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The present study reports on verb-final variable realisation of the alveolar
nasal /n/ in the Papuan language Idi. Elision of /n/ is correlated with both
linguistic and social factors: present tense, a following consonant, and
speakers over 60 show significantly greater rates of /n/ elision. Data from a
1988 grammar sketch indicate that for the present tense, variable realisation
of verb-final /n/ is a case of stable, and perhaps age-graded, variation. Con-
versely, spread of n-less-ness into the other tenses may be a case of a change-
in-progress, but at present this cannot clearly be confirmed. The older
generation (speakers over 60) consistently show the highest rates of /n/ eli-
sion in all tenses. Elderly people are seen as the most proficient Idi speakers,
and their position in society perhaps allows them to be more variable in
their language use.

Keywords: Papuan languages, elision, Pahoturi River, age-graded variation,
esoterogeny, non-WEIRD societies

1. Introduction

Idi is a Papuan language of the Pahoturi River family, spoken in Western Province,
Papua New Guinea (PNG). This study reports on variable realisation of the alveo-
lar nasal /n/ in this language, specifically, elision of this phoneme at the right edge
of a verb. The probability that verb-final /n/ will be elided is correlated with both
linguistic and social factors: /n/ is elided in the present tense to a much greater
extent than in the other tenses, /n/ is more likely to be elided when followed by a
consonant (as opposed to a vowel, a pause or an intonation break), and speakers
over 60 show greater rates of /n/ elision. An unpublished grammar sketch based
on data collected in 1988 indicates that for the present tense, variable realisation
of verb-final /n/ was already established around that time, and thus this appears
to be a case of stable, and perhaps age-graded, variation. At this stage, it is too
early to tell whether there is an ongoing spread of n-less-ness into the other tenses.
Interestingly, it is the older generation (speakers over 60) who consistently show
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the highest rates of /n/ elision in all tenses. In the final section of the paper, we
discuss the sociocultural and attitudinal factors that may play a role in the pattern-
ing of the variation across generations of Idi speakers.

2. The dependent variable: Description

The verb-final alveolar nasal /n/ under discussion here forms part of a set of ver-
bal agreement suffixes. Idi verbal inflection is very complex and it is beyond the
scope of this paper to discuss it in detail; see for example, Evans et al., (2018)
and Schokkin and Lindsey (under review) for a more in-depth treatment. Verbs
consist of a bound root, taking several prefixes and suffixes. The rightmost suffix
is most commonly the exponent of agreement with the subject. We find suffixes
ending in /n/ indexing first or third person singular in the past and present tenses,
third person singular or second person non-singular in the future tense, and on
so-called “prefixing” verbs.

The set of suffixes shows considerable allomorphy, which means there is
much variation in the melody of the preceding vowel.! Firstly, Idi exhibits phono-
logical vowel harmony, lexically determined by the verb root: in a given harmony
domain, only vowels from the same harmony set can generally co-occur.” The
vowel preceding /n/ will be from one of the two sets, depending on the harmony
feature carried by the verb root.

In addition, verbs fall into two different conjugation classes, which show a
difference in agreement suffixes for the remote and recent past.> For Class I, the

1. Idihas six full vowels, /a/ /=/ /e/ /i/ /u/ /o/, and two reduced vowels, /1/ and /a/. Full vowels
clearly have phonemic status, whereas the status of reduced vowels is somewhat less clear,
and they appear to be sometimes phonemic and sometimes epenthetic. Phonetically, reduced
vowels are distinct from full vowels: they are significantly shorter, and more centralized. See
Schokkin, Gast, Evans, and Déohler (2021) for more detailed discussion.

2. 1di vowels can be divided into the two harmony sets {/a/, /e/, /o/ /a/} and {/e/, /i/, /u/
/1/}. In general, only vowels from either of these harmony sets can co-occur within a given
phonological domain. Gast (2015) analyses this system as an instance of crossheight harmony.
Bar some exceptions, harmony seems to hold within phonological words: verb roots including
inflectional prefixes and suffixes, and nouns including case suffixes or enclitics. We call mem-
bers of the first set “dark” (with the feature [-light]) and members of the second set “light” (with
the feature [+light]). Primarily, whether a given form entails a dark or light domain is based on
this lexically determined feature [+light] or [-light] (see Schokkin et al. [2021] for more detailed
discussion and examples).

3. Conjugation class I includes lexical verbs and the past/future tense auxiliaries. Conjugation
class II includes a different set of lexical verbs and the present tense auxiliary. Prefixing verbs
follow a different inflectional pattern. While there are differences in lexical semantics between
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1|3sg remote/recent past subject agreement suffix has a plain consonantal allo-
morph /n/ when it follows a vowel (either in the root or in a preceding suffix)
and an allomorph /on/ or /in/ (depending on whether it occurs in a dark or light
domain) following a consonant. For class II, the 1sg|3sg subject agreement suffix
is a portmanteau, also indicating a tense distinction: /en/ ~ /in/ for remote past,
/an ~ /aen/ for recent past and present. Future tense 3sg|2nsg subject agreement
forms for both conjugation classes are identical to the past tense forms for Class
L. In future tense, 1sg subjects are not indexed by a suffix ending in /n/, but by a
plain vowel suffix for Class I verbs, and by a zero morpheme for Class II verbs.*

A suffix identical to the Class I also occurs on a number of high-frequency
verb roots that, in all or part of their inflectional paradigm, indicate agreement
with the subject by prefix instead. The different suffixes with their allomorphs are
summarized in Table 1.

