution of these twenty five VDC’s and Map 2 shows the geo-spatial
distribution of the four languages surveyed in this study.4
VDC
Tal
Gyerang
Kotro~Karte
Dharapani
Thonche
Tilche
Nache
Tache
Otargaun
Bagarchap~Danakyu
Temang~Thanchok
Chame~Koto
Pisang
Humde
Braga
Manang~Tenki
Khangsar
Ngawal
Ghyaru
Nar
Phu

Gurung
3
2
2
3
1
3
2
3
3
9
2

Gyalsumdo
2

Nyeshangte

1
3
1

Nar-Phu
2

4
6

2
3
3
3
6
4
2
2

1

7
3

TABLE 1: VDC location of interview respondents.

3

The questionnaire also includes questions about opinions regarding mutual intelligibility and speaking proficiency of the Manang languages. These responses are the focus of a separate analysis. The full
interview
script
and
selected
data
may
be
accessed
at
https://mananglanguages.isg.siue.edu/index.php/sociolinguistic-interviews/
4
All respondents included in this study were born and raised in the Manang District.
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MAP 1: The VDCs of Manang District, Nepal.5

MAP 2: The distribution of languages of Manang, Nepal.
The interview instrument has a total of 61 questions overall. As a way to begin to
explore language attitudes and practices at a manageable scope, this study focuses on
responses to a sub-set of nine questions, summarized in Table 2.
5

Map 1 was made with Arc GIS software; Map 2 is a screen shot from our atlas home page; all other
maps were created with the Google Maps map-making tool, and may be found and reproduced on our
atlas site, linked to our project home page: https://mananglanguages.isg.siue.edu/. It should be noted
that there is no standardized way to orthographically represent the village names. Upper and Lower
Pisang are treated as a single village in this study.
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Questions
1. How important is your language for
your cultural and religious practices?

Response Groups
Agree/important
Neutral
Disagree/not important
2. Should Nepal have one language
Agree/yes,
(Nepali) for formal use?
Neutral
Disagree/no
3. What language(s) do you use in your
Primarily mother tongue
daily life?
Mixture of mother tongue and Nepali
Primarily Nepali
4. What language(s) do you use with your Mother tongue only
spouse?
Mixture of mother tongue and Nepali
Nepali only
5. What language(s) do you use with your Mother tongue only
children?
Mixture of mother tongue and Nepali
Nepali only
6. What language(s) do you use at work? Mother tongue only
Mixture of mother tongue and Nepali
Nepali only
Other non-local language
7. How many languages do you think are A single language (with dialects)
spoken in Manang?
Two languages
Many languages
No idea
8. Will your mother tongue continue to be Yes
used by children in future generations?
Yes, if children remain local
Yes, but only to a limited extent
No
No opinion
9. Do you think the inclusion/addition of Help
your mother tongue to local school
Help, but only under certain conditions
curriculum would be helpful or hurtful to Hurt
children?
No opinion
TABLE 2: Interview questions.
While some of these questions are more open-ended in nature, the response types were
grouped into the following response types, in order to enable regression analysis comparison
of responses organized continuously (i.e. “agree” to “disagree”, “primarily mother tongue”
to “not mother tongue”, “helpful” to “not helpful”). 6
For question nine, the response type “Help, but only under certain conditions” included elaborations such as “The mother tongue language should be optional,” “Materials such
as textbooks need to be developed first,” and “Teachers must receive proper training.”

