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1. Introduction 

Qu'est-ce que tu voulais dire? The preceding phrase, meaning What did you mean/want 

to say?, is a hallmark example of the current Parisian sound change. While standard 

pronunciation of the imperfect verb form voulais is generally considered [vulE], due to a 

sound change affecting many words voulais is now often pronounced [vule]. This change 

is quite significant, as many words that were once auditorially discemable from each 

other now sound exactly alike, thus forcing the listener to rely on context for intended 

meaning. The irony of the phrase Qu 'est-ce que tu voulais dire? is that in asking what a 

person meant to say, implying perhaps that someone pronounced a word that is usually 

[E] instead with [e], and that the listener could not distinguish which word was intended, 

the main verb of the question itself has variable pronunciations. In this thesis 1 I discuss 

the sound change from [E] to [e], including an analysis of in what environments it 

changes, the new pairing of allophones with phonemes, different types of sound change, 

and an analysis of data I generated and conclusions I made. 

1.2 Overview 

The thesis is organized in the following manner. Section two provides background 

information, section three details the French vowel system, section four discusses 

minimal pairs, section five analyzes the underlying reasons for the sound change, section 

six explores various types of change, section seven elaborates the procedure of gathering 

I I have many people to thank for helping me tremendously with writing and gathering data for my thesis. 
First and foremost, I would like to thank Professors Kari Swingle and Roseline Cousin. Without Professor 
Swingle's help I would not have come nearly as far with the phonetic analysis, and Professor Cousin 
helped me sort through some sociolinguistic ideas, as well as providing native-speaker intuition. Also, I 
thank Leah Samaru-Charles for reading and helping revise my drafts. I give many thanks to the 
respondents, who made the analysis possible. They are Martine Chauvet, Vincent Lartigue, Colette Roche, 
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data, section eight provides and analysis of the gathered data, section nine states what 

type of sound change Parisian French is undergoing, and section ten discusses 

conclusions. 

2. Background 

Parisian French is currently undergoing a sound change that affects the allophones of 

phonemes lei and lEI. Several linguists have noted that the lei ~ lEI vowel pair is shifting, 

yet research has not been published addressing exactly in what environments the vowels 

change, or possible reasons for the change. Pierre Leon (1979: 77), a prominent French 

linguist, notes that the lei ~ lEI vocalic opposition is currently tending to disappear, and 

he provides the following example as illustration. The pronunciation to the right of each 

word shows the standard pronunciation before change. 

(1 a) mange 

(1 b) mangealS 

However, although pronunciation once differentiated the two words, general tendency is 

now to pronounce both words with the same sound. 

(2) [mii3e] 

In a different publication by Leon (1976: 47), he again notes that the vowels are 

merging in Paris. He states that a recent phenomenon in Parisian French is that the sound 

of verbal endings which consist of ai, as well as words that end in ai, such as quai and 

Julia Schwartz, and the Bauzin family: Antoine, Christine, Gregory, and Oliver. Merci beaucoup a vous 
tous! 
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gai, has a tendency to transform from [E] to [e]. This is what is happening in examples 

(la) and (lb) above. The mid-open2
, lax3 [E] becomes a mid-closed, tense [e]. 

Albert Valdaman also notes that in Parisian French there is sometimes 

interchange between leI and leI, He suggests that if speakers who adhere to the 

Parisian norm are given a list often words which should be pronounced with the [E] 

allophone, it would be quite unlikely that all speakers would pronounce the words in 

exactly the same way (Valdman 1976: 58). 

While discussing phonological change and patterns, Joan Bybee (2001: 200) notes 

that final vowels are frequently tense in French. Since the Parisian trend is to go from lax 

to tense vowels, Bybee's statement reinforces the idea that the Parisian change is natural 

for the French language. Her statement gives weight to the idea that this change is not 

random, yet that it is a natural progression of the language. Let us now review the French 

vowel system. 

3. French Vowel System 

3.1 Trapezoid diagram 

The French vowel system is made up of seventeen vowels, including twelve oral and five 

nasal. The following is a diagram of the oral vowels as they are spatially arranged in the 

mouth. 