There are two further things to note. Firstly, present tense can only be indi-
cated periphrastically, by using an infinitive form of the verb plus an inflected aux-
iliary, and the present tense auxiliary belongs to Conjugation class I1.> Secondly,
some verbs show an infrequent allomorph of the suffix, /on/ ~ /un/, when the
verb is inflected for ventive directionality. The occurrence of these allomorphs,
plus the fact that plain consonantal /n/ suffixes can attach to roots ending in a
back vowel, means that all Idi vowels are represented as preceding segments to
the nasal under investigation. Still, reduced vowels and front vowels occur more
frequently compared to high vowels and back vowels, as shown in Table 2.°

roots in the two classes (mostly concerning actionality and telicity), these are not relevant to
the discussion in the current paper.

4. For all types of verbs, further tense and agreement distinctions are made in the prefixes,
which can partly resolve the underspecification found in the suffixes. Only by combining infor-
mation from the prefixes, root and suffixes (and sometimes external material such as free pro-
nouns) can the full meaning of the verb be determined. See also Schokkin and Lindsey (under
review) for more details.

5. There is no principled reason as to why this is so, it just happens to be a feature of the lan-
guage (and likely the entire Pahoturi River family), in much the same way as for example, the
English progressive aspect, which can only be expressed with the addition of an auxiliary verb,
and not fully inflectionally.

6. One anonymous reviewer suggested taking into account the fact that there is sometimes a
morpheme boundary present between /n/ and the preceding vowel (when /n/ attaches to a
vowel-final root or preceding suffix) and sometimes there isn’t, as this may have an effect on the
realisation of /n/. This is a valid concern, and I coded the data accordingly. Because most verb
roots and suffixes in Idi are consonant-final, there is a morpheme boundary only in about 10%
of all tokens (a subset of tokens belonging to Conjugation class I) and no significant effects of
this factor were found.
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Table 1. Overview of /n/-final verbal inflection suffixes in Idi

Subject person/ Dark VH Light VH

Inflection class Tense number domain domain
Conjugation class ~ Remote 1|3sg -n/n/ ~ /on/ -n/n/ ~/m/
I Past

Recent Past  1|3sg -n/n/ ~ /en/ -n/n/~/m/

Present N/A N/A N/A

Future 3sg|2nsg -n/n/ ~ /on/ -n/n/ ~/m/
Conjugation class ~ Remote 1|3sg -en /en/ -in /in/
II Past

Recent Past  1|3sg -an /an/ -in /en/

Present 1|3sg -an /an/ -dn /en/

Future 3sg|2nsg -n/n/ ~ /an/ -n/n/ ~/m/
Prefixing verbs Remote All -n/n/ ~ [on/ N/A

Past

Recent Past  All -n/n/ ~ /en/ N/A

Present N/A N/A N/A

Future 3sg -n/n/ ~ /on/ N/A

Table 2. Absolute numbers and proportions of vowels preceding /n/

Preceding vowel ~ Proportion in data N Tokens

/i/ 8% 265
e/ 26% 865
[/ 13% 420
/a/ 9% 314
/o/ 2% 53
/u/ 3% 97
/1/ or /a/ 39% 1,300
Total 100% 3,314

In (1a—c), three example sentences illustrate the occurrence of the n-final suf-
fix in the remote past tense, recent past tense and present tense respectively. For
the remote and recent past (la-b), the verb stem itself is inflected, while for the
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present progressive in (1c), the verb appears in its infinitive form and is accompa-
nied by an inflected auxiliary.

(1) a. gdd kdha gta ngid beotn

ged kod=a gota ni=ae be-ot-an
child small=coRre this coconut=CORE REMPST.3sGO-eat-1|3sGA
“The child ate the coconut’

b. siséri ngn gapa naotn
sisiri nan gap=a na-ot-on
now 1SG.NOM water.cassava=CORE RECPST.TR-€at-1|3sGA
‘Today I ate water cassava’

c. gdd kdha gta ngid wot yran
ged koda gota ni=ae wot j-r-an
child small=coRE this coconut=CORE eat 3sGO-PRES.NPL.AUX-1|3SGA
‘“The child is eating the coconut.

Interestingly, the nasal segment of the suffix is quite often elided. In the present
tense, this occurs so frequently that it would probably be hard to miss for a field
linguist, even when only starting out with description of the language. A gram-
mar sketch written by an unknown author (Anonymous, n. d.), based on data col-
lected in Dimsisi in the course of three weeks in 1988, also evidences this. This
work shows variable spelling of the present tense auxiliaries, called “semi-verbs”
here (p.13): -wola(n) for the first and third person singular form of an auxiliary
with no object, and -(y)era(n) for the first or third person singular form of an
auxiliary with a singular object (the part analysed as the subject agreement suf-
fix in the present study is shown in bold). The spelling variants indicate that the
variable realisation of /n/ in this environment has been around for at least a gen-
eration or so, and was obvious enough to be picked up after only three weeks of
data collection. Impressions based on the sketch come with the caveat that it may
have been based on work with only two informants, both (at the time) middle-
aged men, which makes it impossible to gauge the distribution of the variable in
the wider community at that time.

