Assignment 6: Phase III

Lauren Friedman

Sound Change in Progress

References needed on this assignment
In Montréal Vernacular French (MVF as it is called in this study), the lowering of the vowel /ε/.  The pronunciation of the vowel /ε/ in MVF is almost categorically [e:] for older male speakers.  However, it appears as though change from below occurred, such that females are leading the change (older female speakers use the lowered variant [æ] more often) and younger speakers pronounce /ε/ as [æ] almost categorically.  The researchers also found monophthongization following the same trajectory, but the lexical influence was lessened.

Older speakers when the study was done (those born before 1920) place the words that historically have the phoneme /ε/ into two categories: “conservative” words and others.  Conservative words were those that described World War I, the war they talked about most often, as well as religion.  There were also frequently used family words, such as mere ‘mother,’ père ‘father,’ and frère ‘brother,’ and “old fashioned” words such as glacières ‘iceboxes,’ which had a conservative pronunciation of [e:].  These appear to the researcher to be related to the “good old days.”  Even when chi-squared tests were performed upon these “conservative” words with their semantic or etymological equivalents (for example, the semantically-related word to glacière ‘icebox’ was frigidaire ‘refrigerator’).  Even between the pair hiver ‘winter’ and neige ‘snow,’ hiver was considered an invariably conservative word while neige was conservative for only some older speakers.
Below is figure 3, taken directly from the text.  When researchers divided words into conservative and non-conservative based upon these ideas of the “good old days” or World War I, one can see that both genders and age groups in the working class followed this pattern of conservativity relating to retention of raised vowels.  In the middle class, only women followed this pattern, but the lack of participation by the men could reflect a number of other factors, including their general lack of lowering.  They are not at the forefront of this change, so they could be unaffected by lexical class within the change.
This is certainly a good case of lexical diffusion, but it will be important to check these results against the ongoing study of Montreal vowels by GSankoff and colleagues.

Research project:

There appears to be a great deal of lexical conditioning in the lower back part of the Northern Cities Shift, from /oh/ to /o/, before velars.  Various speakers have shown differences between categorizing such minimal pairs as ‘wok’ and ‘walk,’ ‘stock’ and ‘stalk,’ ‘hock’ and ‘hawk,’ ‘tock’ and ‘talk.’  For example, two systems are classified below:
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My research inquiry would be to see if there is diffusion of these forms throughout the Northern Cities, particularly the differences between the Northern Cities (Detroit, Chicago, Millwaukee, Syracuse, etc.).  The hypothesis would be that areas closer to the area of the cot/caught merger would have the most lexical items merged into the /oh/ category, seeing as they have more influence from and contact with speakers with the merger.  However, it may have more to do with salient words learned by the speaker from later exposure from peers or the media.
In order to test these hypotheses, I would create notecards with the word and a sentence on the back of each one demonstrating use of the word.  Therefore, if someone is unsure of how they say a word, I would direct them to the word in an entire clause on the back.  Then I would spread out notecards with words in these phonological categories and have them say each one and group the words that rhyme.  I would include some other not pre-velar words from the /oh/ or /o/ group and some recent lexical additions, for example Costco
.  Although the word ‘cost’ fits into the /oh/ group for most speakers, the word ‘Costco’ is variably in the /o/ category, as evidenced by a recent observation whereby the pronunciation /kæsko/ was heard.

I would also test made-up words or words that a person is unlikely to have seen or heard before.  If the person pronounces technical-looking or long words with /o/, it would point to later learning as a culprit.  However, it would be in the shorter made up words that has more sway over the validity of the hypothesis: if the subjects pronounce these words /o/ or have lexical exceptions, then they are analyzing input from other merged speakers.  If they pronounce them all as /oh/, then it is only the learned words that are put into that category.  One method of having speakers say these words instead of using flashcards would be to make up a story, similar to the Jaberwocky
, and insert words that have this environment with different lengths and onsets.  As this will likely give a number of shorter, less-technical words, different lexical exceptions can be told apart. 
These are all good ideas and you may well be able to implement them in the St. Louis corridor.   You can also search the Atlas data base for these words:  see me on this.
� It is possible that there is some influence from the vocalization of /l/ in the above words and that voiced velars show an almost categorical use of /oh/: ‘log,’ ‘dog,’ etc. except with possibly later learned words like ‘toggle,’ ‘boggle,’ and ‘oggle.’  


� This is pronounced with a /oh/ for both speakers above.