6

For open questions two through four, only those respondents who have a child, who are married, or
who report employment are included in each response analysis.
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The responses were analyzed according to traditional social variables, elaborated
here: Mother tongue (Gurung, Gyalsumdo, Manange, Nar-Phu); gender (male, female); age
(18-30 years, 31-40 years, 41-50 years, 51-60 years, 61 years and older); degree of formal
education (none, up to 9th class, School Leaving Certificate or Higher); occupation
(unemployed, inward-centered, outward-centered, a mixture of inward-centered).7
The groupings for formal education are based on a general observation in Nepal that
people receive some, but not full, formal education. The groupings for occupation are based
on a common phenomenon of people in Manang holding multiple different types of jobs,
some of which are more locally oriented, and some of which either require travel, or else
require interaction with Nepalese residents who are not from Manang. Inward-centered jobs
include agriculture and businesses like lodging, while outward-centered jobs include District
administration and/or politics, teaching, and long-distance business.
Linear distance in a location like Manang is not a realistic unit of measurement. Even
considering the construction of the motor road, which would presume to introduce linear
distances for vehicular travel, significant straight-line travel is virtually non-existent for
anyone born and raised in this part of Nepal, and travel distances amongst locals are
practically never computed in terms of miles or kilometers, but rather in terms of time, effort
(i.e. “it’s steep” vs. “it’s flat”), and a “local~non-local” distinction (i.e., locals walk faster or
have access to horses, while non-locals (even non-local Nepalese) are slower, don’t know
where they are going, need guides, and may have resources to hire four-wheel-drive jeeps).
In addition, in everyday interaction, people necessarily conceive of and linguistically
represent geographic distance as not strictly spatial, but also woven in with other factors
such as access to nationally sponsored facilities (government offices, schools, marketplaces)
and gradient variation in ethnic identities within greater Manang. Examples of these in
everyday conversation (recorded as part of the larger Manang Languages Documentation
Project) may be found in these discourse extracts.

It should be noted that up to a 9th class education provides a general education experience, while the
School Leaving Certificate and beyond provides additional, specialized, professional training (e.g.
commerce, education, health care). It should also be noted that inward-centered jobs include those
where the nature of the work and co-worker interaction is almost entirely restricted to local villages and
residents. This would include local agriculture, domestic work, local services to other Manang residents; outward-centered work involves considerable extra-Manang travel, or involves significant
interaction with those not from Manang. This would include government work, teaching, hotel and
tourism work, etc. A mixture applies in cases where someone identifies more than one occupation,
where the different work orients to different areas or co-worker types.
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(1) The Impact Of The Road (Gurung)8
tsame
səmmə
sədərmukam
Chame
until
headquarter

səmmə
until

gaɖi
jeep

khə-pə
pi-rə
come-NMLZR say-PART

tsədo-ro
here-LOC

mono
Manang

kjã
road

lə-ipo
do-PROG

tʃã-pə
tə-i
ja
tə-i
good-NMLZR become-PRF go
become-PRF
“People have constructed the road to link this area up to Chame, the (district) headquarters. Manang will be better because of this.” (Dhar_M1_69-71) 9
(2) Access To Facilities In Chame (Gyalsumdo)
apa-di
ɦjaŋtiraŋ
pəru dʒhuŋ
father-TOP
very
rich become
dzilla
district
ɖho
go
tsokʈa
similar

dhakraŋ
all

tʃi
one

gho jo-pa
oblige become-NMLZR
dʒhuŋparaŋ
because.become

ɦinə
EVID

ɦoraŋ
3.PL

dhakraŋ
all

ɦjul mənaŋ
village Manang
ɦola
there-LOC

sjak
only

ɖhak
like.this

du
EVID

sədərmukam
headquarters

ghjalsumdo
Gyalsumdo

nekeko
saying

ɦo-ne
there-ABL

dʒhuŋ-pa
ta
du
become-NMLZR
become
EVID
“(Since) father was very rich, our village, all of Manang district, whoever is there, has
to go there (to Chame). (This place, Chame) is a headquarters, you know.”
(Chame_GyM6_108-110)
(3) A recognition of “upper” vs. “lower” Manang (Nar)
tor
kho pɦi-pa
a-ɦi-ne
mâr
up
come say-NMLZR
NEG-stay-ADV
down

njo
go

pɦi-pi
say-NMLZR

mɦi-ce su
a-re
person-PL
who NEG-COP
‘Many (people) tell us to come up (to upper Manang), not to settle; nobody says “you
settle (lit. go down/to lower Manang).”’ (Koto13_NF1_139-140)

