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Résumé :
Cet article présente une étude variationniste de l’épithèse vocalique (l’insertion
d’une voyelle centrale similaire au schwa à la fin d’un mot, comme dans
l’exemple ‘bonjour-e’) en français hexagonal en se servant d’un corpus des
conversations informelles. Bien que ce phénomène soit typiquement associé au
langage féminin, je ne trouve aucune preuve de corrélation entre l’épithèse
vocalique et le sexe du locuteur. Au contraire ce sont les facteurs phonologiques
et pragmatiques, et plus précisément la combinaison des frontières prosodiques et
l’accent d’insistance, qui sont plutôt les plus influents sur la variation. Je suggère
en outre que l’influence du genre est présente mais complexe, et qu’il faut prendre
en compte des effets de l’interlocuteur afin de la bien comprendre.
Mots-clés : français, prosodie, variation, langue et genre
Abstract:
This article discusses a variationist study of vowel epithesis (the insertion of a
schwa-like central vowel at the end of a word, as in ‘bonjour-e’) in Hexagonal
French using a corpus of informal conversational data.

Although this

phenomenon is popularly characterized as a feature of female speech, I find no

evidence that it correlates to speaker sex. Instead, I argue that it is more likely
conditioned by phonological and pragmatic factors, namely a combination of
prosodic boundary effects and emphatic stress. I also argue that gender plays a
much more complex role, one that must take into account interlocutor effects.
Keywords: French, prosody, variation, language and gender
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1. Introduction
Vowel epithesis is a relatively recent development in spoken French in which a
schwa-like central vowel appears at the end of a word where in Standard
Hexagonal French no vowel is pronounced (such as in the canonical example
‘bonjour-e!’). More precisely, the vowel occurs at the end of a prosodic or an
intonation phrase (Fagyal, 1998). Figures 1 and 2 illustrate the word “personne”
pronounced by the same speaker without and then with vowel epithesis.
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Figure 1. Spectrogram: personne without vowel epithesis
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Figure 2. Spectrogram: personne followed by vowel epithesis
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The final vowel that appears in Figure 2 is the epithetic vowel to which
this study refers, and in this and following examples and figures, the example
words that contain the vowel are underlined. This vowel occurs at the end of an
intonation phrase and thus precedes a pause, a context in which schwa is not
typically pronounced. Nor is this a speaker of Southern French, a variety in
which word-final etymological schwas are usually pronounced (Durand et al.,
1987).
Although previous studies have often referred to this phenomenon as some
variety of schwa insertion (e.g., “schwa prépausal” in Fagyal, 1998), the neutral
term “vowel epithesis” will be used here following the example of Carton (1999)
since, unlike schwa, it is arguably conditioned not just by phonological or
phonetic factors (and indeed different ones), but also by social and pragmatic
factors. The term “epithesis” is used rather than the more frequent term
“epenthesis” because the latter refers to an insertion of a segment between two
other segments, whereas “epithesis” refers to the insertion of a segment word- or
phrase-finally, which is the case here.
Furthermore, its phonetic realization seems much more variable than that
of schwa. Carton (1999) demonstrated the variability in quality of the epithesized
vowel, but it varies also in length and energy, as shown in the spectrograms in
Figures 3 and 4, each representing an example of epithesis.
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Figure 3. Spectrogram: viennent
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Figure 4. Spectrogram: semaine
The fluctuating line running through these spectrograms indicates
intensity, or a decibel measurement. The epithetic vowel in Figure 4, then, is
accompanied with a spike in intensity after the preceding consonant and matching
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the intensity of the preceding vowel, whereas the epithetic vowel in Figure 3
occurs over a descent of intensity from the preceding consonant and vowel.
Realizations of vowel epithesis may thus range from more to less affected, where
the most affected vowels are those that are accompanied with the most energy and
are perhaps longer, whereas the least affected vowels are those that occur with the
least effort (and are the most likely to be the product of a boundary effect).
Vowel epithesis, especially in its most exaggerated form, is typically
considered to be a feature of young women’s speech and tends to be stigmatized
(Hansen, 1997). It is mockingly used, for example, in the opening sequence of
“Parle à ma main” (‘Talk to the hand’), where French singers Yelle and Fatal
Bazooka mimic an exchange between two high-school-aged girls (Fatal Bazooka
feat. Yelle, 2007). The present study suggests, however, that the phenomenon is
much more widespread than popularly believed.
This paper, largely based on the work done in Biers (2014), discusses
previous research on vowel epithesis in French and summarizes the complexities
of its variability. Using a variationist approach, I argue that although vowel
epithesis is primarily a prosodic boundary effect, it is also conditioned by
phonological and pragmatic factors, but not by speaker or interlocutor sex. I
support earlier claims that vowel epithesis is strongly associated with an emphatic
effect by examining the combined effects of these factors in some specific
examples. I also argue that although gender (as a social construct) may play a role
in vowel epithesis usage and perception, it would be a complex role that requires
further investigation.
2. Previous research
Previous studies of vowel epithesis variation have tended to focus on
either phonological or pragmatic variability, with some discussion on social
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distribution. Notably, the phenomenon is usually associated with the speech of
young women (Léon, 1987; Carton, 1999), though studies do not always find
conclusive evidence for gender-conditioned variation (e.g., Hansen, 1997). As for
phonological conditioning, there is general agreement that vowel epithesis is
strongly associated with a rising-falling intonation contour (Fonagy, 1989;
Fagyal, 1998), though Hansen (1997) finds evidence for other prevalent contours,
namely a rising-flat one (c.f. Fagyal, 1998).
Vowel epithesis also tends to occur only after certain consonants, though
studies have disagreed as to which ones are most influential. Léon (1987), for
example, argues that it occurs most frequently after voiceless obstruents, whereas
Hansen (1997) argues that it is actually voiced obstruents and sonorants that are
most likely to be epithesized. The discrepancy arises due to differing
methodologies: whereas Léon uses a distributional approach, noting only those
cases where epithesis arises, Hansen employs a variationist approach, noting all
cases where epithesis arises as well as those where it could, but doesn’t. She does
this by defining the variable as a post-consonantal pause, which is the context in
which vowel epithesis can occur, and running a variable rule analysis in order to
determine what factors contribute to the presence or absence of epithesis.
Hansen and Hansen (2003) revisit the variationist approach in Hansen
(1997) to further explore the possible factors that could influence the realization
of vowel epithesis, including phonological context, orthography, and especially
pragmatics, which previously had not been studied in a systematic way. Using
new interview data (recorded four years after the interview data used in Hansen
[1997]), they are able to support some earlier claims, such as the increased
likelihood of epithesis to appear after consonant clusters and after sonorants. They
also argue that it occurs more often at the end of an intonation phrase than at the
end of an utterance. The study shows no significant effect, however, for the
orthographic context. That is, vowel epithesis is not shown to be more likely to
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occur for words that end in an orthographic <e> than those that do not (contrary to
the findings of Hansen [1997], which did show such an effect). More
interestingly, a positive correlation is found between the appearance of epithesis
and the naturalness of the conversational exchange. That is, the more a recorded
conversation approximates natural, spontaneous, and unrecorded speech, the more
often epithesis appears, which suggests that epithesis might play a particular role
in conversational interaction. Indeed, when analyzing conversations in terms of
turn-taking, Hansen and Hansen (2003) find that when epithesis is present, the
interlocutor is less likely to take the next turn and is in fact more likely to use
back-channeling to encourage the present speaker to continue. The use of
epithesis thus possibly carries a pragmatic function in conversation, which is to
indicate a desire to continue speaking.
3. Methods
Data was collected from informal conversations among ten native
speakers of French from the same commune in the Loire Valley (five heterosexual
couples of men and women) who spoke a relatively standard variety of French.
The participants are all of a similar demographic: white, middle-aged (40-60), and
middle class French citizens. Occupations included schoolteachers, small business
owners, and managers and directors of both public and private organizations.
Each subject participated in two recording sessions of two conversations each, for
a total of four recorded conversations. For each session, two couples met in the
home of one couple or the other and divided themselves so that the men would
hold a conversation in one room for about an hour, and the two women would
hold a conversation in another room for the same hour. After that hour, one
couple would switch places so that the two pairings consisted of one man and one
woman (not of the same couple), and again the pairs would hold an hour-long
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conversation. Except for their spouses/partners, none of the participants were
more than informal acquaintances prior to the study. The recording equipment,
instructions, and sample conversation topics were given to the participants prior to
the recording, so the researcher was not present during recordings. In the
examples and results reported later, participants are referred to by pseudonyms.
Speakers with the same first initial are a couple.
Following Hansen (1997), the dependent variable for this study is the
pause following word-final consonants. Although epithesis can occur after a
vowel, it happens very rarely, and while such cases merit further study, they will
not benefit from a variationist analysis of this kind. A pause is defined here as a
period of at least 100 ms between the release of the final consonant and the onset
of the following sound. Tokens containing a pause that had no perceptible vowel
following the consonant were coded as “not epithesized.”

