The challenges and advantages of
representing variation in grammars

. e Sl
TS . S —4 ] =3 3
-t X3

Martin Kohlberger

(Leiden University/
University of Texas at Austin)






Grammars

- The main purpose of a grammar is to serve as
a catalogue of linguistic structures

- Almost by definition, grammars are biased
towards discrete and contrastive categories
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Variation

- Variation can provide extremely valuable
insights into language change, especially in
languages for which there is no/little previous
documentation

- By ‘smoothing’ out variation, a grammar
writer might inadvertently delete important
data from the record

- Representing variation as fully as possible
enriches documentation and analysis



Chicham Languages

(also: Jivaroan languages)
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Chicham Languages
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- Aguaruna: 55,400 speakers

- Huambisa: 10,200 speakers

Achuar: 24,400 speakers

- Shiwiar: 1,200 speakers B
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Phonetic Variation

- Adding a phonetic line to every example is a
possibility but it is cumbersome if narrow
transcription is required.

- How narrow a phonetic transcription is
necessary in order to fully represent all
phonetic variation?

- Solution: I use a broad phonetic transcription,
but make every example audible by click in the
PDF, and resolvable to the original data.



Palatalisation in Shiwiar

- Shiwiar has 14 consonant phonemes:
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Incipient phonologization

- If palatalisation is predictable in some words,
but is not predictable in others, should
palatalisation be considered phonemic?

- I consider it semi-phonemic.
- How should this be represented in a grammar?

- Solution: I represent palatalisation with a
superscriptJ (even at the phonemic level)
wherever it occurs because it is not completely
predictable.









Shiwiar Vowels

- No phonotactic restrictions on any of the
vowels:

- They can occur anywhere within a word

- They can occur in open and closed syllables
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Expected Co-Occurrence
Frequencies

el a0 | | b
o usw | sow | woaw | sa%

i | oow | 4w | saw | o
" u 0w | sow | eon | 2w
i | saw | 2w | 29% | Lav




Observed Co-Occurrence
Frequencies

el a0 | | b
o mow | 7om | 7ow | %

i sew | oam | % | L
" u e | esw | 12% | Lew
i oo | Law | L | e




Observed Co-Occurrence
Frequencies
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i | sew
e | e
i | oom | Law | v




Difference between
Expected and Observed

el a0 | | b
o | eon | i | 20w | tew

i | -32% | 46% | -3.3% | -15%
| u | 42% | 13% | 62% | -14%
i | 24% | -11% | -1.2% | 4.9%




Difference between
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Difference between
Expected and Observed
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i [ -32%
| u | 42% | 13%
i [ -24% | -11% | -1.2%




Difference between
Expected and Observed

i a | i | w0
.

i [ -32%
| u | 42% | 13%
i [ -24% | -11% | -1.2%

This distribution is significantly more harmonic [
than what would be expected by chance.
x2 (15, N=571) = 230.84, p<0.01









Coarticulation and
Phonologisation

- It has been shown that vowels coarticulate
with one another across intervening
consonants (Ohman 1966) and even up to a
distance of multiple syllables (Magen 1997)

- Vowel harmony may well result from the
phonologisation of vowel-to-vowel
coarticulation (Ohala 1993)






ktin ktin
mkatin mkatin n
mu mu

rtin rtin I



ktin ktin
mkatin mkatin n
mu mu

rtin rtin I



Tendential Harmony

- Although vowel harmony is not an active
phonological process in Shiwiar phonology,
Shiwiar is a language with a strongly harmonic
vowel distribution in roots.

- Interspeaker variation supports the hypothesis
that co-articulation of vowels within a root
may have shaped the current harmonic
distribution of Shiwiar vowels.



Variation in grammars

- Variation can provide crucial information
about the nature of linguistic structures.

- Variation can also afford key insights into the
diachronic development of those structures.

- How do we represent variation and “fuzzy
categories’ in grammars?

- By being as faithful to the data as possible,
even if it means having a “messier”
presentation.
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