Although the variability is ubiquitous in the present-day language, it seems to
operate below the level of consciousness. When the current author was carrying
out their fieldwork (methods of data collection will be discussed in more detail in
Section 3), no one in the community ever commented on it by their own volition.
When speakers were explicitly asked, they were either trying to come up with a
grammatical distinction that isn’t there, or they would remark something along
the lines of “Yes, there’s two ways of saying that word. Sometimes we say it like
this, sometimes like that. But it’s really the same.” There are therefore no indica-
tions that this variable, to native speakers, is a marker of any social category, or a
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stylistic feature. Still, statistical analysis shows that the use of the n-full versus the
n-less variant correlates not only with linguistic factors, but also with the social
factor Age group. In addition, people who are literate have very clear intuitions
that the /n/ should be written, even if it is not always heard, similar to what has
been observed for related Ende (Lindsey, this issue). Therefore, the n-full forms
are considered the citation forms of the verbs in question, and the observed vari-
ation is considered a case of elision rather than addition.

3. Methods

This section discusses the methods of data collection, the characteristics of the
speech community and the sample on which the present study is based, and
the principles for coding the tokens of verb-final /n/. The final subsection dis-
cusses the rationale for including linguistic and social independent variables, and
describes each of them.

3.1 Data collection

The Idi data on which this study is based were collected between 2014 and 2016 in
Dimsisi village, as part of the ARC Laureate project The Wellsprings of Linguistic
Diversity (CI Nicholas Evans, 2014-2019). The aims for the Idi sub-project were
twofold: on the one hand, it was a language documentation and description pro-
ject, as there were virtually no existing resources on Idi. On the other, in line with
the overarching aims of the Wellsprings project,” there was a focus on exploring
inter-speaker variation within a PNG speech community. As a result, a diverse
suite of data types was collected, some more often associated with the language
documentation method (e.g., recordings of legends, oral histories, dance perfor-
mances, targeted elicitation), and others more in line with variationist sociolin-
guistic methods, such as word lists and interviews. Interviews were conducted by
trained local assistants. They include a semi-structured sociolinguistic question-
naire part, collecting data on for example, birth year, clan affiliation and multi-
lingual portfolio, and a free narrative part, in which the interviewee tells a story,
followed by some questions from the interviewer about the story. The most fre-
quent story topics are either planting a coconut tree, or retelling an encounter

7. For information about the project, see http://www.dynamicsoflanguage.edu.au/the-
wellsprings-of-linguistic-diversity/
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with a dangerous animal, often while out hunting.® All recordings used were made
with a Zoom H5 digital recorder and transcribed in the field, with the assistance
of native Idi speakers. Data in the form of recorded speech is complemented with
ethnographic data collected through participant observation and informal con-
versations with villagers during field stays.

3.2 The speech community and sample

Idi is spoken in the villages of Dimsisi, Sibidiri and Dimiri in the South Fly district
of Western Province, Papua New Guinea. Based on the 2000 Census, the num-
ber of native speakers is estimated to lie somewhere around 1,600 people. Idi is
a member of the small Pahoturi River family, which includes at least five fur-
ther varieties: Ende (Lindsey, 2019; this issue), Kawam, Agob, Em and Taeme.
Throughout the South Fly area, people live in small settlement groups of several
hundred people at the most (often significantly fewer) and practice subsistence
agriculture supplemented with hunting and fishing.

Interactions between the Dimsisi speech community and the other Idi-
speaking communities in Sibidiri and Dimiri appear to be fairly limited. There
is considerably more contact with both the Nen (Yam family) and Taeme speech
communities, mostly due to the intermarriage practice of symmetrical sister
exchange. As a result, many people living away from Dimsisi speak Idi, and a
large proportion of the Dimsisi community is fluent in other local languages, most
commonly Nen and Taeme.

All data on which the present study is based were gathered either in Dimsisi
or the two nearby settlements Birem and Iblamnd, or in Nen-speaking Bimadbn.
Only speakers whose speech contained more than 25 tokens of /n/-final verbs
were included in the present study. After excluding unsuitable tokens as described
in Section 3.3 below, 39 speakers produced enough to be included in the sample.
Table 3 below shows the number of speakers included for each age group and
gender.

Boundaries between the age groups are somewhat fuzzy, and the groups
should be thought of more in the sense of groups of contemporaries, rather than
age categories determined by absolute numbers. The members of these groups

8. Across the region, coconut trees are planted to commemorate important events. As part of
the Wellsprings project, “planting a coconut tree” was chosen as an interview topic for several
communities in order to achieve comparability of data across field sites. By choosing this cul-
turally important and engaging topic, we aimed at capturing participants’ most informal speech
registers, following Labov (1972).
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Table 3. Composition of speaker sample based on age group and gender

20-40y/o 40-60y/o 60+y/o Total

Female 6 4 6 16
Male 8 9 6 23
Total 14 13 12 39

have similar histories, share important events and experiences and are in a similar
life stage:

- 20-40 years old: these people have grown up after PNG became independent
from Australia in 1975, and most have received some form of formal school-
ing. They are either not married yet, or married with children, but are not
grandparents yet.

