ﬁ' Russian Journal of Linguistics 2022 Vol. 26 No. 4 995-1011
ISSN 2687-0088 (print), ISSN 2686-8024 (online) http://journals.rudn.ru/linguistics

https://doi.org/10.22363/2687-0088-32349

Research article / Hay4yHas cTaTbs

Pushing the boundaries:
Marginal phonemes and dialogic interaction

Nicholas EVANS 2D

Australian National University, Australian Research Council Centre of Excellence
for the Dynamics of Language (CoEDL), Canberra, Australia
D<Inicholas.evans@anu.edu.au

Abstract

Phonemes with restricted distribution represent an interesting analytic challenge. Well-known
sources include the adoption of certain phonemes from other languages in borrowed words,
emerging phonemic splits, and special phonological subsystems (e.g. ideophones). This paper aims
to widen our conception of such marginal phonemes, by incorporating another source: specific vocal
gestures called into play in interactional settings. Our initial puzzle involves a restricted phoneme
set in the Papuan language Nen: two classes of sounds are restricted to interactive contexts, namely
interjections and deictics. These sounds are the nasal vowels 4, ¢, and the glottal fricative 4. Several
questions arise here. Should these restricted sounds be considered part of the phoneme system? How
did they evolve? How does their presence interact with seemingly equivalent sounds in neighbouring
languages, in contexts of possible loanwords? We then pass to two other languages where sounds
that are unquestionably phonemes have, in at least some phonotactic positions, clear correlations
with interactive uses: initial /0/ in English, essentially restricted to words of person (thou), space
(that), time (then), or discourse deixis (the, though), and glottal stops with morphemic function in
Bininj Kunwok, restricted to immediate aspect', addressee-engaged demonstratives, and kinship
vocatives. It is already known that non-phonemic speech sounds (e.g. what is written mhm in
English) are used in interaction. This paper proposes that the special phonetics of interaction can
integrate further into the sound system and, in such cases as those presented here, either expand the
phonological system in absolute terms by adding new phonemes, or expand the phonotactic
possibilities of phonemes already occurring in other phonotactic positions.

Keywords: marginal phonemes, Nen, Bininj Kunwok, voiced dental fricatives, restricted phonemes,
phonologisation

! ‘Immediate aspect’ indicates that the event is unfolding in the here and now. Bininj Kunwok lacks
a present tense inflection (using a general ‘non-past’), so in some circumstances this would be
translated by an English present tense, but the semantics is more precise, drawing attention to the
immediacy of the situation.
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AHHOTAIUSA

HccnenoBanue (poHEM ¢ OrpaHHMYSHHON AUCTPUOYIIMEH — 3TO HHTEPECHAasl aHaJUTUYECKas 3aa4a.
XOpoII0 U3BECTHBIE NCTOUYHUKH BKITIOUAIOT YCBOCHUE OMPE/ICIEHHBIX (POHEM U3 JPYTHX S3BIKOB B
3aMMCTBOBAHHBIX CJIOBaX, BO3HMKAIOIIee paclieIvieHne GoHeM U crienyalibHble (DOHOJIOTNYeCKUe
nojcucTeMsl (Hampumep, uaeopoHsl). Llens 3Toi cTaTbu — pacIIMPUTH HAIIM TPEJCTaBICHHS
0 Takoro poja (oHEMax C OTpaHHMYCHHOW NUCTPUOyNIWEH IOCPEICTBOM IPHUBJICYECHUS APYIUX
HCTOYHMKOB: CIIEIN(UUECKIX BOKAIBHBIX )KECTOB, BO3HUKAIOIINX B YCIOBHSIX MHTEepakuuu. Hamra
nepBast MpobieMa cBsi3aHa ¢ HabOpPOM OrpaHMYEHHBIX (POHEM B MAIyacCKOM S3bIKE HEH: Ba BUJA
3BYKOB OI'PaHNYEHBI MHTEPAKTHBHBIMI KOHTEKCTAMH, 3 IMCHHO MEXIOMETHAMH U ACHKTHICCKUMH
ciioBamu. K HIM OTHOCSTCS Ha3albHBIE TJIACHBIE d, €, 4 TAKXKE TIIOTTAIBHBIN (PUKATHBHBIA COTIIAC-
HBIX /1. 31€Ch BOBHUKAIOT HEKOTOPHIE BOMPOCHL. CIemyeT JIM CYNTaTh STH (POHEMBI C OTPaHMICHHON
quctpuOynueit yacteio poHemaTnueckoi cuctemsl? Kak onn Bo3umkiu? Kak oHM B3ammopei-
CTBYIOT B COCTAaBE€ 3aMMCTBOBAHHI CO 3ByKaMHU COCEIHHX SI3bIKOB, KQ)KyIIIUMHUCS 3KBUBAJICHTHBIMH?
3aTeM MbI IEPEeXOANUM K JABYM APYTHM S3bIKaM, I7e 3BYKH, HECOMHEHHO SBIISIOIIMEC (poHEMaMH,
UMEIOT, 10 MEHBIIEH Mepe, B HEKOTOPHIX (OHOTAKTUYECKMX MO3ZUIMAX SIBHbIE B3aUMOCBSI3H
C MHTEPaKTHUBHBIM HCIIOJIb30BaHUEM: HavaibHOE /0/ B aHTJIIMHCKOM SI3bIKE, KOTOPOE CYIIECTBEHHO
OTPaHMYEHO CIIOBaMH, BhIpaxkaromumu Jiuno (thou), mpocrpanctso (that), Bpems (then) wnm auc-
KypcHUBHBIM aeiikcucoM (the, though), u MophemHBII TBEpABIH TPUCTYIT B aBCTPATHHCKHX SI3BIKAX
TYHBHHBI'Y, TIO3UIIMOHHOE YNOTpeOJIeHHe KOTOPOro OTrpaHMUYeHO (HOpMaMH IJlaroja «HEIocpen-
CTBEHHOTO aCTEKTa»?, TAKIKE YKA3bIBAIOUIMMHU HA aJ[pecara JEMOHCTPATHBAMU M TEPMHUHAMH POJI-
cTBa B ()YHKIIMM BOKATHBOB. YK€ N3BECTHO, YTO B KOMMYHHUKAIINN HCHOJIB3YIOTCSA He(hOHEMAaTHYe-
CKHe 3BYKH peul (HampuMmep, 0003Hagaemble Kak mhm B aHTIHICKOM s13bIKe). B cTaThe BRICKA3HI-
BAeTCS MBICIb O TOM, YTO MHTEPAKTHBHAs ()OHETHKA MOXET B JalbHEWIIEM HHTETPHUPOBATHCS
B 3BYKOBYIO CUCTEMY M B CIIy4asX, IIOJOOHBIX OIMCAHHBIM, JUOO PacIIUpsATh (HOHOIOTUYECKYIO
CHCTEMY 3a CUeT BKJIIOUECHHs B Hee HOBBIX (pOHEM, JIMOO paciupsTh GOHOTAKTHYECKHE BOSMOXKHO-
cTH ()OHEM, BCTPEUAIOIIUXCSI B IPYTUX (POHOTAKTUYECKUX ITOZULIUSX.