2 Aperture refers to how open or closed the mouth is when pronouncing a vowel. 
3 Lax vowels are opposed to tense vowels. For a lax vowel the mouth is looser and less rigid, while for a 
tense vowel the mouth is more tense and strained. 
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~ central EJ 
closed U 

mid closed e B 
mid open 

E ~ EJ 
a 

open 

/ \ "" unrouonded rounded unrouonded rounded 

3.2 Description of trapezoid 

V owels represented in the mouth in the classic trapezoidal form above are ranked in their 

degree of aperture from top to bottom: closed, mid-closed, mid-open, open This label 

represents how open or closed the mouth is when the vowel is pronounced. Also, from 

left to right, we measure the position of the vowel in the mouth, from left to right: front, 

central, back. Within the chart vowels are also classified as either rounded or unrounded. 

Rounded vowels require that the lips be rounded upon pronunciation, while for 

unrounded vowels the lips are more spread apart. The two vowels of interest in this study 

are lei and lEI, and the following discussion will show how they oppose each other as 

minimal pairs. 
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4. Minimal Pairs 

4.1 Definition 

One clear way to observe the differing allophones, [E] and [e], is to compare minimal 

pairs. Minimal pairs are words with different meanings, and the words sound alike 

except for one vowel or consonant that distinguishes them from each other. 4 For 

example, the words tes and taie are minimal pairs, with the following traditional 

pronunciations: 

(3a) tes [te] (yours: informal) 

(3b) taie [tE] (pillowcase) 

Pronunciation of the two words is thus distinguished by the two different allophones. 

4.2 Table of minimal pairs 

The following is a table of minimal pairs, where the left column contains words 

standardl/ pronounced with allophone [E], and the right column contains words 

traditionally pronounced with allophone [e]. 

4 An example from English is the pair pull/pool, where the words differ by one vowel sound. When these 
words are spoken, listeners are able to distinguish between them because of the different vowels. 
However, if a speaker uses the same vowel in both words, the listener must rely on context to understand 
what the speaker means. If the context provided is not adequate for the listener to generate a meaning from 
it, the meaning goes unknown and there is ambiguity and uncertainty. 

5 I use standardly to refer to the standard, accepted pronunciation. 
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[E] [e] 

poignet poignee 

gres gre 

foret fore 

valet vallee 

j'aie j'ai 

taie tes 

des des 

nalt nez 

gai gay 

fais fee 

lait les 

sait ses 

baie bee 

mms mes 

We will now look at sound change. 

5. Sound change 

5.1 Sound change rule 

Here is the sound change rule I created from data that will be discussed later: 

In an open syllable, [E] ~ [e]. 

The sound change is caused by the Parisian speakers' reanalysis of the sound [E], where 

lei now has two allophones: [e] and [E]. 
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5.2 Allophonic distribution 

Here is a representation of the new allophonic distribution, where lei has allophones [e] 

and [E], and lEI has allophone [E]. 

(4) lei lEI 

[e] [E] [E] 

The following two rules define when each allophone is expressed: 

(5) lei has allophones [E] in closed syllables, and [e] everywhere else 

(6) lEI has allophone [E] everywhere 

5.3 Reanalysis 

Speakers are reanalyzing the sound [E] as an allophone of the phoneme lei, instead of an 

allophone of the phoneme lEI, as they did before the sound change began. Let us refer 

again to the taieltes example. If speakers pronounce taie as [te], they are analyzing the 

sound [E] as an allophone of the phoneme [e]. Phoneme lei now has two allophones, and 

[e] is being expressed in situation where, before the sound change, only [E] was found. 

5.3.1 Reanalysis of minimal pairs 

Minimal pairs are significant because they are two different words with two different 

phonemes, yet as the allophones are reanalyzed, the sound [E] is analyzed as an 

allophone of lei, thus creating change. If minimal pairs are pronounced the same as each 

other, we see that there is sound change, and the listener must therefore rely on context 
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for meaning. If taie is pronounced [te] instead of [tE] , the listener cannot discern simply 

by pronunciation which word the speaker is saying. 

5.3.2 Future implications 

Furthermore, if the sound change keeps progressing, and if it affects all open vowels, the 

following will be the result: 

(8) lei will have allophones [E] in closed syllables and [e] everywhere else. This 

is the same as (5). 