- 40-60 years old: these people went to school at the time PNG was still an Aus-
tralian colony or shortly after. Most of them have grandchildren.

- 60+ years old: these people remember the time before independence well, and
often have received little or no formal education. Most of them don’t know
their exact age. They are often great-grandparents.

Speakers are fairly evenly distributed between the three age groups, but overall
the sample contains more male than female speakers, and particularly for the
middle-aged group the number of female speakers is low compared to that of
men. Elderly women generally were more comfortable with being recorded, and
talked for longer, than middle-aged or young women. For men, these differences
were not so pronounced. There are no people in the sample who publicly identify
as transgender or non-binary, so I employ the labels female’ and ‘male; as these
are the public gender expressions of the participants. Interestingly, gender was not
found to have any significant effects in the present study.

All people in the sample have at least one parent who speaks Idi, and can be
considered native speakers.” Idi has high vitality, and is passed on to the younger
generations without any indication of language shift. With respect to languages
that were introduced during the colonial period, there are interesting generational

9. All speakers in the sample have at least one parent who has Idi as their emblematic language
(father’s language). When the languages of the parents differ, for most people it is the father who
is or was an Idi speaker, for a few it is the mother (in both these cases, the other parent would
typically have some degree of fluency as well). Everyone in the sample has had Idi input from
at least one parent since birth, which I consider to be a sufficient criterion to regard them as
native Idi speakers (see Schokkin [in press] for more details on community patterns of multi-
lingualism and multilingual language ideologies).
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differences. Tok Pisin, the established lingua franca in many other parts of PNG,
is not widely spoken in this region. Intergroup communication traditionally hap-
pens by means of receptive multilingualism in local languages (see Schokkin [in
press] for more detailed discussion); occasionally English is used. Elderly people
often do not speak English, as they had little formal schooling, but some speak
the lingua franca Hiri Motu. Middle-aged people generally speak English well and
confidently, whereas the younger generation is reluctant in doing so. One factor
in this may be the decline of the school system, with schools being severely under-
funded and teacher shortages a continuing issue in Western Province.

3.3 Coding of tokens

In order to boost the number of suitable tokens for verb-final /n/, transcribed
texts from all spontaneous speech genres were included in the sample, and thus
the sample includes other narratives besides interviews, but not elicitation or
word list data. Tokens of /n/-final verbs were extracted using ELAN, an audio
and video annotation tool used in language documentation (MPI for
Psycholinguistics, 2020), and coded for presence or absence of the final nasal. The
dependent variable is coded as binary, and auditory rather than acoustic meth-
ods were employed for its coding. In borderline cases, visual inspection of spec-
trograms created with Praat (Boersma & Weenink, 2020) was used to support the
auditory analysis. When no firm decision could be made as to the presence or
absence of the nasal, the token was marked as such and subsequently excluded
from the sample.

While T am aware of the limitations of the auditory method, this is an
exploratory study, the first of its kind for this particular language and family. As
pointed out by various authors (e.g., Mansfield & Stanford, 2017), conducting
variationist research on an underdescribed language comes with its own set of
challenges, one of them the difficulty in determining where the loci of variation
can be found, in the absence of native speaker intuitions or support from
diachronic evidence. This study is a first step in exploring a possible locus of vari-
ation. It is likely that acoustic measurements will reveal varying degrees of reduc-
tion for the nasal (cf. also Lindsey, this issue), and so this remains an area for
further research.

Any tokens followed by a word starting with a nasal segment (/m/, /n/, /p/ or
/1/) were excluded. Also excluded were: (1) tokens for which no principled deci-
sion could be made as to the presence or absence of /n/, due to background noise
or being borderline cases (as discussed above), (2) tokens occurring in utterance-
initial verbs, as Idi is a verb-final (SOV) language and these tokens did not pattern
with those in other verbs, and (3) tokens occurring in the verb ‘to plant; as due to
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the topic of the interviews, this verb was much more frequent in the corpus than
would be expected of a lexical verb. Each token was additionally coded for a range
of linguistic factors, discussed immediately below, and speakers were coded for
various social characteristics, described in Section 3.4.2. A total of 3,314 tokens of
the dependent variable, occurring in 618 distinct verb forms, were used for the
statistical analysis in this paper.

3.4 Data analysis

This section first discusses the linguistic factors for which the data were coded,
followed by the rationale for including them. After that, the discussion will turn
to social factors.

3.4.1 Linguistic factors

Below, linguistic factors for which the data were coded are listed.