KnroueBble ci10Ba: gouemvl ¢ 0epaHuteHHol oucmupubyyuell, HeH, AXulKu SYHEUHb2Y, 360HKUE
3yOHbIe ppuramusnl, QoHoro2U3aYUs

2 «HenocpeICTBEHHBIH acTIEKT» YKa3bIBAET Ha TO, YTO COOBITHE Pa3BOPAUMBAETCA 3/1ECH U Ceifuac.
B s13bIKax TyHBUHBI'Y OTCYTCTBYET (hOpMa HACTOSIIETO BpeMEHH (MUCIIOIb3YeTCs 00Iee «HEMpPOIIe -
mree»). XOoTs B HEKOTOPBIX CIIydasX MOKHO ObLJIO Obl TOBOPHTH O HACTOSILEM BPEMEHH, TEPMHUH
«HETIOCPE/ICTBEHHBIM acmeKT» sBisieTcst 0ojee TOYHBIM, TaK KakK MPUBJIEKAeT BHUMAaHHE K HEIo-
CPEICTBEHHOCTH CUTYaIUH.
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Dedication

With this modest offering I pay tribute to Igor Aleksandrovi¢ as a mentor,
friend, inspiration and mensch. Igor was asked to visit the Australian National
University in the early 1980s when I was just beginning my linguistic studies,
taking up an invitation by Anna Wierzbicka. He taught a course on Meaning Text
Linguistics which I had the good fortune to attend, and which offered a completely
different perspective on how to integrate meaning into grammatical description,
particularly at the interface between lexicon, meaning and syntax. He made a deep
impression on a group of us who were just starting out on our careers as linguists.
Quite apart from his linguistic work, including a crucial article (Melchuk 1979) that
led Australianist linguists like Cliff Goddard (1982) to argue for a significantly
different analysis of Australian case systems he mesmerised us as a larger-than-life
figure. A memorable example was his lunchtime talk to the Linguistics Students
Association on ‘Why I am a linguist in Montréal and not in Moscow’, whose
Tolstoyan dimensions left the succeeding speaker (the late Michael Silverstein)
standing waiting for the seminar room to become free until in desperation he began
his own seminar in the corridor. Equally memorable were his inexhaustible
repertoire of jokes, his complete independence of thought on all topics, and his love
of cross-country skiing, a passion he shared with David Wilkins and myself in the
Snowy Mountains. These deep impressions led to him being invited back to
Australia a number of times, greatly enriching the linguistic scene here.

In these mad times, when his beloved Odessa lives in the shadow of a senseless
war, one of his replies during a seminar on Meaning-Text Theory sticks in my mind.
He had spent the whole seminar tracing the whole derivation of a sentence (I forget
which) from the level of a meaning network to its linear surface form. Bob Dixon,
though willing to concede that this example had worked, felt the urge to ask him
something along the lines of: ‘that’s all very well, but not all speakers would accept
this form. How do you deal with speakers who might disagree?’ With a twinkle in
his eye, Igor replied ‘My solution is simple, and characteristically Soviet: I shoot
them!” In another episode he told us about how during his time doing Soviet military
service he managed to earn the right for him and his company to keep hidden the
mufti they needed to go out at nights incognito. In competition with three swearing
army sergeants, renowned for their mastery of swearing (mat), he compiled and
memorised a vast combinatoric table of obscene linguistic elements and used it to
outlast his rival in a competition to see who could swear the longest without
repeating themselves: ‘My soulless, inhuman technique vanquished these inspired
intuitive masters’ (email from IM to author, 18/1/2018).
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Igor, I could never associate the words ‘soulless’ or ‘inhuman’ with you, and
however much you try to remain in the realm of technique you cannot escape being
inspired and intuitive!