(9) lEI will have allophones [e] in open syllables and [E] everywhere else. 

Therefore, all open syllables would be pronounced with the [e] allophone, while all 

closed syllables would be pronounced with the [E] allophone. Next let us look at types of 

sound change. 

6. Types of Sound Change 

6.1 Conditioned and Unconditioned 

6.1.1 Conditioned 

What is a conditioned change? A conditioned change is one "which applies to a 

particular segment only in certain positions in a word-for example, only intervocalically 

or only word-finally or only in a stressed syllable or everywhere except after lsi" 

(Trask 1996: 76-77). This type of change is very specific and applies to particular 

situations, as opposed to every time a certain vowel is pronounced. 

What would it look like if Parisian French were undergoing a conditioned 

change? If it were undergoing a conditioned change then the pronunciation of all words 
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that end in an open syllable that should be pronounced [E] will change to [e]. Thusfais 

and mais should both change from: 

(lOa) fais [fE]-7 [fe] 

(lOb) mats [mE] -7 [me] 

If the above change systematically occurs, than the change in conditioned. 

6.1.2 Unconditioned 

An unconditioned change, on the other hand, affects every occurrence of a particular 

segment. No words of the particular segment may be exempt from the change. The Great 

Vowel Shift was a type of unconditioned change, where every vowel shifted up or into a 

diphthong. Here is an example: In Middle English there was a vowel pronounced as [i:], 

whereas after the Great Vowel Shift it became [ail. Thus all words with [i:] turned into 

[ail, with no exceptions (Trask 1998: 76). 

We would say that there is an unconditioned change if, for example, all instances 

where a word contains [E] change to [e], regardless of whether the syllable is open or 

closed. There would be unconditional change in Parisian French if all words such as the 

following made the same change: 

(lla) foret [f~RE] -7 [oRe] 

( 11 b) poignet[pwaI)E] -7 [pwal)e] 

(llc) creme [krEm] -7 [krem] 

(11 d) maitre [mEtr] -7 [metr] 

6.2 Regular Change and Lexical Diffusion 
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6.2.1 Regular 

Regular change affects all words of the same type, in the same way, and at the same time. 

For example, with Philadelphia /ae/ raising, if all words containing the phoneme /ae/ 

raise, and if the change affects all the words at the same time, then the change is regular. 

Change would be regular if mad, bad, sad, and glad all raised at the same moment in 

time, along with every other word of this type. If all the words in this group do not 

change at the same time, then the change is not regular. 

How does this apply to Parisian French? If all words in the open syllablic 

position that were once standardly pronounced with the [E] allophone change to a 

pronunciation with the [e] allophone, then the change would be regular. For example, all 

of the following words would have to change at the same time and at the same rate. 

(12a) mais [mE] ~ [me] 

(12b) balai [balE] ~ [bale] 

(12c) j'aie [3e] ~ [3e] 

(12d) maison [mEz6] ~ [mez6] 

(12e) lait [lE] ~ [Ie] 

If some of these words shift from [E] to [e] and others do not, or if they are all shifting at 

a different rate, then the change is not regular. 

6.2.2 Lexical Diffusion 

Lexical diffusion is what we describe as the opposite of regular, where some words 

change and others do not, and among words whose sound is changing, the change is not 

happening at the same rate among all words. In order to fully understand the idea of 
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lexical diffusion and how novel a concept is recently was, we must take a look at the 

Neogrammarian Hypothesis. Commotion arose when linguists, including Grimm and 

Vemer who created several laws which they named after themselves, made discoveries 

about the First Germanic Consonant Shift. There seemed to be a trend among the studies 

they investigated that showed that all change happened in an exactly regular fashion, that 

it occurred all at once, and that it affected all words of a certain type. Older linguists 

were wary of creating a theory stating that change always happens in this way, and did 

not take part in the younger generation's zeal. It was the young linguists, or 

Neogrammarians6
, who formulated the following hypothesis: 'Every sound change takes 

place according to laws that admit no exception' (Trask 1996: 227). When confronted 

with situations where the hypothesis failed, they simply assumed that enough research 

had not been conducted. They believed that all change was regular, and that at some 

point enough evidence would be uncovered that would make it clear that the change 

occurred in a regular way (Trask 1996: 224-228). 