8

Audio files and full transcripts of all discourses included in this manuscript may be found at these
URL’s: https://audio-video.shanti.virginia.edu/collection/gyalsumdo-project (Gyalsumdo);
https://audio-video.shanti.virginia.edu/collection/western-gurung (Gurung);
http://elar.soas.ac.uk/deposit/0103 (Nar-Phu).
9
Abbreviations: 3 third person; ABL ablative; ADV adverbial; COP copula; EVID evidential; LOC locative; NEG negative; NMLZR nominalizer; PART participial; PL plural; PRF perfective; PROG progressive;
TOP topicalizer
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Our spatially layered consideration of language practices and attitudes is also
in part inspired by the sub-discipline of sociology of space, which investigates social
and spatial overlaps with the position that human behaviors, patterns, and changes,
cannot be adequately explained without consideration of spatial components (Shields
2013). Given these circumstances, we have reconceived of spatiality for this study
and adopted four different measurements according to modified geographic distances.
These modifications include linkages to social networking or economic access factors,
and are elaborated in these numbered points.
1. Social Space 1. Village clusters: These are clusters of villages that are within
an hour’s walking time (point-to-point) from each other, and therefore are
clustered together for easy networking and regular contact. Map 3 illustrates
these groupings.
Group 1 Timang, Thancok, Koto, and Chame villages
Group 2 Nache, Kotro, Dharapani, Thilce, and Thonche villages;
Group 3 Tache, Danakyu, and Bagarchap villages
Group 4 Tal, Otargaun, and Gyerang villages
Group 5 Pisang and Humde villages
Group 6 Manang, Braga, Tenki, and Khangsar villages
Group 7 Nar and Phu villages
Group 8 Ngawal and Ghyaru villages

MAP 3: Social Space 1 village groupings.
2. Social Space 2. Road proximity: These are villages that sit almost directly on
the motor road vs. those that do not; this category is therefore a combination
of time/effort of journey as well as type of access. Villages in category 1 are
within a one-hour travel time to the motor road, where effort (elevation and
risk due to footpath incline) is not so great; this is also a resource access point,
as well as a point in which access to non-local languages increases. Villages in
category 2 are further away, along footpaths that present more risk and effort.
Map 4 illustrates this grouping
Group 1 (on the road) Tal, Kotro, Dharapani, Bagarchap, Danakyu,
Thancok, Timang, Thonche, Koto, Chame, Pisang, Braga, Humde, and
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Manang villages
Group 2 (off the road) Thilce, Gyerang, Tache, Nache, Otargaun, Nar,
Phu, Ghyaru, Ngawal, Khangsar, and Tenki villages

MAP 4: Social Space 2 village groupings.
3. Social Space 3. Chame proximity: Chame is the district headquarters, where
major governmental, administrative, financial, educational, and medicinal services are available. It is an important point of contact and interaction, and the
role of Nepali has grown considerably in Chame in recent years. However,
Chame is also the traditional home to both Gyalsumdo and Gurung languages,
so the context of contact is complicated. As such, proximity to Chame is likely
to correlate with particular types of practice and attitude responses. This factor
is measured by villages where a walk to and from Chame does not involve a
probable overnight stay due to effort and risk considerations. Map 5 illustrates
this grouping.
Group 1 (near) Chame, Koto, Thonche, Danakyu, Thancok, Timang,
Bagarchap, Pisang, Humde
Group 2 (far) Tal, Kotro, Dharapani, Thilce, Tache, Nache, Otargaun,
Gyerang, Braga, Manang, Tenki, Khangsar, Nar, Phu, Ngawal, Ghyaru
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MAP 5: Social Space 3 village groupings.
4. Social Space 4. Upper vs. lower Manang: There is a conceptual distinction between those languages and communities in “upper Manang” vs. “lower
Manang.” This has been described as a cultural and linguistic division by
Thomas et. al (2006). The evidence is lexicalized in everyday cultural-spatial
deictic encoding in Nepali: maathi Manang “upper Manang” vs. tala Manang
“lower Manang.” Pisang village is a boundary line between these two spheres.
Map 6 illustrates this grouping.10
Group 1 Upper Manang (Pisang village upward/northwestern-ward)
Group 2 Lower Manang (Chame village downward/southeastern-ward)

