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• “Language Variation and Change” 

• variationist sociolinguistics 

• the cognitive and social factors in language variation 

• synchronic variation as a reflection of diachronic 
change  

• variation in descriptions 

• extensive differences in description of lesser-known 
languages 

• methodology



• The luxury of methodology first becomes a necessity 
when continued investigations produce several 
competing theories, and we have to find out which one 
is right. [….] the highest goal of linguistics the 
possibility of being right. 

Labov, William. 1972. Some principles of linguistic 
methodology. Language in Society 1.1: 97-120. P. 98.  

• principles that govern the gathering of empirical data 



ʃu⁵⁵h̃i⁵⁵ ke⁵⁵tɕɜ⁵³ 书亨语 

Xumi 旭咪 
Shixing 史兴 

Shuhi, ISO 639-3 sxg

A case study
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Verb template
Enclitic /  
auxiliary 

verb

Prefix Meaning Example
dʑi- upward /dʑi³³-tɕʰɛ³³/ ‘lift up’

mjæ- downward /mjæ³³-ʑɐ⁵³/ ‘put down’

kʰu- inward /kʰu⁵⁵-lɐ⁵⁵/ ‘come in’

bə- outward /bə⁵⁵-lɐ⁵⁵ / ‘come out’

lɐ- PFV /lɐ³³-ʁo³⁵/ ‘have brokenʼ (intr.)



Verbal enclitics and auxiliary verbs



Verbal enclitics and auxiliary verbs

• different markers 
• different analysis of the same markers



(i) differences in the number of speakers: individual idiosyncrasies 

(ii) differences between the sub-varieties of Shuhi, possibly reflecting 
contact influence from different languages:  

• Sun (1983) and Sun et al. (2014): the lower and middle reaches 

• Huang & Renzeng (1991) and Chirkova (2009, 2017): the upper 
reaches of Shuiluo River 

(iii) differences in speech genres 

• Sun (1983), Sun et al. (2014), Huang & Renzeng (1991): greater 
dependence on translation / elicitation 

• Chirkova (2009, 2017): greater dependence on folk stories

Reasons for differences



• an audio and video corpus of 73 hours (of which over 18 hours 
are annotated) (80 interlinear texts) 

• over twenty speakers from the three main sub-varieties of the 
language of the upper, middle, and lower reaches of Shuiluo 
River 

• a few large-scale studies with over 100 speakers 

• various genres (translated texts, traditional stories, personal 
narratives, procedural texts, songs, elicitation with non-verbal 
stimuli, ritual speech events, proverbs) 

• various methods (elicitation, experiments, observation)

New corpus



elararchive.org



Verbal enclitics and auxiliary 
verbs 

• the corpus encompasses most markers reported in previous 
studies  

• the corpus contains additional markers, not mentioned in 
previous work (prospective events: ʁo, ɡwei, ku, etc.)



(i) differences in the number of speakers: individual idiosyncrasies 

(ii) differences between the sub-varieties of Shuhi 

(iii) differences in speech genres 

• distribution in different genres (tɕyɐ is restricted to elicitation with non-
verbal stimuli) 











Summary
• different sources of information about the reported events 

• tɕyɐ: observe the event  

• dʑɑ̃: observe the result 

• sə (tɕɐ=sə): person-related differences (1st person) 

• xɐ=sə: the speaker’s access to information 

• the lexical semantics of the verb (controllable and non-
controllable; internal and observable state verbs) 



Controllable verbs, e.g. dʒuɐ³⁵ ʼhit, beat, strikeʼ

2nd        3rd

Non-controllable verbs, e.g. ɹɐ³³bʉ⁵⁵ ‘laugh’, lɐ⁵⁵ɣu⁵⁵ ‘rejoice’



Overview

• a complex interplay between the lexical semantics of the verb 
(controllable and non-controllable, internal and observable 
state verbs), aspect, and the egophoricity-evidentiality 
parameter 

• also common in the neighboring languages (e.g. Sun 1993; 
Lidz 2010; Tournadre 2011; Tournadre & LaPolla 2014; 
Daudey 2014)



Verbal enclitics and auxiliary verbs



• reasons for differences in previous studies 

• differences in the size and the composition of the corpus 
underlying the analysis 

• which one is right? 

• no right or wrong, but rather more or less complete 
descriptions

Summary



• in publications, to provide a detailed description of the set of 
data used for analysis and the methods of data collection 

• principles of gathering of empirical data 

• diversity of genres and methods 

• need to combine elicited and non-elicited data, non-
verbal stimuli (of particular importance when long stay in 
the area where the language is spoken is not possible)

Desideratum



Lower Reaches Upper Reaches

Studies of variation









• Labov (1972: 118): The most effective way […] is to 
approach a single problem with different methods, with 
complementary sources of error.  

• Data from a variety of distinct sources and methods, 
properly interpreted, can be used to converge on right 
answers to hard questions.

Conclusion



Thank you for your attention!

Sound files available at: 

http://elararchive.org 

https://pangloss.cnrs.fr 

https://cocoon.huma-num.fr