Now, however, we have much evidence that contradicts the Neogrammarians' 

thinking and suggests that their hypothesis was never correct. While the Neogrammarian 

Hypothesis only accounted for regular change, lexical diffusion accounts for change that 

neither occurs in a systematic way, nor encompasses all words of the same group. The 

idea is that once a change begins, it diffuses through the lexicon in a seemingly random 

manner, affecting some words here and some words there. We are therefore unable to 

predict what will happen to each word, since the change is not regular. 

6 Neogrammarian means 'young grammarian,' however this term was used in a pejorative and 
condescending manner by the older linguists. 
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An example of lexical diffusion in English is the Philadelphia sound change in 

progress. The four words mad, bad, sad, and glad all belong to the same class of words, 

so their vowels should all be pronounced in the same way. The realizations of the words 

are different, though, as the /ae/ in mad, bad, glad is raised, yet /ae/ is not raised in sad. 

This is an example of lexical diffusion since even though all four words were part of the 

same group, three of them have shifted to another group, leaving one behind. The change 

cannot be regular since all words did not change at the same time. 

6.3 Finished and Ongoing 

6.3.1 Finished 

Finished change is change that has completely terminated and no longer continues. The 

changes that occurred during the Great Vowel Shift are finished, as the vowels that 

changed are not continuing to change. 

6.3.2 Ongoing 

Ongoing change means that change is still taking place and that it is not yet complete. 

The Philadelphia scenario could easily be a slow, ongoing change. It is possible that at 

some point all the /ae/ phonemes will raise, leaving the group that sad currently belongs 

to empty. 

7. Experiment 

7.1 Respondents 
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The respondent pool comprises eight Parisians, four of whom currently live in Paris, and 

four of whom grew up in Paris and currently live in the United States, yet who visit Paris 

at least four times per year (each visit to Paris lasts approximately three weeks). Here is a 

quick biography of each speaker, including name, area of residence in Paris, gender, age, 

and the interview date. 

(13a) Martine Chauvet. 11th arrondissement. Female. Age: 54. October 17,2001. 

(13b) Vincent Lartigue. 15th arrondissement. Male. Age: 56. October 19,2001. 

(13c) Colette Roche. 10th arrondissement. Female. Age: 52. October 30, 2001. 

(13d) Julia Schwartz. 15 minutes outside Paris. Female. Age: 20. October 24,2001. 

(13e) Antoine Bauzin. 9th arrondissement. Male. Age: 23. November 6, 2001. 

(13t) Christine Bauzin. 9th arrondissement. Female. Age: 52. November 6, 2001. 

(13g) Gregory Bauzin. 9th arrondissement. Male. Age: 20. November 6, 2001. 

(13h) Oliver Bauzin. 9th arrondissement. Male. Age: 57. November 6,2001. 

7.2 Procedure 

After chatting for a few minutes to make the situation more comfortable, I gave 

respondents a packet of stapled papers 7, placed the microphone on the table in front of 

them, and asked them to read the words down the lists. On the first page the lei and lEI 

phonemes are all in a stressed position, with a mixture of open and closed vowels. The 

second page has the lei and lEI phonemes in an unstressed position, also with open and 

closed vowels. None of the minimal pairs are next to each other so the respondents 

would not immediately see a pattern of pronunciation. 

7 At this point I was interested in four sets of vowels, so there were eight pages of words. The relevant 
pages are in Appendix II. 
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7.2.1 Respondent location 

Each respondent living in the Philadelphia area was interviewed individually, at either the 

home or place of business. I sent the Bauzin family the word lists as an attachment, and 

they then each recorded themselves on a cassette which they sent me by mail. 

7.3 Generated speech style 

In attempts to keep respondents from speaking in a more elevated style of speech than 

normal, I asked them to speak as they would in an informal conversation with friends or 

family. My goal was to get the most normal possible speech samples of everyday 

language, although I do believe that several of the respondents were altering their speech. 