1. Preceding vowel, specified by height, and whether it is full or reduced. This
factor contains four levels:
a. High: token is preceded by a full high vowel /i/ or /u/
b. Mid: token is preceded by a full mid vowel /e/ or /o/
c. Low: token is preceded by a full low vowel /e/ or /a/
d. Reduced: token is preceded by a short central vowel /1/ or /o/

2. Following segment. This factor contains four levels:
a. Consonant: token is followed by a consonant segment
b. Vowel: token is followed by a vowel segment
c. Pause: token is followed by a short pause within an intonation unit
d. Final: token occurs at the end of an intonation unit

3. TAM (Tense-Aspect-Mood). This factor contains four levels:

a. Remote Past: token occurs in a verb with remote past tense inflection
(typically referring to an event that occurred before the previous night)

b. Recent Past: token occurs in a verb with recent past tense inflection (typ-
ically referring to an event that occurred between the previous night and
the moment of speech)'®

c. Present: token occurs in an auxiliary verb in a periphrastic present pro-
gressive construction (typically referring to an event occurring at the
moment of speech)

d. Future: token occurs in a verb with future tense inflection (typically refer-
ring to an event that will happen after the moment of speech)

4. Verb type. This factor contains four levels:
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a. Copula: token occurs in a verb functioning as a copula

b. Auxiliary: token occurs in a verb functioning as an auxiliary

c. Lexical: token occurs in a lexical verb with subject agreement by suffix
d. Prefixing: token occurs in a verb with subject agreement by prefix

5. Inflection class. This factor contains four levels:
a. 1 - Conjugation class I
b. 2 - Conjugation class II
c. 3 - Prefixing verbs
d. 4 - Other irregularly inflected verbs

6. Word frequency. This factor contains three levels: High (> 80 tokens of the
word form), Medium (between 10 and 80 tokens) and Low (< 10 tokens).
7. Root frequency. This factor contains three levels: High (> 400 tokens contain-
ing the root), Medium (between 30 and 400 tokens) and Low (< 30 tokens).
8. Person/number value of the subject, as evident from the immediate discourse
context.! This factor contains 10 levels:
a. First person singular, dual and plural (1sg, 1du, 1pl)
b. Second person singular, dual and plural (2sg, 2du, 2pl)
c. Third person singular, dual and plural (3sg, 3du, 3pl)
d. Unclear: person/number of the subject could not be established based on
the immediate discourse context

9. Subject expression, specifying whether and how the subject is co-expressed
within the same clause. This factor contains four levels:
a. Dem: subject is additionally expressed by a demonstrative
b. Pro: subject is additionally expressed by a free pronoun
c. NP: subject is additionally expressed by a full NP
d. Zero: subject is not additionally expressed in the same clause

As this study is a first quantitative analysis of variation observed in Idi, these
factors were chosen in order to probe possible correlations of linguistic factors
with the realisation of the dependent variable, rather than trying to confirm or
reject preconceived hypotheses based on earlier research. Nevertheless, factors

10. The temporal boundary between Remote Past and Recent Past is chosen based on native
Idi speaker intuitions, combined with analysis of the occurrences of the different tenses in a
corpus of naturalistic speech.

11. Asdiscussed above, Idi verbal affixes are often underspecified with respect to person/num-
ber values of core arguments they are indexing. Full specification can only be achieved by com-
bining information from the verb root, affixes, free pronouns (if present) and other information
in the immediate discourse context, and isn’t always possible.
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that have emerged as significant in the study of elision processes in other lan-
guages have been included, as have factors that could reasonably be expected to
be significant based on impressionistic evidence from Idi itself.

Following evidence from the grammar sketch plus the author’s informal
observations based on their own data, it was expected that /n/-elision would
occur more often in the present tense as compared to the other tenses, which is
why TAM was included as a factor. Given the fact that different verb types and
conjugation classes show different forms and functions for the /n/-final suffix,
Verb type and Inflection class were included in order to investigate whether this
had an effect on /n/-elision.

It was also expected that the immediate phonological and phonetic environ-
ment, in the form of the preceding and following segments, would have an impact
on the realisation of /n/. Height and duration of the preceding vowel is often con-
sidered a factor in historical processes of nasal deletion and vowel nasalization,
for example in the Romance family, although cross-linguistic evidence is incon-
clusive as to which vowel features favour or inhibit these processes (Hajek, 1997;
Hajek & Maeda, 2000). The effect of the following segment has an obvious phono-
tactic explanation: it is expected that a following vowel reduces the likelihood
of /n/-elision, as this has the result of two vowels being in hiatus. Conversely, a
following consonant would increase the likelihood that /n/ is elided. Compara-
ble effects of the following segment have been found in sociolinguistic studies of
word-final nasal elision in other languages, such as the Flemish dialect of Dutch
(Van de Velde & Van Hout, 1998), African American English (Wolfram, 1989) and
Caribbean varieties of Spanish (Cedergren, 1973; Poplack, 1980; Terrell, 1975).

Frequency is often linked to elision processes, although again findings from
the existing literature are inconclusive (cf. Bybee, 2006, 2007; Labov, Ash, &
Boberg, 2006; Phillips, 2006). The general argument from exemplar- and usage-
based theories of language is that reduction in form is more likely to happen for
frequently occurring items than it is for infrequent ones. Because of the complex-
ity in the Idi inflectional system, word frequency (referring to inflected forms)
and root frequency (referring to the underlying bound root) were considered sep-
arately. A given token of /n/ can occur in a form that has both high root frequency
and low word frequency, due to a rare combination of affixes. Categories were
chosen such that they contain roughly the same number of observations.'?