So happy birthday, dear friend and teacher!

1. Introduction

Igor Melchuk chose, as an opening quote to one of his many masterpieces, the
Explanatory Combinatorial Dictionary of Modern Russian (Melchuk & Zholkovsky
1984: 34, 38), the following lines from Vladimir Nabokov:

«...0n5 yma ‘And no obstruction for the sage
Buumamenvrnozo nem epanuybi Exists where I have put The End;
Tam, 20e nocmasun mouxy s: The shadows of my world extend
Tlpoonennwiii npuspax 6etmus Beyond the skyline of the page,
Cuneem 3a uepmou cmpanuyul, Blue as tomorrow’s morning haze —
Kax 3aempawnue obnaka, Nor does this terminate the phrase’.
U ne xonuaemcesi cmpoxkay

Brnagumup Habokos «Jlap» Vladimir Nabokov ‘The Gift’

This awareness of what lies beyond the boundaries is typical Mel’¢ukian
paradox, since one of the hallmarks of Igor’s work has always been to neatly delimit
a set of phenomena and then to investigate them with ruthless rigor. The present
offering explores one such delimitation, and also pushes the boundaries in terms of
how this current special issue is conceived. It is not about Meaning Text Theory,
though it does explore one corner of the Linguistic Universe and at least touches on
a phenomenon close to what lordanskaja and Melchuk (2017) call ‘pragmatémes’.
And, vast as the range of topics which Igor has tackled in his lifetime, it does not to
my knowledge treat a topic he has written about. Nonetheless, at least from the
point of view of this author it reflects two ways in which my own work has been
inspired by his.

Firstly, his interest in the application of ‘calculi of possibilities’ to exploring
the design space of possible linguistic phenomena, something he has advocated and
employed widely (see e.g. Melchuk 2006). It was through my interactions with Igor
that I realised that while many linguists with intellectual roots in the English-
speaking world unconsciously take Darwin’s induction from the sprawling jungle
of natural organisms as the relevant scientific paradigm, for many from the Russian-
speaking tradition it is rather Mendeleev who is the ‘type scientist’, with his
demonstration of how apparent gaps in the ‘calculus of possibilities’ (in his case,
the periodic table of elements) can be filled if we look in the right places.

Secondly, I was always struck by the following puzzle. While Igor’s
professional interests in linguistics rarely if ever focused on interaction,
conversation or pragmatics, he is in fact one of the most interactive people I have
ever met, drawing an enchanted and intense circle around all sorts of people who
come into contact with him. I hope that by the end of this article the connection
between these two points and the topic I examine here will become apparent.
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Here, then, is the problem we pose in this contribution: how do we deal with
putative phonemes which appear to be confined to words found only in interactional
settings? And what are the means by which they arise?

Determining the number of phonemes in a language is a fundamental and
heuristically initial problem in the study of any language. But this is often a less
simple question than it appears, because of the existence of what are often called
‘marginal’ phonemes. And phonemes may be marginal for many reasons. They may
be confined to loanwords (like English /&/ in French scanner /skaene/ ‘to scan’, or
/x/ in the pronunciation of Arabic loanwords in the Indonesian of some
(predominantly Muslim) speakers, like /xabar/ <kabar ~ khabar> ‘news’). Or they
may be limited (either absolutely, or in terms of particular phonotactic positions) to
onomatopoeic or ideophonic words. In Kisi, for example (Childs 1988: 172—-173)
the particular properties of ideophone phoneme inventories include allowing word-
initial labial-velar stops (/gb/), as in /gboling-gboling/ ‘ringing, switching’, a
specially raised and lengthened nasal vowel /a/, word-final voiceless vowels, and
the presence of a schwa phoneme. And in Nungon (Sarvasy 2016) word-initial
consonant clusters like k7 and br only occur in ‘warblish’ — ideophonic imitations
of birdsong. The case that interests us here, though, constitutes a third type, which
to my knowledge has not been examined in the literature:* the existence of
phonemes that are confined, either absolutely or in particular phonotactic
environments, to interactional contexts.

We begin by examining the phenomenon in Nen (§2), the language where [
was most clearly forced to confront the phenomenon. I then pass to some other
languages — Bininj Kunwok and Dalabon in northern Australia (§3), but also, less
exotically, English (§4), before concluding in §5. It is not my goal to explore the
phenomenon across the world’s languages — a vast undertaking that would burst the
bounds of my allocated space — but to draw attention to the phenomenon as a first
step in confronting it properly.