The four Philadelphia based respondents did not know what my motivation was for 

recording their speech, other than that it was for a linguistics thesis, however the Bauzin 

family did know that I was interested in sound change8
• When looking for normal, 

everyday speech sounds, word lists are not the best method for obtaining the truest 

results. When respondents are given a list of words to read they are aware that someone 

is watching them and that their speech will be and is currently being analyzed. People 

are aware of giving the "correct" response, and usually want to represent themselves as 

well as possible. In this research, having the most desirable accent and pronunciation 

was undoubtedly on some of the respondents' minds. 

8 I lived with the Bauzin's for nine months during the academic year of2000-2001. I frequently talked 
about the sound change from [E] to [e]. They were unaware ofthis change before I mentioned it to them, 
yet I have no doubt that my mentioning it made each of them more aware of how they pronounced words 
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7.3.1 

Some respondents altered their speech, meaning that while attempting to speak correctly, 

they spoke at a much more elevated level than they normally do. Although I asked each 

respondent to pronounce the words on the lists as they would in an informal setting 

talking amongst friends or family, I am certain that they did not always follow my 

suggestion. I feel that respondents sometimes produced a much more formal 

representation of their speech than is normal for them, especially because they paid close 

attention to written accents suggesting the pronunciation [E], which in normal speech are 

often ignored. 

For example, Gregory Bauzin is a member of the family with whom I lived for 

nine months. We interacted frequently and I paid close attention to his speech, and 

particularly his vowels. It was during this time that I became aware of the interchanging 

allophones, and I pointed out examples of his speech to him numerous times to show that 

there was sound change from [E] to [e]. Simply the fact that he is aware of his personal 

shifting of the vowels affects his pronunciation, especially when he knows that I will be 

analyzing how he speaks. In his speech recording, indeed, he pronounced many words 

that are typically [E] with the [E] allophone, when I know for certain that in normal 

conversation he uses [e]. Interestingly, he pronounced po ignet, des, c 'est, and mais with 

the [e] allophone, even though he was being so careful to provide the "correct" 

pronunciation. This shows the extent to which he as a Parisian is unaware of the change 

in his speech, as it shows that he no longer is aware that certain words are traditionally 

pronounced with [E]. 

than if they had no idea about what I was looking for. Also, they seemed concerned with sending a 
"correct" version of Parisian speech. This is understandable, yet it affected the speech samples. 
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7.4 Movies and Radio 

An advantage of fluid speech samples, such as data from movies and the radio, is that the 

words are pronounced within a context of other words and ideas, and the speaker is not 

focusing on the particular word. 

The movies included Le diner des cons, Ma vie en rose, Un coeur en hiver, and 

La vie des anges revees. All made after 1995, they cast Parisian actors in lead roles, and 

I noted the pronunciation of much of the actors' speech. I also obtained samples of radio 

speech from streamed stations on the internet. The two stations I listened to most were 

OuiFm and FunRadio. Both are targeted towards the young adult age group, and include 

much candid speech from local Parisians. I attempted to listen to stations targeted to 

older audiences, however they did not come across as clearly over the internet. 

While the movie and radio sources were useful, I found that the same words were 

repeated over and over again, and I needed much more variety for comparison than was 

given. I do not include separate samples from these sources here, as all the data I 

recorded shows that in open syllables there is sound change from [E] -7 [e]. Data 

collected from movies and from the radio shows the sound change happening at an even 

much higher rate than what the data from the respondents shows. The most frequent 

examples I noted were j 'eta is, j 'allais, mais, jais, sa is, vrai, and plait. Each ofthese 

words belong to the group of sound change from [E] to [e], and it was rare to hear them 

with the former [E] allophone. 

8. Analysis 

8.1 Appendix 
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Appendix I contains the data I solicited from the eight respondents. From the left to right 

I show: the word, the traditional pronunciation, the expected pronunciation (only for 

words that are expected to change following the sound change rule), how each respondent 

pronounced each word, and finally the number of respondents whose pronunciation 

reflects the sound change (only for words that are expected to change). I will refer to this 

data to explain the following results. 

8.2 Sound change 

Sound is indeed changing from [E] to [e] in open syllables. There are thirty words out of 

seventy that are expected to change. For all thirty words, every word was pronounced 

with the expected sound change by at least one respondent. The words that changed the 

most infrequently-with only one respondent using the new [e] pronunciation-are: 

foret, gres, naft, lait, and baie. The most frequently changed words, with seven or eight 

respondents using [e], are: poignet, des, and meilleur. 