Tokens with a

perceptible vowel were examined using the program Praat (Boersma, 2001) to
verify that it contained a schwa-like central vowel and that the vowel was not
some other filler, such as “euh” or “hein.” This was determined by examining
vowel length, acoustics, and context.

Whereas the epithetic vowel is short

(typically no more than 60 ms in duration), the filler “euh” is longer as it is a
stalling technique. By my own measurements, vowels that are clearly fillers must
be at least 100 ms in duration, but are usually around 300 ms and sometimes
upwards of 900 ms or more. The discourse marker “hein,” used as a sort of tag
question, is easily recognizable by its nasality and rising intonation. Any tokens
that contained, or were suspected to contain either of these fillers were excluded
from the study.
Each pause was coded for the dependent variable and thirteen independent
variables. The independent variables can be grouped into three types of factors:
phonological, social, and pragmatic. Social variables were neutralized as much as
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possible, so tokens were only coded for speaker sex and interlocutor sex. Tokens
were also coded for individual speakers and interlocutors.
3.1. Phonological factor groups
Tokens were coded for a number of phonological factors. First, they were
coded for the type of segment preceding the pause (e.g., stop, fricative, nasal, etc.)
and for voicing of the segment. It was necessary to combine these into one factor
group (PRECEDING SEGMENT) in order to distinguish between voiced and voiceless
stops and fricatives, which patterned differently. In a separate factor group
(SINGLETON/CLUSTER), tokens were coded as to whether the pause followed a
singleton consonant or a consonant cluster. Tokens with consonant clusters were
coded as to whether the cluster was rising in sonority (as in table), falling (as in
carte) or flat (as in stricte).
Next, tokens were coded for two suprasegmental feature groups—
PROSODIC DOMAIN

and INTONATION CONTOUR. The first is a binary category where

tokens are coded as either intonation phrase-final or utterance phrase-final. This is
determined by assessing whether or not the speaker has expressed a complete
thought, and also by considering pause length. The factor group
CONTOUR