2. Marginal phonemes in Nen and their interactional setting

Nen is a Papuan language of the Yam family — see Evans (2014, 2015a,b) for
basic grammatical information. Here we focus on its phonological system, for
which more detailed information can be found in Evans & Miller (2016). In

31 distinguish cases like those we will be discussing, where interactionally-derived sounds
behave like phonemes, in the sense of combining with other phonemes to build morphemes and
words, from the use of non-combining sounds for interactional purposes. Dingemanse et al. (2013),
in their discussion of the sound approximated in their article as “huh?’, is one such case; others are
e.g. the use of the reduplicated dental click to express disapproval in English (variously rendered
tut-tut or tsk-tsk in English orthography), or the use of /'(only in the word /a) to shoo away dogs in
a number of languages of Anhem Land (e.g. Bininj Kunwok) which lack fricatives in their normal
phoneme inventory. While broadly relevant to the argument advanced here, in the sense of showing
how interaction calls forth a wider palette of sounds than those on the regular phonemic inventory,
they differ because of their lack of combinatoric options.
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particular, I focus on the status of three marginal phonemes: the nasalised vowels
/a/ and /&/, and the glottal fricative /h/.

The phoneme inventory for Nen is given in Figures 1 (consonants) and 2
(vowels). Most phonemes in this inventory are richly attested. However, each of the
three phonemes at issue here are marginal, in terms both of the number of words
they occur in and their contexts of occurrence, and so are placed in rounded brackets
(as distinct from angle brackets, used for graphemes where these depart from the
standard IPA values; this is the practical orthography to be used here).

Bilabial Dental/ Alveolar | Palatal Velar Labial Velar | Glottal
Plosive p t k RB <g>
b d g gb <g>
Prenasalised | ™b "d ng Ngb (ng)
Plosive
Affricate dz <z>
Prenasalised "o3 <nz>
affricate
Nasal m n n (A)
Trill r
Fricative 3 (h)
Approximant jly) w
Lateral |
Approximant

Figure 1. Nen consonant phonemes

Front Mid Back
High i 1<i> u
Mid e (8) ot o
Low 2 <E> a (a)

Figure 2. Nen vowel phonemes

Let us now exemplify these marginal phonemes one at a time. Since the
number of words they occur in is small and finite — in contrast with all other
phonemes of the language — we will give complete listings.

First, /&/. This is confined to two interactional words. The first of these is the
word for ‘yes’, €, as in (1).

1 Bm be-gre n-ng-m? E ta-gre w-ng-m
2ABS  2SG-alone  2SG-AWAY-be:nd Yes 1SG-alone 1SG-AWAY-be:nd
‘Are you going on your own?’ ‘Yes, I'm going on my own.’

4 Schwas in Nen are almost entirely predictable epenthetically, with the exception of a couple of
words where they occur word-initially. When predictable, they are simply not written, e.g. <ksnam>
[knm] ‘come!” Word-initially they are written as <a>. /o/ and /V/ are both short and in their phonology
are rather reminiscent of the jers in early Slavic.
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If this were only our example, it would be easy to relegate it to the realm of
once-off sounds comparable to what is represented orthographically in English as
mhm. However, it also occurs in one of the demonstratives, gehé ~ géhé, roughly
translatable as ‘that one there — you should be able to find it easily, following my
point’. In this demonstrative the last vowel is always /é/; nasality may or may not
creep back to the preceding vowel.

2 Bd y-m gehé
3ABS  3SG-be:nd DEM
‘There he is; here, this one is him (with pointing accompaniment)’

3 Tande nne bermber gehé
18G.POSS  food(ABS)  portion(ABS) DEM
‘Here’s my portion (accompanying presentation of something).’

Each of these two words — é ‘yes’ and ehé ‘this/that one here/there’ — are
‘interactional’ in the sense that they only make sense in closely-coupled dialogic
contexts, the first as a response by one party to a question by the other, and the
second when one party guides the attention of the other through pointing or
presentation.

Now consider the other nasal vowel, /a/. This is a slightly different case to /¢&/.
One of the words it occurs in is clearly interactional, while the other is an
onomatopoeic bird name (and recall that onomatopoeic words and ideophones were
mentioned above as another place where marginal phonemes are found).

Giving the interactional example first, there is a word /aha/ or /ahd/, whose
primary use is in handing something to another person — something like ‘here you
are’ in English, though there are other languages with special interjections to signal
this, such as the word nja! In Bininj Gunwok / Mayali (Evans 1992). Examples are
given in (4) and (5). There is also a secondary use, not exemplified here, with a
meaning close to English ‘sprung!’ (but also one sense of ‘aha!’), uttered when you
have come across your interlocutor at the moment of doing something they
shouldn’t be doing.

4 Aha dambs  bm t-parma-o
here.you.are  one 2SG(ERG) 38G.0-break.banana.off.bunch-IMP.SG
‘Here you are (offering a bunch of bananas), break one off!’
5 Aha Gbae ynd begta tande yép
2ABS [name] 1SG(ERG) 2SG.OBL 1SG.POSS bag(ABS)
rdm-s-t n-ng-a-w-apap-nd-n
give-INF-AL 2SG.0-AWAY-BEN-TR-begin-ND-1SG.S

‘Here, Gbae, I’'m about to give you my bag.’