8.3 Written Accents 

The evidence is very compelling that shows that respondents alter their pronunciation 

upon seeing a written accent. I expected that words with accents signifying [E] would be 

the last whose pronunciation would change to [e]. There were four words with accents of 

this type in closed syllable words, and three of the four are ones who only had one 

respondent pronounce them with the [e] allophone. This seems normal, since the 

respondents are visually reading the words and they see the accents. We therefore would 
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expect that they would be more likely to adhere to the written rule and give the [E] 

pronunciation. 

8.3.1 Anomaly 

Deviating from the above norm, it is interesting to note that the pronunciation of des, 

which should be [dE], is actually [de] from the respondents. The accent "e" signifies that 

the vowel should be pronounced [E], yet only one person used [E]. It would be expected 

that, especially looking at written words, that respondents would follow general 

pronunciation rules represented by accents. This is both surprising and interesting. Sound 

change is clearly affecting words in a diffused way, yet I would not expect it to affect an 

accented word sooner than an unaccented word, such as iail, where only one respondent 

pronounced [e]. 

8.4 Change in stressed versus unstressed positions 

I divided the word lists into stresesd and unstresesd positions in order to distinguish 

whether sound changes differently between the two groups. The rate of change in the 

unstressed group is higher than in the stressed group, and this makes perfect sense. In an 

unstressed syllable, [e] ~ [E] opposition is never a distinguishing feature between words. 

This means that no minimal pairs exist for this opposition in an unstressed syllable. 

Therefore, speakers can alternate between [e] and [E] in an unstressed syllable, knowing 

that their pronunciation of a word will not affect the listener's ability to determine what 

word is intended. 
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On the other hand, [e] ~ [E] opposition is a distinguishing feature in a stressed 

syllable. This means that there are minimal pairs in this environment, and if a speaker 

substitutes [E] for [e] in a word that standardly uses [e], the listener may be confused and 

must rely on context to determine which word the speaker intends the listener to 

understand. 

Considering that in a stressed position variation between lei and lEI creates 

minimal pairs, and that in an unstressed position lei is never opposed to lEI to distinguish 

between two different words, it is quite logical that there would be a higher rate of sound 

change in an unstressed position than in a stressed position. Indeed, the rate of change in 

the unstressed group of words is almost twice the rate of change of the words on the 

stressed list. 9 

9. What types of sound change is Parisian French undergoing? 

9.1 Conditioned Change 

As we see from the sound change rule [E] ~ [e] in open syllables, Parisian French is 

changing conditionally, as every occurrence of the phoneme [E] is not changing to Eel. 

For example, [E] is not changing to [e] in closed syllables. The constraints regarding 

when sound changes from [E] ~ [e] is precise, therefore Parisian French is undergoing 

conditioned change. Here are some examples of the conditioned change: 

(14a) balai: [balE] ~ [bale] 

(14b) mais: [mE] ~ [me] 

(14c) meilleur [mEjr] ~ [mejr] 
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(14d) valet [valE] ~ [vale] 

9.2 Lexical Diffusion 

The sound change is going through the process of lexical diffusion, as opposed to a 

regular change. If all words were changing in a regular way, then they would all be 

changing at the same rate. Here is an example of the rate of change for several words: 

(15a) gres [grE] ~ [gre]: 1 respondent pronounced [e] 

(15b) j'irais [3irE] ~ [3ire]: 3 respondents pronounced [e] 

(15c) valet [valE] ~ [vale]: 5 respondents pronounced [e] 

(15d) meilleur [mEjr] ~ [mejr]: 8 (all) respondents pronounced [e] 

As is shown above, not all words are changing at the same time. While all show some 

degree of change, they all fit the category of open syllables. Were the change regular, 

they would all show the same degree of change, meaning that they would all have the 

same number of respondents pronouncing [e] each time. For example, all would have 

either five or eight pronunciations of [e], yet the data above shows how four examples are 

all changing at different rates. The change is therefore an example of lexical diffusion, 

since the change is diffusing through the language. A regular change must happen all at 

once, and the change in Parisian French is not happening as one swift, all-encompassing 

change. 