INTONATION

is coded based on the pitch contour appearing over the tonic syllable

and, if there is one, the subsequent epithetic syllable. Except in cases of epithesis
(which is never tonic), the tonic syllable always appears intonation phrase-finally.
It may be coded for one of four observed intonation contours: falling, rising, highflat, or rising-falling.
Finally, tokens were coded for the presence or absence of an orthographic
<e> in the prepausal word, which can indicate the historical presence of a schwa.
Although epithesis occurs in a context where schwa should not be pronounced
(intonation-phrase finally and preceding a pause), and although the participants
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are not speakers of Southern French (in which word-final etymological schwas
are usually pronounced), the presence of an orthographic <e> could potentially
influence the speaker’s conception of the underlying representation and merits
being tested (see Hansen, 1997).
3.2. Pragmatic factors
The pragmatic factor groups are largely influenced by those in Hansen and
Hansen (2003). As will be demonstrated, some of these factors are partly
structural, while others are purely pragmatic. The latter are grouped into one
factor group, but this is not possible with the structural factors since they
sometimes overlap with other pragmatic functions, so they must be separated into
binary factor groups. The first such group (NEXT TURN) concerns the claim that
epithesis is used by speakers to indicate that they wish to continue speaking. It is
not possible to code for ‘desire to continue speaking’ in a direct manner, so this
can only be tested in the variable rule analysis by coding for the speakers’
response to the variable. Tokens were therefore coded according to the subsequent
speech act in one of four ways: the same speaker continues talking with no
interruption, the interlocutor takes the next turn, the speaker continues talking
following some supportive back-channeling from the interlocutor (such as a brief
“mhm” or “oui”), or both speakers attempt to take the next turn at the same time,
as in the bolded section in (1).
(1) Overlapping speech
Marcel

là il fait froid depuis quinze jours/

Audrey

/oui

Marcel

[alors donc euh-]

Audrey

[donc là ça va] bientôt être monté
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In this excerpt of a conversation concerning heating, the bracketed text
indicates overlapping speech. Marcel, for example, attempts to continue his
earlier thought at the same time that Audrey begins another, and he allows her to
take the turn. This means that after the pause following the word “jours” (which is
not pronounced with epithesis), the speakers both perceived a right to take the
next turn. This sort of confusion should not, in theory, occur after epithesis takes
place if it is used and perceived as a turn allocation device. Thus in order to
support the claims of Hansen and Hansen (2003), we should see a positive
correlation between use of epithesis and the next turn being taken by the original
speaker, either with or without back-channeling from the interlocutor (but not
overlap).
The next two factor groups stem from the observation by Hansen and
Hansen (2003) that epithesis can often be used with words that are repeated or
that are part of a list. Tokens were coded as repeated if the lexical item preceding
the pause is found in the immediately preceding clauses (no more than a clause or
two apart), as in the exchange in (2) where the bolded word is part of a repeated
expression.
(2) A repeated item
Marcel

mais les vérandas, des fois même quand il fait froid
qu’il y a du soleil dehors ça chauffe [euh la…]

Audrey

[ça chauffe]
ouais, par contre, quand il fait ce temps-là euh

Tokens are coded as part of a list if the preceding lexical item is part of a
series, whether the series be one of words or clauses. For example, the tokens
bolded in (3) are coded as part of a list. They are also underlined to indicate that
they are followed by an epithetic vowel.
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(3) List items
a. series of lexical items
Patricia

poireaux, jambon, crème fraîche

b. series of clauses
Marianne

il y a eu des changements,
il y a eu des reprises

The final factor group in this category groups together the remaining
possible pragmatic functions that require a close examination of the context in
order to be determined. Although Hansen and Hansen (2003) describe a number
of possibilities, I have grouped these functions into three general categories.
Tokens were coded as carrying one or none of these functions. The first is the
introduction of a referent that the speaker suspects is unfamiliar to the
interlocutor, as in (4).
(4) Introduction of suspected unfamiliar referent
Serge

on arrivait dans un petit village qui s'appelle le Puy-NotreDame

In this example it seems likely that Serge suspects the listener might not
be familiar with Puy-Notre-Dame given that he specifies that it is a small village.
The second function is the indication that the utterance is a precision or a
correction of a previous utterance. For a token to be coded as a precision or
correction, it must be clear that the speaker is insisting that they mean X and not
Y. The token must clearly serve a contrastive function, used to correct a mistake
or to clarify an ambiguity. To illustrate, consider the examples in (5).
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(5) Tokens coded as Precision/correction/restriction
a. Marianne