The other place this phoneme occurs (for some speakers only) is in the name
of the ‘whistling kite’, a type of bird. According to the speaker, this word is
pronounced in one of four ways: sikaka ~ sikdaka ~ sinkanka ~ sinkanka. Each of
these is phonologically anomalous in some respect. In the first two there are nasal
vowels (in non-interactional words). In the third version we have the abnormal
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sequence yk (/mg/, with voiced /g/ preceded by /y/, would be alright, since
prenasalised voiced stops occur, but there is no other case of a voiceless stop
preceded by a homorganic velar nasal). And in the fourth version we have a
heterorganic nasal + stop sequence /VnkV/; this is permitted at the phonemic level
in Nen but the sequence nk would normally be broken up by an epenthetic vowel
(see footnote 3 above), to give *[sinokanoka], whereas the attested pronunciation
among the speakers is [sinkanka].

In any case, what is important here is that for some speakers, at least, the name
of the bird® includes a nasal /3/ (with further optional backwards propagation of
nasality, as we saw with ahd ~ dha ‘here you are’ and gehé ~ géhé ‘this/that one
I’'m indicating’).

Let us now pass from the nasal vowels /a/ and /&/ to the other marginal
phoneme in Nen: the glottal fricative /h/. This is an interesting case, because Nen
speakers are impressively multilingual, due to rules of clan exogamy that typically
constitute bilingual households in which husband and wife speak different
languages (Evans 2012a) and on top of that there is substantial exposure to English
as a modern lingua franca. As a result, Nen speakers also knowing the neighbouring
and closely related language Nmbu are familiar with, and use when speaking Nmbu,
the phoneme /h/, which is in fact the regular reflex of Nen /s/, as can be seen from
cognate pairs like Nen /sakr/ Nmbo /hakr/ ‘brother, boy’; Nen /samba/ Nmbo
/hamba/ ‘village’; Nen /suri/ Nmbo /huri/ ‘true’.® However, I do not know of any
loanword from Nmbo into Nen that preserves the /h/ phoneme from Nmbo. The
situation with English loanwords is rather different: according to their degree of
familiarity with English, Nen speakers retain or drop English /h/ from loanwords
like headmaster (> Nen /hedmasta/ ~ /edmasta/) or horse (> Nen /hos/ ~ /os/). In
these cases the /h/ is word-initial and not connected with any unusual behaviour in
adjoining segments. What we see with English loans, then, is a highly variable
treatment of initial /h/, reflecting the complexities of how much English the
speakers have in their repertoire.

In contrast to all of this, the situation with /h/ in interactional words is quite
stable. All Nen speakers, in all contexts, reliably pronounce the /h/ in the words we
have already seen, namely the two words /aha/ and /gehé&/. As far as I know (based
on an initial collection of around 4,000 vocabulary items, given in Evans 2019)
these are the only words with this phoneme. It is striking that in both cases the /h/
precedes a nasal phoneme (and of course that these are in turn restricted phonemes).
This appears to be an instance of what Matisoff (1975) called rhinoglottophilia —
the connection between laryngeal (glottal) and nasal articulations. He proposed that
the effect was due to the acoustic similarity between glottal and nasal segments:
both produce antiformants, due to their branched resonators, namely both nasal and

5 For another bird-related Papuan example with a nasal vowel absent from the general phonemic
system, see Mian, though here it is a matter of bird calls rather than bird names: ‘Nasal vowels are
not phonemic in Mian but the cry of a crow is consistently emulated as 4éé.” (Fedden 2011: 580).

¢ See Evans et al. (2018) for some regular sound correspondences. However, for Nmbo speakers

the status of /h/ is tenuous, since younger speakers tend to drop it word initially (Kashima 2020).
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oral cavities for nasal vowels, and both for glottals and laryngeals in the case of /h/,
since the space below the glottis acts as a second resonator.’

What we have in the case of /h/, then, is a double distribution: a
sociolinguistically-fluctuating distribution, word-initially, without other phonetic
consequences, in the case of /h/ in loanwords, coupled with a sociolinguistically-
fixed usage, by all speakers, in just a couple of interactional words, and in each case
clearly associated with following nasal vowels.

More generally, to draw together our examination of marginal Nen phonemes
in this section:

(a) The three relevant Nen phonemes — /a/, /& and /h/ — are all confined to
interactional contexts, namely the interjections /aha/ ‘here you are’, /&/ ‘yes’ and
/gehé/ ‘over here/there, look!’.

(b) Each of these marginal phonemes is invariant across the speaker
population, in contrast to what appear phonetically to be comparable marginal
phonemes either in onomatopoeic words (sikaka ~ sikaka ‘whistling kite’) or
loanwords (hedmasta ~ edmasta ‘headmaster’)

(c) The nasal-vowel and glottal-fricative marginal phonemes are closely
interlinked, exhibiting an interesting form of rhinoglottophilia: interactive /h/ only
occurs in intervocalic position before a nasal vowel, and all interactive words of
more than one syllable that contain a nasal vowel also contain an /h/.

Should these be included as regular phonemes or not? There is no
straightforward answer to the question. /&/ forms a minimal pair with /e/ (‘cry’, a
preverb [Evans 2019]), but for the others it is impossible to find an exact minimal
pair because of the presence of two, mutually conditioned, restrictive phonemes
(i.e. since both a nasalised vowel, and an /h/, are co-present, it is not possible to find
a word differing on just one of these). In other words we can contrast eC<nasai>e
with éhé (as in gege ‘son’ vs géhé ‘over here/there, look!”), but we can’t
independently vary the vowel nasality and the glottal articulation to construct
contrasts on just one of those.