9 I calculated the rate of change by adding the number of respondents in each section who participated in 
the sound change, and I divided that number by the number of words expected to change. Stressed 
group=2.83. Unstressed group=4.67. 
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9.3 Ongoing 

Lastly, we must determine whether the change is finished or ongoing. I fully believe that 

the change is ongoing, and I have several reasons to support this belief. First, words of 

the same type, such asfais and mais are changing at slightly different rates. Four out of 

eight respondents pronouncedfais with [e], while only two pronounced mais with [e], 

and following the rule they should both be changing to [e]. This is similar to the 

Philadelphia situation where mad, bad, and glad are now pronounced one way, leaving 

sad with the original pronunciation, yet it is always possible that sad will join the rest of 

the group with the new raised pronunciation. Also, it seems that the change is ongoing 

since words with marked, written accents are slower to undergo pronunciation change (at 

least the way this experiment was set up). I did not hear any of the accented [E] words 

from the study on either the radio or in a movie, so I have no comparison to determine if 

people who are not visually seeing words use [e] more often. 

Furthermore, data from Leon's 1976 publication acknowledges sound change 

from [E] to [e], as has been stated. The fact that words that Leon states are [E] have 

changed to [e] shows that change has been proceeding over time. This is one more 

reason to believe that the sound change is ongoing. 

10. Conclusions 

10.1 How, when, why sound changes 

Sound is changing in Parisian French in a controlled, specific manner. In open syllables, 

what was once standardly pronounced [E] is becoming [e]. The cause of the change is 

that Parisian speakers are reanalyzing which phoneme the allophone [E] comes from. 

22 



Isaacs 

Before the change lei had allophone [e], and lEI had allophone [E]. Now, however, lei 

has two allophones: [e] and [E], and lEI still has just [E] as its allophone. We know that 

this is the process by which the sound has changed since Parisian speakers now allow 

what was once the sound [E] to be pronounced [e]. Speakers see both [E] and [e] as 

acceptable in open syllables, thus they regard [e] and [E] as allophones of the same 

phoneme, giving them the choice between the two allophones. 

10.2 Sociolinguistic Factors 

10.2.1 Gender 

I looked for differences in sound change between women and men, and I found that men 

are more likely to change from [E] to [e] than the women. 

10.2.2 Age 

To determine whether there is an age-related difference affecting the sound change I 

divided the respondents into two groups. The younger group included Julia, Antoine and 

Gregory, with the rest of the respondents in the older group. There is no discemable 

difference between the younger group and the older group. 

10.2.3 Country of Residence 

Finally, I attempted to determine whether speakers who currently live in Paris or if 

speakers in the Philadelphia area follow the sound change rule more often. I saw no 

differences between the groups. I expected that the respondents living in Paris would 

have a more changed pronunciation, and I assume that part of why this is not the case is 
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because all the respondents who currently live in the United States visit Paris at least four 

times a year and all have frequent contact with relatives on the phone. 

10.3 Proposed changes for further research 

When I began this research I had background information stating that there were some 

sound changes associated with the phonemes lei and lEI. I assumed that perhaps the 

other mid vowels were also changing, and I knew for sure that the pronunciation of lal 

had greatly changed. When I set up the experiment I solicited data for all four sets of 

phonemes. Since there were so many words for the respondents to pronounce it would 

have been impossible to have them also read aloud the words in sentence format, to 

obtain a more natural and candid pronunciation. As it turned out, the other mid-vowels 

are extremely stable, and the lal phoneme is almost non-existent. 

I therefore decided to focus the investigation solely on lei and lEI. Were I to 

begin the research now, knowing that the other vowel pairs are not of interest, I would 

create a story for the respondents to read, while incorporating the desired word items. I 

do not, however, regret my decision to investigate the other vowels. It is useful and 

interesting to know that they are not changing, and I am pleased to have proven this. 