MAP 6: Social Space 4 village groupings.
10

Social Space 4 clusters largely, but not entirely, with language groups. In upper Manang, there are no
Gurung or Gyalsumdo households, and in lower Manang, there are primarily Gurung and Gyalsumdo
households, but there are also some Nar-Phu households. Social Space 2 also clusters largely, but not
entirely, with language groups, but in ways different from Social Space 4. Located far from the road
are only one Gyalsumdo household and many Nar-Phu households. Rbrul cross-tabulation indicated
this skewing for one model: Open Question 7 (Do you think the inclusion/addition of your mother
tongue to local school curriculum would be helpful or hurtful to children?). In this case, the factor
“mother tongue” was removed from the data-set and the model was re-run.
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Using the step-up/step-down procedure in Rbrul (version 2.3/October 4, 2015 Johnson 2009), the response to the questions in Table 2 were analyzed in terms of fixed
effects. Fixed effects include the social and adjusted spatial factors. Each respondent
was sampled exactly once, so random effects are not included. The following section
summarizes the social and spatial factors that significantly correlate with response
types to the nine interview questions.
3.2 Findings. The results of the step-up/step-down procedure show that three of the
nine responses are not accounted for by either social or adjusted spatial factors, or else
response frequencies are skewed by population differences. This includes Question 1
(How important is your language for your cultural and religious practices?), Question
7 (Will your mother tongue continue to be used by children in future generations?,
and Question 5 (What language(s) do you use with your children?).
For Question 1, factor type Social Space 1 explains with weak significance
variation in response types. Respondents born and raised in village clusters where
mother tongues have been established for a long period of time, where cultural facilities (gompas, monasteries, etc.), and where celebrations regularly take place, identify
a (slightly) stronger link between their languages and cultural practices. However,
these dissenting opinions came from villages for which we had fewer interviews, and
so there is a risk of a skewed portrait.
For Question 5, both the factors Social Space 2 (proximity to road) and Social
Space 3 (proximity to Chame village) significantly predicted the response type to the
question (p < .05), where parents who are off-road report more mother tongue use
with their children. But, cross-tabulation showed a skewed sample distribution (i.e.,
there were no parents from near Chame village who were also located off-road).
When these factors were removed from the data-set, no others emerged as significant.
For Question 7, there was a great range of variation across respondents all
over Manang District, ranging from certainty of the survival of mother tongues, to
conditional certainty, to great skepticism. For the remaining six questions and responses, different factors (both social and spatial) significantly predict different types
of responses. We now summarize the findings, and in the following section we elaborate on our interpretations of these patterns.
For Question 2 (Should Nepal have one language (Nepali) for formal use?),
Mother-Tongue is the best predictor of responses (p < .001). Mother-tongue speakers
of Manange and Nar-Phu are most inclined to answer affirmatively to this question
(they support Nepali as the single language of official business), while speakers of
Gurung and Gyalsumdo have mixed responses or disagree more proportionally to
their sample size. They are more inclined to feel that their languages should have
some place in official contexts like banks or District administration. This is an interesting division, but the elaborations that come from Manange and Nar-Phu-speaking
respondents are quite logical given the local status of these languages. They feel that
it would be impractical and/or expensive to incorporate all languages of Manang into
official contexts, especially if the language does not have a writing system and is
spoken only in specific places. Alternatively, respondents feel that Nepali is already
sufficiently known and used by enough people that it is just as easy to keep the statusquo (see Hildebrandt et al. 2015 for commentary on respondent opinions about Nepali
as an official language). This is illustrated in Figure 1.
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FIGURE 1: Question 2 Mother Tongue; N = 87, Grand mean = 1.759, Deviance =
57.874, r2 = 0.251, p < .001
For Question 3 (What language(s) do you use in your daily life?), three factors
(degree of education, p < .01), Age (p < .05), and Social Space 3 (proximity to
Chame, p < .05) emerge as significant in the step-up/step-down procedure, with
education being a more powerful predictor. Unsurprisingly, those respondents with no
or less formal education report daily use of primarily their mother tongues, while
those with higher levels of education report more mixed language use. Also unsurprisingly, younger respondents report more mixed usage than mother tongue only,
while older respondents report more mother tongue use only. In terms of social space,
those who are located closer to Chame report more Nepali language use vis-à-vis their
mother tongues than do those located further away from Chame, suggesting that the
Nepali-centric District headquarters has an impact on day-to-day language choices for
those who live within its range of influence. This is illustrated in Figures 2a through c
and visualized in Map 7.
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FIGURES 2A THROUGH C: Question 3, Education; N = 87, Grand mean = 2.23,
Deviance = 63.379, r2 = 0.217, p < .001; Social Space 3 p < .05.
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MAP 7: Spatial Representation of Language Use in Daily Life.
For Question 4 (What language(s) do you use with your spouse?), we included
only those respondents who reported they were married. In this case, age was a weakly significant predictor at p < .05. The oldest respondents report using only their
mother tongues with their spouses, while a more mixed usage scenario emerges with
younger age groups, even though mother tongue use is still the dominant trend with
spouses overall. This is illustrated in Figure 3.