If we appeal to number of words the case for including them is weak; on the
other hand they exhibit regular phonotactics apart from the rhinoglottophilia effects
just mentioned. The most convincing answer is probably to say that they are
phonemes, but not regular ones: that the phonology is structured around a core of
fully regular phonemes augmented by an outer layer of more restricted ones, to
which /a/, /&/, and /h/ belong. And unlike all other phonemes, for which it is not
possible to find a unifying semantic or pragmatic characteristic, these three
restricted phonemes all have a strong ‘interactional’ flavour — in each case they
occur in contexts where the dialogic element of language is particularly salient: the
interaction between speaker and hearer across question-and-answer (€ ‘yes’),

" For further examples of rhinoglottophilia see e.g. Krim, which lacks contrastive nasal vowels
but in which are strongly nasalised after /h/, Pirahd which exhibits similar nasalisation effects after
/h/ and /?/, and Inor (Gurage, Ethiopia) which has developed nasal vowels where there were etymo-
logical laryngeals/pharyngeal consonants. See Ahland (2006) and Boivin (1996).
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request-and-fulfilment (ahd ‘here you are’) or training of mutual attention (géhé
‘here/there, look!”).

3. An English puzzle: initial /6/ vs /8/

After our initial discussion of a little-known Papuan language, Nen, the reader
may ask how relevant such obscure languages are to general questions of
linguistics. It therefore behoves us to return to a well-studied language, English, to
show that comparable effects are to be found there, in a different guise, namely the
distribution between /6/ and /d/ in word-initial position.

As is well-known, English contrasts fricatives, by voicing, at several points of
articulation, and in all major phonotactic positions — word-initial (fee/ vs veal),
word-medial (elfish vs elvish) and final (life vs live®). Curiously, however, the
contrast between /8/ and /0/ (unhelpfully represented by the same digraph <th>) is
not found in all three positions. While occasional minimal pairs can be found word-
finally, particularly in association with noun-verb heterosemy: wreath [0] (n.),
wreath [0] (v.); teeth [0] (n.), teeth [0] (v.), mouth [0] (n.), mouth [0] (V.).

However, there are basically’ NO minimal pairs word-initially: both phonemes
are found in word-initial position, but they are assorted by lexeme, as in Table 1.

Table 1. English /6/ vs /8/ in word-initial position

0 0

thick, think this, these

thin that. those

through then

thresh there, thither, thence
thew, three, thigh thou, thee, thy
thought though

theft they, them, their
thalidomide the

thank than

Different scholars have commented on the semantics of this division. Minkova
(2011: 39) refers to it as ‘initial voicing [of [0] ~ [0] — NE] in ... function and
pronominal words’.!? She points out that this distinction was already present in Old

8 The deficiencies of English orthography make it necessary to specify that the pronunciation of
live intended here is /laiv/, as in ‘live wire’ or ‘live show’.

% Depending a bit on where we draw the boundaries. If we include the archaic thy, then thy vs
thigh is a minimal pair. If we allow multi-word sequences, with this Il [01sel] (< this will) contrasts
minimally with thistle [81sal]. Both these pairs contrast a closed-class, interactional word with an
open-class noun.

19 Bickel & Nichols (2007) introduce the notion of ‘eidemic resonance’ to account for how
‘forms of a paradigm often resonate with each other through alliteration, rhyme, or other
paronomasia, but without entailing any consistent semantics. Rather, the resonances serve to
structure paradigms, compartmentalize the lexicon, and provide psycholinguistic processing cues.’
They see it as ‘probably best attested in small closed lexical paradigms such as personal pronouns,
basic kin terms ..., essential deictics, and the like, but also ... in inflectional paradigms’. While there
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English, and calls it a ‘transparent case of prosodically induced change’, without
discussing why prosody should operate differently in precisely this set of words;
elsewhere (Minkova 2014: 94ff) she argues that it operates in words that usually
appeared in prosodically weak positions. Further, she advances a scenario
(synthesising analyses by Bennett (1955) and Lass (1992: 41) in which °/6-/ was
categorically voiced in initial position in Old English (West Saxon, Kentish, or
West Mercian)’ (ibid: 40), with ‘a later reversal of the initial voicing in major class
words, presumably under dialectal influence from the northern areas where the
voicing did not occur’ (ibid: 40). This raises the question, though, of why all and
only the ‘major class’ words should be subject to the devoicing influence of other
dialects.

Lass (1992: 59) characterises the group of modern forms with initial /d/ as
‘deictics like the, this, that, these, there, then, thou and a few conjunctions like
though’. He states that these normally occur ‘under low sentence stress’, but while
this is certainly true'! for words like the and perhaps though it is far from true when
deictics are used as one-word answers in ignorative-deictic sequences (Karcevski
1941, Wierzbicka 1980, Evans 2012b) like Which? This!, When? Then! Or Where?
There.

