
 Panel Session: “Variation in Less Commonly Studied Minority Languages” 
 

Organizer: James N. Stanford (Dartmouth) 

In view of this year’s conference theme, our panel provides diversity by encouraging variationist research 
on less commonly studied minority languages, and it also encourages interdisciplinary perspectives by 
cross-pollinating variationist sociolinguistics with anthropological linguistics. After all, research of 
underrepresented minority languages has provided invaluable perspectives in many other areas of 
linguistics: phonetics, phonology, morphology, syntax, typology, anthropological linguistics, ethnography 
of communication, and other areas. At the same time, the language endangerment discourse (e.g., Hale et al. 
1992) has nurtured the description and revitalization of diverse languages. Unfortunately, however, such 
languages remain underrepresented in Labovian variationist sociolinguistics. This panel session therefore 
serves as a call for more diverse languages in the variationist paradigm. 

While variationist sociolinguists have made great progress in understanding variation in majority languages 
and in many well-known minority languages, there has been considerably less emphasis on indigenous 
minority languages. Early studies, such as Sankoff’s work in Papua New Guinea (1980) and Foley’s work 
on Cherokee (1980), have shown the value of researching indigenous languages with a 
quantitative/variationist approach. Yet such studies are comparatively rare in this paradigm, leaving a 
significant gap in our understanding of variation and change. Our panel takes a step toward filling that gap. 

An increased focus on less commonly studied languages will help provide a more balanced perspective on 
sociolinguistic principles. Recent work on such languages has been providing new insights into 
sociolinguistic issues like gender, social stratification, speech communities, age, child dialect acquisition, 
clan-based societies, less commonly studied linguistic variables, attention-to-speech without a standard, 
social networks, dialect geography in indigenous societies, and many other topics (e.g., the papers collected 
in Stanford & Preston 2009, as well as work by Di Paolo et al. 2008, Ravindranath 2010, Sanchez 2006, 
Meyerhoff 2003, Bowern 2008, Stanford 2008, 2010 inter alia). 

Therefore, in this era of globalization and increasing cross-cultural contact, the time is ripe for an emphasis 
on variationist research of less commonly studied minority languages and the diverse new perspectives they 
bring. In this session, we present four such research papers and provide an opportunity to compare and 
contrast results, pool ideas, and discuss the challenges and rewards of applying variationist techniques in 
these communities. 

Proposed talks (alphabetical order): 
 
1. “The global or the local? Investigating the effect of place on language and globalisation in Bequia”  
- Agata Daleszynska (The University of Edinburgh) 
 
2. “Overlapping varieties amongst the Kwanja of Cameroon: Historical and contemporary explanations”  
- Laura Robson (University of Kent) 

3. “Stress retraction in K’iche’ Maya of Guatemala: Ethnicity, gender, discourse and supra-segmental 
features”  
- Sergio Romero (Vanderbilt University) 

4. “Adding diversity to dialectology: A real-time study across 50 years in a clan-based indigenous Sui 
region in rural China”  
- James N. Stanford (Dartmouth College) 

 



___________ 
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Talk #1: 

The global or the local?  
Investigating the effect of place on language and globalisation in Bequia 

 
Agata Daleszynska 

The University of Edinburgh 
 
The study investigates language variation and change among speakers of Bequia creole (St. Vincent and the 
Grenadines) in three demographically and historically different villages as a possible response to the global 
processes discussed in previous research (Phillipson 1992, Baker 2007, Curtis 2009).  

Data was obtained from sociolinguistic interviews and casual conversations with Bequia adolescents and 
their grandparents. I investigate the variation between (i) bare verbs (I grow up here) and (ii) verb 
inflections (She came back), the most frequent variants of past temporal reference in Bequia (N=4500) and 
other Caribbean English Creoles (Patrick 1999). Daleszynska (2009) claims both variants are carriers of 
social meaning, with the former indexing the vernacular and the latter ‘Standard’ English (Trudgill and 
Hannah 2002). 
 