FIGURE 3: Question 4 Age; N = 73, Grand mean = 1.274, Deviance = 20.75,
r2 = 0.148, p < .05.
For Question 6 (What language(s) do you use at work?), we included only
those respondents who reported being employed. Here, Social Space 2 (proximity to
the motor road), and not occupation type, emerged as significant in explaining variation in response types (p < .001). Those workers who live near the motor road report
more Nepali-only, mixed language, or other non-local (e.g. Hindi, English) use at
work, while those who live further away report more mother tongue-only, or more
mixed language use at work in comparison to Nepali or non-local languages. This is
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not surprising, as the road provides employment opportunities, but many construction
workers come from elsewhere in Nepal or else are part of international donor and/or
construction agencies. This is illustrated in Figure 4 and visualized in Map 8.

FIGURE 4: Question 5 Social Space 2; N = 82, Grand mean = 2.098,
Deviance = 54.249, r2 = 0.14, p < .001.

MAP 8: Spatial Representation of Language Use at Work.
Question 7 (How many languages are spoken in Manang?), requires some discussion and context. The concepts of ethnic and linguistic identity simultaneously
overlap and contrast in Nepal (Turin 2014; Fisher & Hangen, eds. 2000). At a national
level, this complex alignment is partially due to historical events and political shifts
where former internal (Hindu) colonialization and cultural dominance has slowly
given way to an emergent sense of Nepal as a democratic society that embraces ethnic
and linguistic diversity. But at the same time, this identity exists in tension with a
desire to promote Nepali use (in schools, in official offices) as a marker of national
unity (Bandhu 1989). At more local levels, residents of Manang have ethnic and
religious histories that cross linguistic boundaries (for example, surnames such as
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“Gurung” and “Lama,” reflect connecting caste and clan affiliations, and are used in
many different language communities). Furthermore, many long-time, older residents
are necessarily fluent in each others’ languages (or varieties) to at least some degree,
and there is a great deal of structural overlap between languages. Added to this, past
Nepal census counts have lumped ethno-linguistic groups together in some cases (for
example, Tumbahang 2012 and Gurung 1998 treat Manange as the same as Gurung).
Other counts else have omitted other languages altogether. For example, the Central
Bureau of Statistics (2012) lacks an entry for Gyalsumdo and misidentifies the location where Manange is spoken. Given this variation in how the notion of ‘language’ is
conceived by scholars and government officials, we decided to ask Manang residents
their own opinions about how many (and which) languages were spoken in Manang
(we asked residents to exclude Nepali, which they all recognize as a language with a
nationwide presence).
In the responses to this question, interestingly, two adjusted spatial factors
emerged as significant: Social Space 3 (proximity to Chame, p < .001) and Social
Space 4 (upper vs. lower Manang, p. < .01). Looking first at Social Space 3, we
observe that those respondents located nearest to Chame have a split in response
types. They view the District as having either one language, or else many languages.
In contrast, respondents who live in villages further from Chame primarily see
Manang as having many languages.
Turning to Social Space 4, we also observe interesting divisions in perspective
about number of languages in Manang. Namely, those residents who live in the lower
Manang region have quite varied response types. Some see Manang as having only
one language; some identify many languages; still others report that they have no
fixed idea. In upper Manang in contrast, respondents primarily identify many languages spoken in the District. One reason for this is that Manange, Nar and Phuspeaking residents are often fluent in the languages of lower Manang (through which
they must travel for business or school), while residents of lower Manang (who speak
Gurung and Gyalsumdo) rarely travel to upper Manang communities and do not
report speaking or knowing much about Manange or Nar-Phu languages.
In both cases, there appears to be a movement factor at work in influencing
ideas about District multilingualism. Respondents who live in upper Manang are also
frequently located farther from the District headquarters (Chame), and they are the
ones who move or journey downslope to lower Manang, through different language
communities. In contrast, those who live in lower Manang are closely located to the
District headquarters (villages are more tightly clustered geographically), and many
respondents also report being fluent in Gurung (see Hildebrandt et al. 2015 for analysis of mutual intelligibility surveys). This split in required movement and multilingualism may fuel the differences in respondent opinions. These findings are illustrated in Figure 5 and visualized in Map 9.
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FIGURES 5A AND B: Question 7, Social Space 3; N = 87, Grand mean = 2.598,
Deviance = 55.626, r2 = 0.356, p < .001; Social Space 4 p < .01.