This characterisation by Lass can be pushed further. Of the words beginning
with /0/ in Table 2, it is not unreasonable to say that are all are in fact deictics: of
space in this/these, that/those, and there/thither/thence, of person in thou/thee/thy,
of time in then, of presupposed identifiability (i.e. discourse deixis) in the, and of
speaker beliefs about the expected compatibility of two events in though. The only
apparent exception is than, but the etymology of this goes back to Old English
panne, a variant of ponne (‘then, since, because’), in turn from Proto-Germanic
*pan (‘at that, at that time, then’), so that at least etymologically it is also a deictic.
Aside from than, all these words are fundamentally interactional in synchronic
terms, although they take in a wider range of interaction types than the Nen words
examined in §2. On the other hand, none of the words with /0/ are deictic or
interactional in this sense. We therefore have a very clear semantic partition of the
two realisations: interactional for /0/, non-interactional for /6/.

Before going on it is necessary to address another possible explanation:
frequency. Could it be the case that is simply the higher-frequency words that
exhibit the voiced forms? It turns out that this is only partially true. If we take the
listing of English word frequencies at (ENA, 13 October 2022)!2, and look at the
top 200 words by frequency, we find that 17 begin with /0/ or /0/, and that there is
a correlation, but not an absolute one. In terms of frequency, we find the ranking in
Table 2.

are similarities to the present case, they do not specifically mention that eidemic resonance can
condition allophonic differences, nor do the cases discussed here form a paradigm in the strict sense.
' And of course ‘normally’ is not categorical: in a sentence like Igor is THE expert on this the
article receives full stress but retains its initial voicing.
12 https://frequencylist.com
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Table 2. Frequency rankings of words beginning with interdental fricatives,
top 200 words of English®®

0 0
Freq # Freq #
4 the
9 that
18 this
38 think
51 they
70 there
73 thing
83 there
91 them
93 then
119 thank
130 these
140 those
163 than
178 their
188 three
191 thanks

Source: ENA, 13 October, 2022.

The data in Table 2 suggest that although frequency is a correlation with
voicing of dental fricatives, the correlation is not perfect. It is therefore unlikely
that frequency is, in itself, the reason for the split distribution we find in English.
We have also rejected, above, the idea that these simply reflect low sentence stress.
The issue thus remains an unresolved puzzle. It is useful, then, to look at another
language in which a particular phoneme has — at least in some positions — a highly
interaction-dependent distribution, and it is to this language — the Australian
language Bininj Kunwok — that we turn in the next section.

4. A clue from Bininj Kunwok

Bininj Kunwok'#, like many other languages of Arnhem Land, Northern
Australia (Harvey 1991, Evans 1995), has a phonemic glottal stop with a very
limited distribution.

In morpheme-final, syllable-final position it contrasts with zero in a few words,
e.g. kunwor ‘leaf’ vs kunwor? ‘satiation’, lar ‘sandpaper fig’ vs anlar? ‘callitris
pine’. In none of these cases does it form a minimal semantic contrast, in other

13 https:/frequencylist.com

14 Orthography for the language has now stabilised on this spelling; at the time of publishing my
pan-dialectal grammar (Evans 2003) the spelling Gun-wok for the second part of the name was still
prevalent.
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words it is not the glottal stop itself but the assemblage of sounds which gives the
morpheme its meaning. !>

On the other hand, there are three sets of words in which the glottal stop does
constitute a morpheme in itself:

(a) ‘immediate aspect’ on verbs (Evans 2003: 524-5) — something happening
in the here and now, forming minimal pairs with verbs lacking the glottal stop,
which typically have a generic sense. Cf payun ‘I eat’, ya?yun ‘1 am eating right
now’. In this use, the glottal stop directly follows the subject pronominal prefix
(here ya- ‘18G.SUBJ’) and precedes the verb stem (here yu ‘eat’; -n is the non-past
suffix).

(b) immediacy in some demonstrative contrasts (Evans 2003: 290-302). Cf
nabenu ‘the one over there’ vs nabe/nu ‘the one which you wanted to know about,
which is right here (presenting it at the moment of utterance)’, or nani ‘there (in a
series, e.g. a series of stops on a journey)’ but na/ni ‘this one right here (presenting
an object to the addressee’

(c) vocatives of some kin terms, e.g. be/u ‘auntie (referential)’ befu? ‘hey
auntie!’

Each of these uses is clearly interactional in the sense of relating the statement
to the here and now: in (a) it locates the unfolding action to the moment of speech,
in (b) it draws the addressee’s attention to an entity being presented for their
attention, and in (c) it summons the addressee by calling their attention through the
use of a kinship term.

While this generalisation is true of these basic uses, there are two constructions
in Bininj Kunwok which have taken these basic interactional uses and extended
them to non-interactional meanings:

(a) the immediate aspect also gets used in complements of perception verbs,
as in (6). This is best treated as a type of ‘displaced immediacy’, comparable to the
displaced deixis in direct speech (‘He thought: ‘There’s someone out there’”).