c’est une ville qui me fascine
on en parle souvent, mais en mal

b. Audrey

on l’emmène au car
. enfin c’est un taxi-bus

In (5a), Marianne specifies that the city in question is often talked about in
a bad way, not a good way. In (5b), Audrey states that she drops her student off at
a bus, but then corrects herself by specifying that it is actually more of a shuttle.
The final function is an exclamation or the indication of a strong opinion.
These are typically short interjections, such as la pauvre! ‘poor thing!’ or ça c’est
super difficile, ‘that’s incredibly difficult.’ Such tokens are also usually
accompanied by phonetic strengthening, such as lengthening of vowels and an
increase in energy.
A total of 1200 tokens (instances of pauses following a consonant, and
excluding cases of “euh” and “hein”) were coded by the researcher for the above
factors, including at least 100 tokens per speaker. Data was first collected from a
minimum of ten minutes from each recording, starting about five minutes into the
conversation to allow for speakers to acclimate to the situation and the recording
equipment. Subsequent collection proceeded until data for each speaker reached
100 tokens and was roughly equal between male and female interlocutors. Tokens
were then analyzed using the program Goldvarb X (Sankoff et al. 2005).
4. Results and analysis
The results as discussed in this section show that vowel epithesis is
conditioned primarily by phonological and pragmatic factors, and not by speaker
or interlocutor sex on the whole. Certain speakers (male and female) show a
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greater likelihood of epithesizing, and it is in this individual variation that
evidence can be found for gender and interlocutor effects.
Overall, vowel epithesis is present in 362 of 1200 tokens (30.2%), which
is a higher overall rate than the 18% reported in Hansen (1997) and the 25% in
Hansen and Hansen (2003). Similar to these studies, it was found that not all
speakers use epithesis at the same rate. Speakers’ rates of vowel epithesis vary
considerably, as shown in Table 1.
Speaker Epithesis
Audrey
44
Claire
22
Marianne
42
Patricia
19
Sophie
11
All women
138
Alain
134
Christophe
10
Marcel
20
Paul
46
Serge
14
All men
194

Total
114
101
100
102
157
574
206
100
101
114
105
620

%
38.6
21.8
42.0
18.6
7.0
24.0
65.0
10.0
19.8
40.4
13.3
31.3

Table 1. Distribution of epithesis by speaker
Table 1 shows the number and percentage of tokens containing epithesis
for each speaker and for men and women as groups. Looking at speaker sex alone,
it appears that men use epithesis at a greater rate than do women (31.3% vs.
24.0%), but this is largely skewed by the data from Alain, who uses epithesis
much more frequently than does any other speaker, and is in fact the only speaker
to epithesize more than half of the time. In building a model of variation, then,
GoldVarb is able to show that speaker sex is not a good predictor of vowel
epithesis, but that the individual speaker is.
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Table 2 summarizes the results of the GoldVarb analysis. It lists the
independent variables that were chosen as significant in the appearance of
epithesis, in order of their impact (highest to lowest) on the choice of variant.
Most important in this table is the weight column, which indicates the probability
that epithesis will occur given the condition to the left. The closer the weight
approaches 1, the more likely epithesis will occur in that condition. A weight of .5
indicates that the factor has no influence on the choice of variant, and the closer a
weight approaches 0, the less favorable the factor is to epithesis. Factor weights
exceeding .50 (indicating conditions favorable to epithesis) are given in bold type
for easier reference.
This table excludes the factor groups that were not selected as significant,
which are (in no particular order) the groups
<E>,

PROSODIC DOMAIN, ORTHOGRAPHIC

SPEAKER SEX, INTERLOCUTOR SEX, NEXT TURN, REPEATED ITEM, and

INTERLOCUTOR.

For a discussion of these groups, see Biers (2014).
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Factors
INTONATION
Rising-falling
Flat
Falling
Rising
SPEAKER
Alain
Paul
Audrey
Marianne
Claire
Christophe
Serge
Patricia
Marcel
Sophie
PRECEDING SEGMENT
/l/
Stop (voiced)
Glide
Nasal
Fricative (voiced)
Fricative (voiceless)
/ʁ/
Stop (voiceless)
OTHER PRAGMATIC

Weight

%

N

Total

.93
.44
.28
.20

74.9
17.1
14.2
7.1

268
12
54
28

358
70
380
392

.87
.77
.73
.67
.63
.31
.27
.21
.15
.15

65.0
40.4
38.6
42.0
21.8
10.0
13.3
18.6
19.8
7.0

134
46
44
42
22
10
14
19
20
11

206
114
114
100
101
100
105
102
101
157

.82
.80
.71
.69
.65
.34
.30
.27

47.3
57.6
39.1
44.0
43.2
18.3
19.9
13.3

95
19
25
59
48
21
69
26

201
33
64
134
111
115
346
196

.71
.70
.44
.21

48.5
46.6
24.9
42.9

16
116
227
3

33
249
911
7

.69
.49
.18

45.4
28.9
20.0

44
316
2

97
1093
10

.84
.47

50.7
28.8

37
325

73
1127

FUNCTION

Exclamation
Precision/correction
None
Intro of unfamiliar referent
SINGLETON/CLUSTER
Clusters (rising/flat)
Singleton
Clusters (falling)
LIST ITEM
Yes
No
Input: 0.16
Significance = 0.047

Table 2. Factors selected as significant in the appearance of vowel epithesis
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The input of .16 indicates that vowel epithesis has an overall low
likelihood of occurring, but the analysis shows that six independent variables
change those odds in favor of epithesis occurring. In order of significance, those
variables are the factor groups

INTONATION, SPEAKER, PRECEDING SEGMENT,

OTHER PRAGMATIC FUNCTION, SINGLETON/CLUSTER, and LIST ITEM.

This means

that of these variables, the intonation contour is most predictive of whether or not
epithesis is used, and the number of preceding segments (singleton or cluster) is
least predictive.