Multivariate analysis (Rbrul; Johnson 2009) points to the reallocation of linguistic forms, indicating each 
village is reacting differently to change. Further, place is selected as the most significant factor for this 
variation (p<0.0000694). I suggest that this result comes from the extreme value that Bequia speakers attach 
to their village which emerges as an epicentre of identity construction. The connection between local 
identities and language is obtained through the indexical relationship between the variants and their social 
meaning.  
 
The project supports the existing research on language and globalisation, considering the 
multidimensionality of change as likely to be fertile ground for an active mixing of the local and the new 
(Meyerhoff and Niedzielski 2003). Secondly, the study corroborates the need to re-evaluate the category of 
place in variationist sociolinguistics emphasised previously (e.g. Johnstone 2004). Place is not simply 
geographical locality, but a set of shared experiences and identities shaping the linguistic practice. By 
corroborating the “new” way of analysing place and extending it to a different social setting, the study 
supports the significance of less commonly studied languages for variationist research.  
 
____________ 
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Talk #2: 

Overlapping varieties amongst the Kwanja of Cameroon: historical and contemporary explanations 
 

Laura Robson 
University of Kent 

Two established dialects of Kwanja (Ndung and Sundani) demarcate two distinct sub-ethnic identities. 
However, there are other ways in which the Kwanja divide themselves into different groups or identities 
(Gausset 2010). Until now there has been no investigation into the extent to which these are linguistically 
marked. 

Wordlists of 15 words were collected throughout 24 Kwanja settlements. For each word there are 152-162 
tokens (one for each participant). Gender, patriclan and dialect group had little or no effect. Significant 
factors are residence on Plateau or Plain, age, and specific village of residence. Three variables were 
studied: 

(a) u/o/ә varying according to Plateau versus Plain (% of respondents using each variant): 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
(b) vowel quality/labiality in wa/wɔ/ɔ: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(c) nasal quality/lenition in the word ‘side’: ŋgәŋdimɨ, ŋgәndimɨ, ŋgәːnimɨ. Of these, ŋgәŋdimɨ is an 
incipient form. ŋgәːnimɨ is concentrated in four neighbouring villages: Yimbere Plateau(29%), 
Mbaabol(10%), Touwer(16%), and Mayo Djinga(19%).  

 
Kwanja living outside their patriclan homeland (“village of origin”) do not maintain linguistic affiliations to 
that village, but current village residence is marked linguistically. Since Kwanja villages are associated with 
a particular clan history, these linguistic differences might be said to still represent different clan identities.  

That some of these differences are found only in the speech of older speakers shows that it is becoming less 
common for village/clan identity to be linguistically marked. This is also the case for the salient linguistic 
differences existing between the Plateau and Plain: Plateau variants are less common amongst younger 
speakers. The major cause of such linguistic change is the break-up of the traditionally separated and 
historically based sub-Kwanja identities which are being gradually replaced by a singular (more modern) 
identity: Kwanja. 

 u o ә 

Tikar Plain 40.5% 4% 0% 

Lower 
Plateau 9% 1% 0.5% 

Plateau 22% 6% 17% 

Age:   ɑ   ɔ 

Young 23% 14% 

Middle-aged 13% 17% 

Old 7% 26% 



Talk #3: 

Stress retraction in K’iche’ Maya: Ethnicity, gender, discourse and supra-segmental features 
 

Sergio Romero 
Vanderbilt University 

This paper will examine quantitatively the variable retraction of stress in the Santa Maria Chiquimula 
dialect of K’iche’ Maya (MAR) spoken in western Guatemala, and its role in marking gender norms in 
speech. Metapragmatically, gender is indexed in MAR with several linguistic variables: fricativization of 
intervocalic /l/, negative concord and stress retraction (Romero 2006, 2009). The latter is an emerging 
indexical cue associated with female speech, younger speakers and informal conversation.  

K’iche’ primary stress falls on the last syllable and secondary stress on uneven syllables from left to right 
(1): 

(1)1 ʃa ràʧixíl laʔ kùcukúx. 
 ʃa     r-aʧixil         laʔ  k-0-u-cukux. 
 Just 3sE-husband DD INC-3sA-3sE-seek 
 What she’s doing is looking for a husband. (Cata, 32 years old) 

In (1) every word receives a primary stress on the last syllable (acute accent) and polysyllabic words receive 
secondary stresses on the antepenultimate (grave accent). However, in MAR, primary stress variably 
retracts to the penultimate syllable in verbs (2). 

