
 
Individual and Community Grammars : Gliding across French Dialects 

 
 Different varieties of French realise [high vowel + vowel] sequences in either one syllable 
(syneresis) or two (dieresis), as schematised below: (1)a.b.c. correspond to dialects as described by 
Tranel while (1)d. is from a ‘chic’ speech register used by journalists (Lyche & Girard 1995): 
 
(1) nier ‘to deny’  nouer ‘to knot’ nuer ‘to shade’  
a. Paris French [nje] [nwe] [nÁe] syneresis 

b. Northern French [nje] [nwe] [ny.e] 

c. Midi French [nje]  [nu.e] [ny.e] 

d. ‘Media’ French [ni.e] [nu.e] [ny.e] 

 
dieresis 

                                                                                             Adapted from Bullock (2002: 20), after Tranel (1987:122) 
 
In between categorical syneresis (1)a. and categorical dieresis with hiatus (1)d, transitional varieties 
(1)b. and (1)c. include both syneresis with [nje] and dieresis for [ny.e], but may present either [nwe] or 
[nu.e] in the middle column. Bullock represents this variation as the interaction of ONSET and a family 
of markedness constraints which differentially penalise the parsing of glides into syllable margins, a 
generalisation supported by typological as well as dialectal data (Bullock 2002:18): 
 
(2) ... *M/Á >> *M/w >> *M/j ... (Bullock 2002: 18) 
 
Variety (1)a. ranks ONSET above all the constraints in (2), resulting in categorical syneresis, while 
uniform dieresis in (1)d. corresponds to ONSET ranked below all the constraints in (2). The transitional 
variety in (1)b. ranks ONSET between *M/Á and *M/w, while (1)c. can be characterised by the ranking 
*M/w  >> ONSET >>  *M/j. Since the varieties typified by (1)a.-d. may occur variably in individuals or 
groups (Durand & Lyche, 1999), ONSET can be viewed as a Floating Constraint (Nagy & Reynolds 
1997) which ‘moves across’ the markedness constaints in (2).  
 Recent nonstandard Ontario French data show further variants which satisfy ONSET while 
minimally violating (2), by inserting epenthetic Cs: nier [ni.je], nouer [nu.we], nuer [ny.Áe], in 
alternation with hiatic forms like those in (1)d. The distribution of epenthetic variants follows the same 
glide markedness hierarchy described by Bullock: speakers may epenthesize /j/ without the other two 
glides but those who epenthesize /Á/ also have epenthetic /j/ and /w/.  This same implicational 
hierarchy shows up in Standard French, where onset CL clusters force dieresis with yod epenthesis 
when follwed by underlying /i/ (plier [pli.je]), allow either epenthesis or hiatus with /u/ (trouer 
[tRu.we] or [tRu.e]), and require hiatus without epenthesis for underlying /y/ (affluer [a.fly.e]) 
(Martinet & Walter 1973). 

Glides thus show a range of variable realisations both between and within grammars, and we 
hypothesize that in all these cases the same implicational markedness hierarchy of glides constrains 
variation (both intergrammatical and intragrammatical). Compiling and comparing inventories of 
forms with or without glides (variously involving dieresis, syneresis, epenthesis or hiatus) from each of 
eight speakers in a corpus of vernacular Ontario French allows us to examine how the constraint 
hierarchies which characterize individual grammars of gliding may be related to the overall constraint 
rankings of a community grammar from which they are drawn (cf. Auger 2001). 
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