10.3.1 Future implications 

The data that is presented here will be especially useful if in the future all words with 

open vowels completely shift to [e]. This data will provide documentation of how some 

Parisians spoke during a specific period in time. 
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Appendix I 

Tabulated Data From Respondents 
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Stressed 'l=ormer Pron. Predicted Change Antoine Christine Collette Greg Julia Marline Olivier Vincent Total [e] 
beige E E E E E E E E E 

poignee e e e e e e e e e 
creme E E E E E E E E E 
maitre E E E E E E E E E 
balai E e e E E E e E E e 3 
paix E e e E E E E E E e 2 

boulanger e e e e e e e e e 
volontiers e e e e e e e e e 

gre e e e e e E e e e 
foret E e E E E E E E E e 1 

vallee e e e e e e e e e 
gres E e E E E E E E E e 1 

poignet E e e e E e e e e e 7 
for~ e e e e E e e e e I 

valet E e e e E E e E e e 5 
pOignee e e e e e e e e e 

j'ai e e E E e E e E e 
j'irais E e E e E E E E e e 3 
serai E e E e E E E E e e 3 
j'aie E e E E E E E e e e 3 
aller e e e e E e e E e 
j'irai E e e E E E E E e e 3 
aimer e e e e e e e e e 

allaient E e e E E E E E e e 3 
aimais E e E E E E E E e e 2 
allais E e E E E E E E e e 2 
allait E e E E E E E E e e 2 
tes e e E E e e e e e 
des E e e e e e E e e e 7 
taie E e E E E E e E E e 2 
des e e e e E e e e e 
neflt E e E E e E E E E E 1 
c'est E e e E e e e E E e 5 
gai E e e E e E E e E E 3 
fais E e e E e I E E E e e 4 



Stressed lFormer Pron. Predicted Chanqe Antoine Christine Collette Greg Julia Martine Olivier Vincent Total [e] 

nez e e e e e e e e e 
lait E e E E e E E E E E 1 
ses e e E e e e e e e 
les e e E E e e e E e 

baie E e E E e E E E E E 1 
sait E e E E e E E E E e 2 
mes e e E E e e e e e 
gay e e E e E E e E e 
bee e e e e e e e e e 
mais E e e E E e E E E E 2 
fee e e e e e e e e e 
ces e e E E e e e e e 
reve E E E E E E E E E 
terre E E E E E E E E E 

Unstressed Former Pron. Predicted Change Antoine Christine Colette Greq Julia Martine Olivier Vincent Total [e] 
septique E E E E E E E E E 
nettete E E E E E E E E E 
section E E E E E E E E E 
perdu E E E E E E E E E 
deja e e e e e e e e e 
les e e e e e e e e e 
des e e e e e e e e e 

perroquet E E E E E E E E E 
messieurs E E e E E E E E E 
maison E e e e E ** E e E e 4 
effet E e e e e ** e E E E 4 
tes e e e e ** e e e e 
aimer E e e e e ** e E e E 5 
ses e e e e ** e e e e 
descente e e e e ** e e e e 
essence E e e e e ** E E E E 
terreur E E E e ** E E E E 
aimer E e e e e ** e E E E 4 
Raymond e e e e e e e E e 
meilleur E e e e e e e e e e 8 
mes e e E e e e e e e 
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Appendix II 

Word Lists: Stressed (S) and Unstressed (US) 
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Part One S 17. j'ai 34. 
. 

gal 

1. beige 18. j'irais 35. fais 

2. 
. 

19. 
. 

36. pOlgnee seral nez 

3. 
, 

20. j'aie 37. lait creme 

4. maitre 21. aller 38. ses 

5. balai 22. j'irai 39. les 

6. 
. 

23. 40. baie palX almer 

7. boulanger 24. allaient 41. sait 

8. volontiers 25. 
. . 

42. almalS mes 

9. 
, 

26. allais 43. gre gay 

10. foret 27. allait 44. bee 

11. vallee 28. tes 45. 
. 

malS 

12. 
, 

29. des 46. fee gres 

13. poignet 30. taie 47. ces 

14. fore 31. des 48. "-reve 

15. valet 32. nait 49. terre 

16. 
. , 

33. c'est pOlgnee 



Part One US: 11. effet 

1. septique 12. tes 

2. nettete 13. almer 

3. section 14. ses 

4. perdu 15. descente 

5. 16. essence 

6. les 17. terreur 

7. des 18. aimer 

8. perroquet 19. Raymond 

9. 20. Meilleur 
. 

meSSIeurs 

10. maison 21. mes 