Notably, neither

SPEAKER SEX

nor

INTERLOCUTOR SEX

are

selected as significant, meaning women as a group are not more likely to use
epithesis than men, and speakers are not more likely to use epithesis when talking
to women. The claims that epithesis is conditioned by phonological and pragmatic
factors, are on the other hand generally supported. With the exception of prosodic
domain, phonological factors figure prominently in the list of significant factor
groups, and although neither

NEXT TURN

nor

REPEATED ITEMS

are selected as

significant variables, the groups LIST ITEM and OTHER PRAGMATIC FUNCTIONS are.
4.1. Phonological factors
The independent variable INTONATION was found to be the most influential
factor in the choice of variant. Of the four intonation types, only the rising-falling
contour favors the use of epithesis. In fact, the model shows that epithesis is,
ceteris paribus, highly likely to occur with a rising-falling intonation. Note,
however, that epithesis does not occur exclusively in this condition. Despite the
high factor weight (.93), rising-falling intonation accompanies only three-fourths
of all epithesized tokens. This is near the 80% rate reported in the study by Fagyal
(1998), but is nowhere near categorical. Epithesis, as it exists in current French
usage, is therefore not exclusively a phonetic by-product of a rising-falling
intonation. When the intonation is simply rising or falling, epithesis is quite
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unlikely to occur (with factor weights of .20 and .28, respectively), but it is not
impossible. Furthermore, flat intonations only slightly disfavor epithesis (factor
weight = .44). Given the higher overall rate of epithesis and wider range of
intonational contexts found in this study than in previous ones, it is certainly
conceivable that epithesis originated from rising-falling contours, but has
subsequently spread to other contexts due to its association with certain pragmatic
functions. This model suggests that epithesis occurs most frequently with a risingfalling intonation, but as shown in Table 2, it is conditioned by several other
factors as well, which allows it to appear with any intonation contour.
The next most significant phonological factor group is
SEGMENT.

PRECEDING

Here, a striking pattern emerges. For the purposes of this discussion,

/ʁ/ must be temporarily ignored as its results are complex and merits its own
discussion. Setting /ʁ/ aside, a dichotomy emerges between voiced and voiceless
segments, where voiced segments are likely to be followed by epithesis and
voiceless ones are not. By examining the relative factor weights within the group,
segment types can be ranked from most to least likely to be followed by epithesis,
as shown in Table 3 (reproduced from Table 2 for convenience).

PRECDING SEGMENT

/l/
Stop (voiced)
Glide
Nasal
Fricative (voiced)
Fricative (voiceless)
/ʁ/
Stop (voiceless)

Weight
.82
.80
.71
.69
.65
.34
.30
.27

%
47.3
57.6
39.1
44.0
43.2
18.3
19.9
13.3

N
95
19
25
59
48
21
69
26

Total
201
33
64
134
111
115
346
196

Table 3. Hierarchy of segments’ likelihood to be followed by epithesis
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It should seem that the more sonorous the segment is, the easier it would
be to transition into an epithetic vowel. When comparing the results above to the
sonority hierarchy (glides > liquids > nasals > obstruents, à la Clements [1990]),
however, a few important differences come to light. First, whereas glides might
be expected to have the highest probability of being followed by epithesis, they
actually rank third after /l/ and voiced stops. The latter group ranks unexpectedly
high since stops rank lowest in the sonority hierarchy, and since the voiceless
stops do indeed appear last in hierarchy shown in Table 3.
Another notable difference is that the liquids, /l/ and /ʁ/, are found at
nearly opposite ends of the continuum, and most interestingly, /ʁ/ patterns more
closely with the voiceless fricatives, a result that is perhaps unsurprising given the
variability in the production of /ʁ/. It is of interest to note, for example, that a
singleton voiceless /ʁ/ ([χ]) is never followed by epithesis in this data set. A
voiced singleton [ʁ], on the other hand, is followed by epithesis 21% of the time,
which is still short of the 45% rate of epithesis following a singleton [l]. At
present, there is not enough data to thoroughly test /ʁ/-final tokens in all possible
contexts (voiced versus voiceless and singleton versus in a cluster). It appears for
now that sonority itself is a fairly poor predictor of which segments are most
likely to be followed by epithesis, whereas voicing is mostly a very good
predictor.
The final factor group to consider here is

SINGLETON/CLUSTER,

which

appears second to last in the list of significant factor groups and thus has a
relatively low impact on epithesis variation. While singleton consonants neither
favor nor disfavor epithesis (factor weight = .49), rising and flat consonant
clusters as a group are more likely than not to be followed by epithesis (factor
weight = .69) and falling clusters highly disfavor epithesis (factor weight = .18). It
appears that speakers are more likely to use epithesis when doing so prevents a
violation of the Sonority Sequencing Principle. Another possible interpretation is
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that speakers are more likely to epithesize when doing so increases the
perceptibility of the preceding segment, which would in fact be similar to one of
the possible functions of schwa (see Côté, 2008).
4.2. Speaker effect
The factor group

SPEAKER

appears second in the hierarchy of significant

factor groups. For convenience, the results for this group are reproduced below,
but organized by speaker and with a border drawn between the women and men.
As a reminder, speakers with the same first initial are a couple.
SPEAKER
Audrey
Claire
Marianne
Patricia
Sophie
Alain
Christophe
Marcel
Paul
Serge