6 Ba-na-y ka-?-bandi
3SG.SUBJ:PST-see-P.PFV 3SG.SUBJ:PRES-IMM-hang.up(NPST)
‘He saw it hanging up’

(b) the vocative use gets used with address-based kinship verbs, e.g. in
nayalkury?me ‘1 call her yalkury ‘mother-in-law’. Here the /?/ is added to the kin
term nalkury ‘mother-in-law’ to form a displaced vocative, which is then
incorporated into the verb in a special ‘call OBJ kin’ construction, literally
‘I ‘mother-in-law!” call her’. See Evans (2000) for other examples of languages
which form ‘call Obj Kin’ verbs by incorporating kinship expressions into a verbal
stem,;

What is interesting about both these constructions is that they show how
semantics that originate in interactional settings can be adapted into less contextual

15 In at least one case, one word of such a pair is interactional in the sense used here: cf kun-wan
‘armpit’, wap? ‘well then; now; let’s move on to the next thing” (Evans 1992). However, as with the
other words exemplified here, the ? is not in itself a morpheme in this case.
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uses through displaced deictic use. Concomitantly, they show how phonemic
possibilities that are initially constrained by interactional settings may have their
uses widened as interactional meanings are adapted into other construction types.

5. Conclusion

We have explored three languages in which phonemes, marginal in one way
or another, are all linked to what we have broadly labelled ‘interactional uses’. In
Nen the relevant phonemes are the glottal fricative /h/ and the two nasal vowels /a/
and /&/, between them restricted to a handful of words only found in face-to-face
interaction: ‘here you are’, ‘over there look!’, ‘yes’. In English the marginality —
concerning the voicing of the dental fricatives /0/ and /8/ — is limited to word-initial
position. Elsewhere in the word the contrast serves other roles (e.g. limited
possibilities of converting nouns into verbs). But initially there is a clean cleavage
of /8/ into words that are synchronically or diachronically deictic, and /6/ into words
whose meaning is simply referential, and does not need to take interactional context
into account. In Bininj Kunwok the relevant phoneme is the glottal stop: while this
sound can occur intra-morphemically as part of referential lexical contrasts (e.g.
‘leaf” vs ‘satiation’) its primary use as a morpheme comprising a sole phoneme is
restricted to the three interactional senses of ‘immediate aspect (in the here and
now)’, ‘engaged attention’ (in demonstratives) and ‘calling the attention of
designated kin’ (in kinship vocatives).

What is common to all these examples is that particular vocal gestures — vowel
nasalisation (Nen), initial voicing of fricatives (English), glottal fricatives (Nen)
and glottal stops (Bininj Kunwok) — seem to arise, whether entirely (Nen) or in
some phonological or morphological positions (English, Bininj Kunwok) —
specifically in contexts of interaction.

We can hypothesise that what has happened, in such contexts, is that
suprasegmental prosodic signalling, aimed at attracting or directing the addressee’s
attention, has entered the speech system as part of the suite of paralinguistic and
prosodic sounds used to modulate conversational interaction (agreeing, pointing,
presenting...). In doing so, it has become associated with particular words or lexical
sets to the point where it has ceased to be simply ‘extraphonemic’, and begun to be
integrated into the core phonological system. Sometimes, as in Nen, this process is
at a very early stage, and the phoneme is only attested in a handful of words. At
other times, as in English, the process has advanced much further and is only
detectable in particular phonotactic positions.

If correct, the importance of this mechanism for our understanding of how
phonological systems evolve is that it removes the impermeable barrier between
‘extralinguistic’ speech sounds found just in interaction (but in a non-combining
way), and the set of phonemes which a language uses to construct new words and
morphemes. As examples of ‘extralinguistic’ speech sounds, we may consider the
discussion by Dingemanse et al. (2013) of the sound approximated in their article
as ‘huh?’, the use of the reduplicated dental click to express disapproval in English
(variously rendered tut-tut or tsk-tsk in English orthography), or the use of / (only
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in the word /a) to shoo away dogs in a number of languages of Arnhem Land (e.g.
Bininj Kunwok) which lack fricatives in their normal phoneme inventory. In each
of these cases, a full study of the communicative use of speech sounds in interaction
calls forth a wider palette of sounds than those on the regular phonemic inventory.
But, in contrast to the cases discussed here, the relevant sounds lack combinatoric
options.

In another of his important works, Igor and his long-term collaborator Lydia
Iordanskaja introduce the notion of ‘pragmatemes’ (pragmatémes in French),
defining them as follows:

‘Un formuléme est un pragmatéme si et seulement si il est contraint par rapport
a la situation extralinguistique de son utilisation.” (Iordanskaja & Melchuk 2017: 102)

This characterisation relates closely to the phenomena discussed in this article
— with the exception that pragmatemes are lexical or even phrasal items rather than
the phonological building blocks from which they are constructed. A bit further on
in the same book (p. 104), they point out that

‘toute unité¢ linguistique, y compris un syntagme compositionnel, peut étre
contrainte par la situation extralinguistique de son emploi’

The phenomena discussed here show that this observation can be applied to
the very building blocks of a language: its phonemes. The pragmatic demands of
interaction feed, over time, into the organised heart of the linguistic system, through
the impact of prosody on such features as nasalisation and glottal gestures for
signalling aspects of the here-and-now. And in this way the intense human
interaction which makes us all think of Igor with such vivid warmth, also has its
part to play in the never-ending creation and re-creation of our phonological
systems.
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