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This paper investigates the variation and change in usage of lexical variables in spoken 

French of the National Capital region of Canada. The variables in question are “car” (char 
/auto(mobile)/voiture), “work” (job/ouvrage/travail), and “guys” (gars/types/jeunes hommes). 
The data examined come from two large corpora: Corpus du français parlé à Ottawa-Hull 
(Poplack 1989) and Récits du français québécois d’autrefois (Poplack et St-Amand 2007). To 
study the lexical variation and direction in language change we adopt a quantitative 
sociolinguistic methodology and comparative methods in diachronic perspective. 

Our preliminary empirical analyses identified the vernacular forms job (for the notion of 
“remunerated work”); char (for ‘automobile’), and gars (for “guys”) as the principal variants in 
the 20th century spoken Ottawa-Hull French. Several multivariate analyses of the data (using 
Goldvarb) reveal that the principal external factors that influence the high frequency of these 
vernacular forms are the intensity of contact with English and the language used the most 
frequently in everyday life. In addition, char and job were determined as major “lower class” 
variants. External factors (social class and sex) and internal factors (preceding element and 
priming) were also selected by Goldvarb as significant in the use of vernacular variants char and 
job. In our paper, we examine first whether the use of job, char (convergence with “car”) and 
gars (convergence with “guys”) can be ascribed to the intensive contact with English or to the 
internal constraints of French in examined variety. 

Interestingly, the distributional analyses reveal the change in distribution of lexical 
variables in question by youngest cohort (15-24 years). Among young speakers the use of 
vernacular variant char decreased, but the use of job dramatically increased (53%). Thus the 
second goal of our paper is to investigate how the degree of impact of social constraints on 
lexical variability has changed across the time. 
 
 