12. Frequency categories are based on data in the sample only, and may not be a representative
reflection of language use across the board, particularly in the case of word frequency. For
instance, there are many more instances of verbs inflected for remote past in the dataset com-
pared to those for recent past or future, due to the predominant genre in the corpus (narration
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Lastly, there is possibly a relation between characteristics of the subject refer-
ent and its expression elsewhere, and whether and how agreement with that sub-
ject is explicit in the verb form (cf. Schnell, 2018). For that reason, both person
and number reference of the subject, and whether and how the subject was co-
expressed within the same clause, were considered. The hypothesis (which was
not borne out) is that there is a greater likelihood of /n/-elision when the subject
is co-expressed, as this makes the information in the agreement suffix effectively
redundant.

The sample was first explored using the recursive partitioning tree method
(Strobl, Malley, & Tutz, 2009; Tagliamonte & Baayen, 2012), using the R packages
party (Hothorn, Hornik, & Zeileis, 2006), data.table (Dowle & Srinivasan, 2019)
and ggplot2 (Wickham, 2016). This method forms decision trees by making recur-
sive binary splits in the data. At any step, a test of independence of a predictor
and the resulting data is carried out. If there is more than one useful predictor,
the predictor with the strongest association with the observed data is selected, the
p-value of the test is recorded, and a binary split on the basis of that variable is
implemented. Then the process is repeated until there are no more useful predic-
tors left. Thus, stronger predictors will show up higher in the tree, with weaker
predictors causing splits lower in the tree, and predictors whose p-value doesn’t
reach a set criterion not showing up in the tree at all.

When including only linguistic factors (mincriterion 0.99)," primary splits
in the data were based on the factors TAM and Following segment, with present
tense and following consonant correlating with higher proportions of nasal eli-
sion. Figure 1 below shows the resulting tree; the dark red area under each termi-
nal node represents the proportion of elided verb-final /n/, whereas the light grey
area represents the proportion of retained /n/. Further splits were due to Subject
expression, Preceding segment and Inflection class: verbs ending in a low vowel
before /n/, and verbs from the prefixing inflection class show higher rates of /n/
elision.

We can also observe from the tree that the effect of Subject expression is con-
trary to expectation. Idi shows a relatively large proportion of tokens where there
is no co-expression of the subject in the same clause (1,356 tokens or about 41% of
the sample). However, there is no split between those ones and tokens where the

of events that happened some time ago). It is expected that recent past and future forms are
more frequent in everyday conversation than they are in the corpus.

13. The mincriterion value is used to control for the number of splits in the tree. A split
is implemented when the criterion exceeds the value given by mincriterion as specified. For
example, when mincriterion=0.99, the p-value of the predictor must be smaller than 0.01 in
order to split this node.
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subject is co-expressed, as would be expected. Rather, there is a split between co-
expression by a free pronoun, and all other levels of this factor: when the subject
is co-expressed by a free pronoun, there is a lower likelihood of /n/-elision com-
pared to co-expression in a different way, or zero co-expression. It is unclear why
the free pronoun category appears to be singled out; it may be due to an unknown
animacy effect, or an artefact of the present sample. This remains an area for fur-
ther study.

The split we see for Inflection class is interesting, because this indicates that in
cases where the /n/-final suffix has a lower functional load (as in prefixing verbs,
where it does not primarily indicate subject agreement), there may be a higher
likelihood of nasal elision. All splits due to linguistic factors except those for TAM
and Following segment disappear, however, when social factors are added (see
Section 3.4.2); furthermore, they did not come up as significant in the regression

models.
TAM
p < 0.001

{fut, recpst, rempst} pres

Classification Tree for Nasal elision
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Figure 1. Classification tree for linguistic factors

It needs to be pointed out that many of the linguistic factors are not indepen-
dent of each other. For instance, a token coded for present tense can only be either
a copula or an auxiliary, as lexical and prefixing verbs cannot be inflected for pre-
sent. Likewise, present tense forms generally have a low preceding vowel, show
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high frequency and belong to either Inflection class 2 or 4. It is to be expected
that non-present forms that share features, such as a low preceding vowel, with
the present tense forms are more likely to show elision, and this is confirmed by
the split we see for the Preceding segment.

While classification trees can handle collinearity, for regression models it is
better avoided (Strobl et al., 2009), and therefore a single factor was chosen out of
the ones just discussed. Since TAM appears to be the most powerful explanatory
factor based on the classification tree, it was favoured over the factors Preceding
vowel height, Verb type, Inflection class, and Root and Word frequency, which
also have some explanatory power, when modelling the data. Indeed, mixed effect
models including TAM provide a better fit to the data, compared to any mod-
els not including the factor. When TAM is removed from a full model including
all linguistic factors except Subject Person/number,'* AIC significantly increases
from 1566.208 to 1581.371 (x*(3) =21.163, p <0.00001). Conversely, each time one
of the related factors is removed, this lowers AIC and thus results in a model that
better fits the data. Also see Section 4 for further detail."®

3.4.2 Social factors

Two social factors were considered for the present study:

1. Age group. This factor contains three levels:
a. 20-40 years old
b. 40-60 years old
c. 60+ years old

2. Sex. This factor contains two levels: Male and Female.

The data were coded for additional social factors such as Clan, Village of origin,
Mother’s language, and others. While informative, these were not considered for
this quantitative study. Some of the factors have many levels (there are e.g., about

14. When this factor was included the model failed to converge even when using an optimizer.
Consequently it was not included in any further modelling.