Weight
.73
.63
.67
.21
.15
.87
.31
.15
.77
.27

%
38.6
21.8
42.0
18.6
7.0
65.0
10.0
19.8
40.4
13.3

N
44
22
42
19
11
134
10
20
46
14

Total
114
101
100
102
157
206
100
101
114
105

Table 4. Likelihood of epithesis in factor group SPEAKER
It can easily be seen why speaker sex was not found to be a significant
factor, as there is a wide range of epithesis usage in both sex groups. Note that
Claire and Patricia actually have roughly the same rate of epithesis (around 20%),
but that their factor weights are significantly different. Despite the relatively low
percentage, Claire is found to be quite likely to use it compared to the other
speakers, whereas Patricia is not. The reason for this discrepancy lies in the fact
that the data collected for Claire simply contain fewer tokens that provide the
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right phonological context for epithesis to occur, but the GoldVarb analysis is still
able to show that when the right context is available, Claire is more likely to use
epithesis than many other speakers in the group.
4.3. Pragmatic factors
The results show that epithesis is not only conditioned by phonological
factors and the speaker, but also pragmatic factors, generally supporting the
claims of Hansen and Hansen (2003). Two of the four pragmatic factor groups
were selected as significant. The factor group that was first selected by GoldVarb
(but ranks last among the six total significant factor groups due to the low range
between factor weights) is

LIST ITEM.

Those elements that are part of a list are

more likely to be followed by epithesis (factor weight = .84), whereas elements
that are not part of a list only slightly disfavor it (factor weight = .47). An
interesting difference between the results here and those found by Hansen and
Hansen is that most of the list items followed by epithesis in this study are the
final items in their series, whereas Hansen and Hansen argued that epithesis
especially marks non-final list items. For instance, one of the examples given by
Hansen and Hansen is reproduced in (6), where the epithesized words are
underlined.
(6) Epithesis following non-final list items (from Hansen and Hansen,
2003: 101)
… et puis après j’ai: travaillé dans une maison de diététique/,
pharmaceutique/,, e:t produits de beauté//
Hansen and Hansen (2003) ultimately argue that epithesis is a strategy for
speakers to indicate their intention to continue speaking. In the case of list items,
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then, it is taken to mean that the speaker has more things to add to the list. The
third item in the list above (as well as in the other example the authors provide)
does not end in a consonant and is therefore very unlikely to be followed by
epithesis. My own data suggests that epithesis is likely to occur in this context as
well, given the right environment. This is demonstrated in (7).
(7) Epithesis following the final item in a series
a. Patricia

et puis le lendemain j’ai fait une quiche au
Maroilles euh
avec des poireaux : euh
. . poireaux, jambon, crème fraîche
. . et euh ça avait pas du tout le goût euh :
de l’odeur du : fromage

b. Marianne

et je suis partie avec une amie au :
du côté de : du Val André
. . le Val André : euh : le Cap Fréhel
. . (inspiré ha) c’était beau

Although the above examples do not allow for epithesis in the non-final
list items (since they all end in vowels), epithesis does occur after the final list
items (fraiche and Fréhel). It is true that in both cases the same speaker is able to
continue speaking uninterrupted, but it must kept in mind that the factor group
NEXT TURN

was not found to be significant in the choice of variant. Furthermore,

in both examples above, as is typical for listing in French, the non-final list items
are marked prosodically with a rising intonation. This in itself may serve to
indicate a desire to continue speaking. Other possible reasons for which list items
are likely to be followed by epithesis should therefore be considered.
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The factor group OTHER PRAGMATIC FUNCTIONS was used to code tokens
for precision, exclamation, the introduction of an unfamiliar referent, or no
identifiable pragmatic function. It was ranked fourth by GoldVarb among the six
influential factor groups. When the prepausal element has no identifiable function,
epithesis is only slightly disfavored (factor weight = .44). The introduction of an
unfamiliar element is apparently unlikely to be accompanied by epithesis, but
with only seven tokens in this category, this result must be regarded with caution.
On the other hand, if an exclamation or a strong opinion is expressed, or if a
precision or a correction is made, the utterance is significantly more likely to be
followed by epithesis (factor weights of .71 and .70, respectively). This strongly
supports the argument that the pragmatic function of epithesis is largely emphatic.
Consider the examples in (8).
(8) Epithesis following items coded as precision or exclamation
a. precision/correction
Audrey