(2) Ya ʃinwé:sax       segúndo básiko.  
ya         ʃ-0-inw-é:sax            segundo basiko 
already COM-3sA-1sE-take second    grade 
I have already passed second grade. (Ignacio, 28 years old) 

In [ʃinwé:sax] primary stress retracts to the penultima and secondary stresses disappear. I will discuss, first, 
the role the phonological context and discourse organization are playing in the process. Stress retraction 
marks stylistic shifts and epistemic commitment. Second, I will examine gender differences in  frequency. 
The latter mark different gender speech norms ultimately grounded on the  status of women and of the 
K’iche’ language itself as cultural emblems. A preliminary survey of 10 interviews, five male and five 
female (10 tokens each), shows that retraction frequency is higher for males (39% vs. 23%). Finally, I will 
discuss the role of suprasegmental features in the construction of social identities in Mayan languages. My 
analysis is based on a corpus of 26 monolingual interviews (2005). 

_______ 

Romero, Sergio.  2006. Sociolinguistic Variation and Linguistic History in Mayan: The Case of K’iche’.  
  Ph.D. Dissertation. Department of Linguistics, University of Pennsylvania.    
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  Variation in indigenous minority languages. Amsterdam/Philadelphia: Benjamins. Pp. 281-98. 

                                                        
1 1sE First person singular ergative; 3sE Third person singular ergative; 3sA Third person singular 
absolutive; DD Distal deictic; INC Incompletive; COM Completive. 

 



Talk #4: 

Adding diversity to dialectology:  
A real-time study across 50 years in a clan-based indigenous Sui region 

 
James N. Stanford 
Dartmouth College 

Principles and methods of dialect geography have effectively described variation in many places (e.g., 
Kurath 1939, Carver 1987, Kretzschmar 1992, Bailey et al. 1993, Chambers & Trudgill 1998, Labov et al. 
2006). But how well do these approaches apply to an indigenous, clan-based society like Sui of rural 
southwestern China? The present study answered this question by conducting a 50-year real-time study that 
compared an unpublished 1950s Sui dialect survey, Shuiyu Diaocha Baogao (SDB 1956), with my recent 
fieldwork.  

SDB used traditional dialectology methods, surveying 16 speakers across the Sui region. Now 50 years 
later, I conducted fieldwork with 15 speakers across this region, analyzing 10 SDB variables: vowels (-ieŋ/-
iaŋ, -iɛ/-ia, -uɛ/-ua), consonants (b-/ʔb, m ̥-/w-̥, ɕ-/hj-, kh-/x-, n ̥-/n-, ʔbj-/mj-), tone (high-level vs. low-rising), 
and lexical items. Dialect variants were recorded through elicitation (picture identification, counting) and 
free speech. Tone was analyzed acoustically and other variables auditorily. 

Results: 
1. SDB’s overall dialect boundaries were found still intact for the above variables (the paper presents 
specific isoglosses comparing my results with SDB). 

2. However, the current study found additional variation that was unreported by SDB: Another tone variable 
and other phonological (q-/tɕ-, f-/h-, q-/k-, l-/n-, ɕ-/lj, s-/sj) and lexical variables. SDB also lacked numerous 
localized distinctions between data points. 

3. Finally, culture-specific issues: Due to clan exogamy, many dialect distinctions are indexing socially 
important lineage-loyalties (Stanford 2009), not simply geography. SDB’s large-scale boundaries are 
accurate, but they miss the role of clan ideology. 

Hill (2001) advocates an “anthropological dialectology” that is sensitive to particulars of small indigenous 
populations, and this study concurs. But this study also recognizes the value of traditional dialectology. 
After all, SDB’s isoglosses remained intact after 50 years. It is best to view Sui clan ideology as conflated 
with geography: Dialect variation reflects and constructs Sui society in physical space. 

__________ 
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