15. There is a linguistic argument, in addition to a statistical one, to select TAM as the single
factor out of this group of interdependent factors, rather than for example, Verb type. While
verbs inflected for present tense are always either an auxiliary or a copula, the reverse is not
true, that is, auxiliaries and copulas do not occur only in the present tense. In fact, periphrastic
constructions comprising an uninflected lexical verb stem plus an auxiliary frequently occur in
the other tenses as well. The auxiliaries used for past and future show different roots and inflec-
tional patterns compared to the present tense auxiliary.
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10 clans in Dimsisi), and for others there are missing data. This limits their suit-
ability for statistical analysis."

When adding social factors to the classification tree (mincriterion 0.99), the
data are now split according to three factors: TAM, Age group and Following seg-
ment (Figure 2). The primary split is still based on TAM, with present tense show-
ing a higher likelihood of nasal elision. People over 60 show a higher likelihood
of eliding the nasal compared to people under 60. In both these groups, the nasal
tends to be elided more often when followed by a consonant, as opposed to a
vowel, pause or intonation break.

Classification Tree for Nasal elision

TAM
p < 0.001

{fut, recpst, rempst} pres

{final, PV} C C {final, P, V}
Node 4 (n = 687) Node\s (n=351) Node7(n=673) Node8(n=1230) Nodeo9 (n=373)
n 1 n 1 n 1 n 1 n 1
0.8 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.8
0.6 0.6 0.6 0.6 0.6
0.4 0.4 0.4 0.4 0.4
0.2 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.2
y o y o y o y 0 y o

Figure 2. Classification tree for linguistic and social factors

16. A further social factor, Orator status, proved to be significant in Ende, where a parallel eli-
sion process is happening (Lindsey, this issue). While it may have some relevance for Idi too,
there is currently too little data available to code all speakers in the sample reliably for this fac-
tor. Not surprisingly, the factor did not come up as significant and has consequently been left
out of the analysis.
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4, Results

Comparison of proportions of /n/-realisation between the different tenses shows
that rates of elision are indeed much higher in the present tense; see Table 4.

Table 4. Proportions of n-less forms by TAM, plus absolute numbers of word-final /n/

tokens

TAM Proportion of n-less forms N tokens
Present 60% 373
Recent past 9% 153
Future 7% 341
Remote past 5% 2,447
Total sample 11% 3,314

Cross-tabulations of the factors TAM and Age group, and Following segment
and Age group are shown in Tables 5 and 6. The percentages in these tables are
based on the number of n-less tokens for that category, divided by the total num-
ber of tokens for the same category. So, for the younger generation, this means
that for example, 37 out of 82 tokens for present tense were n-less (absolute num-
bers of tokens are shown in Table 8). There is a clear linear trend of increasing
rates of /n/-elision with increasing age within all tense categories except Remote
Past, and for a following Consonant or Intonation break. The levels Vowel and
Pause do not show the consistent higher rates of elision across the generations,
but this is probably due to a low absolute number of tokens for both these levels.
Interestingly, only in the youngest age group do we see categorical absence of eli-
sion: this occurs in both the future and the recent past tense.

Table 5. Total n-less forms (proportions and absolute numbers) cross-tabulated by TAM

and Age group
20-40y/o 40-60y/o 60+ y/o Across age groups
Prop. N Prop. N Prop. N Prop. N
Future 0% 0 4% 5 10% 16 7% 21
Present 45% 37 61% 82 66% 103 60% 222
Recent past 0% 0 5% 3 16% 10 9% 13
Remote past 4% 31 2% 23 9% 69 5% 123

Across tenses 8% 68 9% 113 17% 198 11% 379
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Table 6. Total n-less forms (proportions and absolute numbers) cross-tabulated by

Following segment and Age group

20-40y/o 40-60y/o 60+ y/o Across age groups
Prop. N Prop. N Prop. N Prop. N
Consonant 10% 31 13% 56 21% 84 15% 171
Vowel 5% 5 3% 4 3% 3 3% 12
Pause 10% 5 5% 4 11% 7 9% 16
Intonation break 7% 27 8% 49 17% 104 11% 180
Across segments 8% 68 9% 113 17% 198 11% 379

Based on the exploratory results from the classification trees and cross-
tabulations, the factors Following Segment, TAM and Age group were added as
fixed effects to a generalised linear mixed model (GLMM) using the R package
Ime4 (Bates, Maechler, Bolker, & Walker, 2015) with Speaker (N'=39) and Word
(N=618) added as random effects (Johnson, 2009)."” Possibly due to the high
number of levels for the random effect Word, there were convergence issues with
the GLMM, and an optimizing algorithm (bobyqa) was selected to address these.
The social factor Sex had no significant effect and did not improve the model. In
Table 7, a summary of the best-fitting model is provided.

The model package uses alphabetical order to decide which level of a variable
is the baseline. The table shows that all levels of Following segment have a signif-
icant negative effect on the likelihood of /n/-elision as compared to the baseline
level, a following consonant. Present tense has a significant positive effect on the
likelihood of /n/-elision as compared to the baseline level, future tense, whereas
recent and remote past have no significant effect. There is no significant differ-
ence between the 40-60 years olds and the 20-40 year olds (the baseline level),
whereas being over 60 proves to be a significant predictor of /n/ elision, having a
positive effect.