on l’emmène au car
. enfin c’est un taxi-bus

b. exclamation
Audrey

bon elle sait pas comment faire la pauvre

In the case of (8a), emphasis is used to highlight a distinction: it’s not
exactly a bus but rather more of a shuttle. Cases of exclamation, as in (8b), are
emphatic rather by definition. That tokens coded for one of these two categories
are more likely to be followed by epithesis points, then, to its emphatic nature.
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5. Discussion
I argue that the pragmatic value of epithesis is best understood in terms of
emphasis. Indeed, when taking into account the phonological behavior of
epithesis and its likely origin as a boundary effect, emphatic stress very clearly
plays a large role.
This can be illustrated in example (7a), where Patricia discusses her
method of cooking with Maroilles, a notoriously pungent cheese. She says that
she used it in a quiche, and she proceeds to list the other ingredients. There are at
least two possible reasons that she would want to emphasize the final list item,
“crème fraîche.” The first is that, besides the cheese itself, this is a critical
ingredient to a typical Maroilles quiche or tarte. The speaker may have wanted to
highlight the fact that she obviously did not omit this ingredient. A more global
explanation is that by emphasizing items in a list, regardless of the position they
occupy, speakers highlight the accumulation of items. If the use of rising
intonation simply indicates that items belong in a list, the use of epithesis
indicates that the fact the item is part of a larger list is important. In this case,
Patricia starts out by only mentioning that she made a quiche with Maroilles, then
she mentions it also had leeks in it, and finally she goes on to give a more
complete list.
In example (7b), Marianne does something similar. First, she mentions
that she went with her friend to the area around Val André, but then she goes on
to list another location, Cap Fréhel, to give her interlocutor a better idea of where
she went. The example from Hansen and Hansen (2003) in example (4) can be
explained in this way as well. The speaker is describing their former place of
employment by listing the sorts of things they did. It is not just a dietetic
company, but rather one that also deals in pharmaceuticals and beauty products.
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Marianne didn’t just go to Val André, but also to Cap Fréhel, etc. It is not
just the individual items, but rather the accumulation of them that is important.
A theoretical problem quickly emerges when interpreting the results,
which is that if epithesis is so strongly linked to the rising-falling intonation, one
might well wonder whether it is actually the epithetic vowel that carries pragmatic
(emphatic) meaning or whether this is accomplished by the intonation contour, or
both. In the corpus, rising-falling intonation occurs more frequently when the
utterance is a precision than when there is no function (44.6% vs. 25.0%,
respectively), which suggests that it may in fact be the intonation contour that
carries pragmatic function. This view is problematic, however, when considering
the patterning of the rising contour, which occurs less often when the utterance is
a precision than when there is no function (26.1% vs. 35.0%, respectively). If only
the rising-falling contour is more strongly associated with an emphatic function,
and if the epithetic vowel plays a key role in allowing this contour to occur, it can
perhaps be concluded that it is the vowel and rising-falling contour together that
accomplish the emphatic effect. This question requires further investigation, but
what is clear is that there is a strong albeit imperfect correlation among intonation
contour, epithesis, and emphatic effect.
5.1. Individual variation
Returning now to the results of Table 2, it is of interest to note that there
are no speakers who fall within the probability range of .40-.60, meaning there are
only speakers who are quite likely to use epithesis and those who are quite
unlikely to use it. One might have expected that some speakers would be neither
predisposed nor adverse to epithesis usage, but the model suggests that, for at
least this group of speakers, such is not the case. I take this as evidence that there
is an important level of awareness of this variable, further supporting the claim
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that vowel epithesis is not simply a phonetic boundary effect, but also a pragmatic
(emphatic) tool that is associated with a certain social value. The social value of
vowel epithesis has been noted by Léon (1987), who relates it to the “chic”
speech of young women (112). It has also been noted in informal conversations
with native speakers of French, who agree that when used frequently and when
exaggerated, epithesis contributes to an affected (and often stigmatized) speech
style. If all speakers are aware of the social value of epithesis, they will likely
have either a favorable (or at least tolerant) or unfavorable view of it, which could
correlate to their high or low likelihood of using it. If epithesis had no explicit
social value, or if awareness of it were low, one could still expect individual
variation (due to factors such as regional or age variation that weren’t tested in
this study), but one might expect to see at least some speakers with a neutral
probability of employing the variant. The question remains, then, as to exactly
why a split emerges among the speakers in this study. That is, what might the
speakers of these two groups of speakers have in common that was not captured
in the study?
Given that speakers were chosen so that they would share as many
demographic traits as possible, it is difficult to attribute these findings to anything
other than idiosyncratic preferences. While there is some variation in age among
speakers, it does not correspond to the split in epithesis usage. It seems that the
most promising avenue of future research would entail a much larger sample of
speakers, an attitudinal survey, and a more sophisticated metric for studying
socio-economic status, such as the notion of linguistic market, introduced by
Bourdieu and Boltanski (1975) and illustrated by Sankoff and Laberge (1978).
The idea of the linguistic market is that a person’s language use will be shaped by
their complex social situation, which goes beyond gender, age, and social class to
include information about speakers’ family, history, work experience, etc., such
that speakers are judged to be more or less likely to want to adhere to the most
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standard variety of the language. If applied to the current study, one would expect
to find that speakers with a low probability of using vowel epithesis would have
the most motivation to want to conform to ‘standard French’.
A preliminary analysis of three couples from this study indicates that such
an approach could prove useful. Serge and Sophie, the only couple of speakers
who both have a low probability of epithesis, are both schoolteachers. They also
host study-abroad students throughout the year (whereas the other couples
participate only in the six-week-long program from which the study subjects were
recruited), meaning they are likely to try to conform to the standard language both
at work and at home, all year long. Now consider the case of Audrey and Alain,
the only couple of speakers who both have a high probability of using epithesis.
They work together in a hair salon that they own and run, where building and
maintaining a positive relationship with clients is essential. They are also a very
outgoing couple and enjoy hosting social gatherings in their home. One can easily
imagine that the importance of standard French usage is relatively low for them.
On the contrary, they should be more likely to use a more non-standard variety of
French in order to widen and strengthen their social network. Finally, consider the
case of Claire and Christophe. Claire, who has a higher probability of using
epithesis, is a cooking demonstrator, and Christophe, who has a low probability of
using epithesis, is the director of a medical clinic. Again, given the different
nature of their occupations and the kind of communication that is involved, one
can imagine that use of a more standard variety of French is more important for
Christophe than for Claire, who would instead be more interested in building a
friendly rapport with her audience (and thus using more non-standard language).
Thus, the results of the variable rule analysis above suggest that epithesis is in
part conditioned by the speaker’s background, which itself may be assessed using
a more in-depth ethnographic analysis of study participants.
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5.2. The role of gender
As stated before, the results of this study cannot support the claim that
women, as a group, are more likely to use epithesis than men. Even if Alain’s data
are excluded, there is no significant difference, as shown in Table 5.
Speaker sex
Men (excluding Alain)
Women