MAP 9: Spatial Representation of Perception of Number of Languages in Manang.
For the final question with significant response patterns, Question 9 (Do you
think the inclusion/addition of your mother tongue to local school curriculum would
be helpful or hurtful to children?), adjusted spatial factor Social Space 4 (upper vs.
lower Manang) emerges as significant. This question was intended as a follow-up to
Question 8 (Will your mother tongue continue to be used by children in future generations?), to solicit advice or ideas about how local languages could be introduced into
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primary and secondary schooling contexts. Respondents from lower Manang (where
Gurung and Gyalsumdo are spoken) are more fixed in their idea that introduction of
local languages would be helpful for continued use by children. Residents of upper
Manang (where Manange and Nar-Phu are primarily spoken) have a slightly more
skeptical or mixed opinion about this. Although the motor road now stretches all the
way to Manang village, upper Manang in many ways remains more remote from
access to modern conveniences and resources than does lower Manang.
The road is structurally unstable and occasionally non-passable in upper
Manang, there has been more recent outward migration by young adults, and some
villages are still quite a distance away from the motor road. Our observations while
conducting fieldwork have been that due to these road infrastructure and access
divisions and due to differences in population stability, primary and secondary
schools in lower Manang are equipped with better facilities, have more students, and
have a higher ratio of locally originating teachers than are schools in upper Manang. It
could be this difference in functionality that motivates these differences in opinions.
These patterns are illustrated in Figure 6 and visualized in Map 10.