% tokens
with epithesis
21.4

N

Total

90

420

24.0 138

574

2

(χ =.94, p=.332).
Table 5. Rates of epithesis for men and women, excluding Alain’s data
A wide range of usage is demonstrated within both sex groups, and it is in fact
two men who have the highest likelihood of using vowel epithesis. Nor can it be
concluded that all speakers will be more likely to use epithesis when speaking to
women, given that interlocutor sex was not shown to be a significant factor. Note
the caveat here: the above analysis tests the effect of interlocutor sex on all
speakers, male and female. One might wonder whether interlocutor sex has an
effect for some speakers and not for others. At present, there is not enough data to
run separate analyses on each speaker, but a clue can be found by running two
more variable rule analyses on the current data set, one using only tokens where
the interlocutor is a woman and one with those where the interlocutor is a man.
This produces overall similar results with the exception of the group

SPEAKER

as

shown in Table 6. Here, a more complex gender effect begins to emerge.
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Interlocutor = f
Speaker
Weight %
Audrey
.80
45.8
Claire
.76
19.6
Marianne .72
40.0
Patricia
.16
9.6
Sophie
.07
4.9
Alain
.89
65.2
Christophe .46
10.8
Marcel
.13
22.4
Paul
.83
37.3
Serge
.30
14.0
Range
.82

Interlocutor = m
N Total Weight %
N
27 59
.62
30.9 17
9 49
.55
24.0 13
20 50
.66
44.0 22
5 52
.27
28.0 14
4 82
.21
9.3 7
60 92
.86
64.9 74
4 37
.22
9.5 6
13 58
.18
16.3 7
19 51
.74
42.9 27
7 50
.28
12.7 7
.68

Total
55
52
50
50
75
114
63
43
63
55

Table 6. Speaker effect as conditioned by interlocutor sex
Comparing column f with column m, the range of factor weights differs
considerably, with a wider range when the interlocutor is female. GoldVarb uses
ranges to determine the relative significance of factor groups, so a group with a
high range will rank highly among all significant factor groups. The group
SPEAKER

thus has a stronger impact on the choice of variant when the interlocutor

is female. Eight of the ten factor weights are closer to .50 (meaning no effect)
when the interlocutor is male than when the interlocutor is female (e.g., the
weight for Marianne is .72 when speaking to women and .66 when speaking to
men). This can be interpreted to mean that speakers who are likely to use epithesis
are even more likely to do so with women, and speakers who are not likely to use
epithesis (with the exception of Christophe and Serge) are even less likely to do
so with women. If epithesis is largely associated with the speech of women
(meaning speakers assume epithesis is a feminine speech trait), the group that is
more likely to use epithesis is converging with women, while the group less likely
to use it is mostly diverging. This would be similar to the results of Thakerar et
al. (1982), who found that speakers accommodated their speech according to
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stereotypes, but not actual features of their interlocutors’ speech. The most
significant exception to the above observation is Christophe, who is in the antiepithesis group but converges with women. It must also be noted here that not all
percentages correlate with the differences in probability, as before. Claire, for
example uses epithesis slightly more often with men, but is significantly more
likely to use it with women. Claire’s overall low rate of epithesis is mostly due to
the low number of tokens with a rising-falling contour, and the fact that Claire
uses epithesis more often with men can be attributed to the fact that she also uses
a rising-falling contour more often with men (25% vs. 10%). The percentages
must therefore be regarded with caution.
6. Conclusion and future research
In comparing the results of the current study with previous ones,
especially Fagyal’s (1998) study arguing for mostly prosodic conditioning of
epithesis, it seems likely that vowel epithesis variation has evolved over the last
few decades. I suggest that vowel epithesis emerged as a prosodic boundary
effect, perhaps employed first by many speakers but adopted most heavily in the
speech of young women. As it became increasingly associated with a certain
pragmatic and social value, it seems to have spread to contexts other than at the
end of a rising-falling intonation. I suggest that speakers are aware of it as a
linguistic stereotype (e.g. Labov 1972) and that they will tend to either adopt it or
avoid it in their own speech, although no speakers avoid it altogether.
Although neither speaker nor interlocutor sex was shown to predict the use
of vowel epithesis, this study raises a couple of questions concerning epithesis as
a gender marker. The first is whether the finding that epithesis usage has spread to
men’s speech would hold with a larger sample size. The second is to what extent
speakers associate epithesis with women’s speech, and whether this association
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affects their own use of it.

This question could be better answered by

incorporating judgment tasks and/or attitudes surveys into the study procedure.
Future research should address other complexities of vowel epithesis
variation, such as whether more than one ‘type’ of epithesis, for example an
emphatic (affected) and non-emphatic epithetic vowel, can be identified. This
would allow to distinguish epithesis that results as a simple boundary effect from
that which carries meaning independently of (or in conjunction with) a risingfalling intonation. It would also allow for studying whether different phonetic
productions of epithesis do indeed correspond to different judgments from
listeners, and whether those judgments are also influenced by gender. In
particular, it ought to be demonstrated that more exaggerated uses of epithesis are
in fact judged more negatively by native speakers, especially by those who tend to
avoid epithesis in their own speech. From this point, future studies will need to
account for a variety of social variables, including age and socioeconomic status,
in order to develop a more nuanced understanding of vowel epithesis usage.
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