FIGURE 6: Question 9 Social Space 4; N = 87, Grand mean = 1.667,
Deviance = 89.919, r2 = 0.157, p < .001.
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MAP 10: Spatial Representation of Attitudes About Local Languages in Schools.
3.3 Discussion. Our study has shown that some attitude and usage questions have
response patterns accounted for by social factors. Attitudes about official languages
correlate with mother tongue type; reported language use in daily life correlates with
degree of formal education; reported language use with one’s spouse correlates with
age. In the context of Manang, these correlations are not surprising, as age and the
impact of formal education have been reported to be significant predictors of other
(structural) types of variation (Cheshire et al. eds. 1989, Henry 1995, Hinskens 1996,
Stölten & Engstrand 2002). This study shows that particular attitudes and practices
may also be appreciated along these factors even in smaller, multilingual communities.
Our study has also shown that other response patterns are accounted for equally as much or better by adjusted spatiality. Although the emergent road (Social Space
2) does not frequently align with reported practices, it does interestingly account for
how people report their language practices at work. We suspect that as time passes
and as the road becomes a more reliable, stable presence, other reported practices and
attitudes will show similar correlations with this factor. In other words, non-local
languages that are clustered along the road, where new businesses have sprung up,
will become seen as increasingly important (and practiced) in more and more Manang
communities.
The road as a phenomenon in Manang is about one generation old. Those respondents who are now raising their own young children were themselves children
when road construction began (about 15 years). This means that as these age groups
have matured, they have witnessed a great deal of change in terms of socio-economic
activities, community settlement (or exodus) patterns, and actual physical changes to
their local landscapes. We predict that these changes will continue, and proximity to
the road and its opportunities will correlate with shifting practices and opinions about
language.
Currently, the location and status of the District headquarters, Chame (Social
Space 3), emerges as a frequently correlating location with response types (language
use in daily life and perceptions of language diversity in Manang). The “upper” and
“lower” spheric division within Manang also factors in, aligning with both perceptions about language diversity in Manang, and with attitudes about the place of local
languages in local schools. Again, it is expected that with time, the motor road may
bring further development and resources to upper Manang VDC’s, and perhaps with
that, shifting attitudes about domains of practice. However, the threat of population
loss due to larger regional and international economic pressures that are putting these
two languages at increasing risk may act as a counter-balance.
In a more general sense, though, this study also demonstrates that principles of
dialect geography, modified to fit smaller and multilingual language communities in
landscapes of different spatial scales, may offer an illuminating account of particular
types of variation, and can open up avenues for future research in an area undergoing
significant and rapid change. The study also shows that language attitudes and practices can be successfully surveyed in small language communities. In the case of
Manang, the relevance of spatial alongside social factors reveals a great deal about
how the viewpoints of individual language communities and overlap and intertwine
(and at times, remain distinct) within a larger multilingual region.
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This study focused on just a small sub-set of responses to a larger interview
script. Other questions in our survey queried mutual intelligibility across the four
Manang languages, perceived degree of fluency, and perceived boundaries of languages throughout Manang. It is expected that responses to these questions would
also correlate with both social and adjusted spatial factors. This study also conducted
a smaller set of interviews on diaspora speakers of these four languages who relocated
to Kathmandu (or abroad) many years ago, and analysis of these data is still underway. A comparison across these groups would also likely reveal interesting patterns
(overlaps and divergences) regarding practices and attitudes.
4. CONCLUSIONS. This paper had two goals: to demonstrate (in the spirit of
Stanford 2009) that with some modification, the methods and topics of sociolinguistic
inquiry that are used in large language communities can also be used to reveal patterns of practices and attitudes as they are manifested in small, and under-documented
language communities. It also had the goal of applying adapted (non-linear) spatial
factors to show that physical location and social orientation of respondents matters as
much as social factors in accounting for certain practices and attitudes.
We turn to the issue of whether shifts in attitudes and practices may correspond with an eventual shift in language vitality in this area. Currently, Gyalsumdo
and Nar-Phu are in the greatest danger of extinction, due largely to outward migration
of younger speakers (which corresponds with the older average age of respondents in
these two language groups) for work elsewhere in South Asia or in Arab states of the
Persian Gulf. Manange occupies a somewhat precarious middle ground scenario with
more speakers, but with similar issues of outward migration and fewer younger
speakers. Gurung is the most viable; the villages show higher populations across age
groups, children practice the language daily, and some local teachers are Gurung
mother-tongue speakers.
Landweer (2000) notes that home is the foundational domain in which language socialization takes place, followed by cultural events, then external social
events. As such, a vernacular’s vitality level is higher if it is used in all domains.
Likewise, a strong ethnic identity facilitates survival. This observation, while intuitively logical, is not obvious in Manang. All languages spoken there show high levels
of ethnic pride and strong identities. The mother tongue is also favored in public
(work) domains if the context is local and appropriate. So what factors most accurately predict the vitality levels for the Manang languages?
This study suggests that although ethnic identity is strong, and the local languages are still practiced to some extent across different social categories, the social
spaces in which local languages are accessed and used are starting to shift. Access to
home, and home language practices, are increasingly compromised by new developments in Manang: the increasing influence of Nepali and English in Chame, the
expanding motor road and its links to the rest of the world; a blurring of traditional
conceptual divisions between “upper” and “lower” cultural spheres. As a result,
several notions of space co-exist with traditional social factors in highlighting the
different ways in which residents think about and use their languages in their lives.
The research on language practices and attitudes in this region is by no means
completed yet. The results of this study will hopefully direct and inform companion
structural research on Manang languages, where variation in attitudes and practices
may serve as a comparative basis for investigations of structural variation. The prospect is already there, as Hildebrandt (2003, 2012) has demonstrated that phonetic
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correlates to tone systems in these Tibeto-Burman languages vary greatly across
different Manange and Gurung communities, using somewhat broader sociolinguistic
demarcations as “urban vs. rural”. Such combined investigations would provide, as
Buchstaller & Alvanides (2013: 109) term it, “a socio-demographically informed
snapshot of socio-geographical patterns of language variation.” Furthermore, they
would throw into sharper relief the constantly evolving landscape in which these
languages are practiced and vary, along with the mechanisms behind their shifting and
uncertain fates.
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