A likelihood ratio test of the full model in Table 7 against reduced models
without each of the variables in question revealed significant differences between
models, with the following figures for each significant factor:

1. TAM (¥*(3)=50.461, p<0.00001): /n/ is more likely to be realised in remote
past, recent past and future tense, and less likely to be realised in present;

17. The figure for the factor Word is based on inflected verb forms: each differently inflected
verb form was counted as an individual word, so N=618 means that there are 618 unique verb
forms in the sample.
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Table 7. Summary of the model including Following segment, TAM and Age group

RANDOM EFFECTS

Groups Variance  Std. Dev.
Word 1.1239 1.0601
Speaker 0.4835 0.6953

N=3,314; Words=618; Speakers=39

FIXED EFFECTS

Independent variables Estimate Std. Error Z-value P-value Sign.
(Intercept) -3.6246 0.4665 =7.769  <0.00001  ***
Following segment: final -0.7519 0.1584 -4.746 <0.00001  ***

Following segment: pause ~ —0.9517 0.3652  -2.606  0.00917 **

Following segment: V -1.5014 0.3505  -4.284 <0.00001  ***
TAM: present 3.9893 0.5454 7.314 <0.00001
TAM: recent past 0.4129 0.5211 0.792 0.42813 n.s.
TAM: remote past -0.2136 0.3643 -0.586 0.55763  n.s.
Age group: 40-60 0.2825 0.3532 0.800 042371  n.s.
Age group: 60+ 1.0935 0.3482 3.141 0.00169  **

2. FPollowing segment (}*(3)=37.892, p<0.00001): /n/ is less likely to be
realised when followed by a consonant, as opposed to a vowel, pause or into-
nation break;

3. Age group (x*(2)=10.164, p=0.006208): speakers under 60 are more likely to
realise /n/, compared to speakers over 60.

A few interactions between factors are apparent in the data. When cross-
tabulating all tokens based on Age group and TAM, it appears that there are dif-
ferences between the groups in the proportions of use of each TAM category.
Table 8 shows the proportions of use of each TAM by the different age groups
for all extracted tokens, not just the n-less ones. Younger people use less future
tense than the sample average, while people over 60 use more future tense, and
also slightly more present tense. Middle-aged people pattern very closely to the
average.

It is likely that these patterns are an artefact of this particular data sample,
rather than a reflection of actual language use by the different generations. Some
categories have more tokens than others: as can be seen from Table 8, for instance,
75% percent of all tokens are in a verb inflected for remote past tense, while only
5% are coded as recent past. These kinds of imbalances in the data lead to low
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Table 8. Extracted tokens (proportions and absolute numbers) cross-tabulated by TAM

and Age group

20-40y/o 40-60 y/o 60+ y/o Entire sample
TAM Prop. N Prop. N Prop. N Prop. N
Future 6% 50 10% 127 14% 164 10% 341
Present 10% 82 11% 134 13% 157 11% 373
Recent Past 4% 30 5% 60 5% 63 5% 153
Remote Past 80% 689 75% 947 68% 811 75% 2,447
Total 100% 851 100% 1,268 100% 1,195 100% 3,314

token counts in some of the cells, and the interactions are thus considered prod-
ucts of the current sample, rather than factors having a bearing on each other in a
principled way.

5. Discussion

Two linguistic factors, TAM and Following Segment, and one social factor, Age
group, have a significant effect on retention versus elision of /n/. The much higher
rates of elision for the present tense set this category apart from the other tenses.
As expected, there was a significant effect of the following segment, for phonotac-
tic reasons: a following vowel reduces the likelihood of /n/-elision, but a follow-
ing consonant increases the likelihood that the /n/ is elided. A following pause or
intonation break does not appear to have a strong effect either way, as the pro-
portions of /n/-elision for these two levels of the variable show proportions very
similar to the overall elision rate of 11%.

There is still the caveat that we may not yet see the full picture in terms of
which linguistic constraints have an effect on the dependent variable, and in what
ways. As mentioned, absolute numbers of tokens are very different across the
tenses. A more balanced data set, including more tokens from recent past, pre-
sent and future, would both make it possible to look at effects within each tense
category, and to better compare the different tenses with each other. Secondly, we
do not have a full picture of the diachronic development of subject agreement
suffixes, both across the family and for individual languages. This means that
the /n/-final suffix may show different behaviour in different parts of the inflec-
tional paradigms; for example, for some cells, historically we may see /n/-addition
rather than elision. More descriptive and comparative work on Pahoturi River will
hopefully fill this gap.
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5.1 /n/-elision as stylistic variation

Following native speaker intuitions, the n-full variants of the verbs in question are
considered the citation forms. If /n/-elision is analysed as a change-in-progress,
this would mean that the n-full form is the conservative variant, and the n-less
form the innovative one. There is, however, also a possibility that /n/-elision is
stable, stylistic variation. We know from earlier sociolinguistic work (discussed
e.g., in Eckert [2008]) that often, speakers consider full forms of variables to
be “better” or “more standard” compared to reduced ones which are considered
“lazy” and “sloppy” These attitudes may play a role in cases like the well-known
English (ing) variable, where the alveolar variant shows higher degrees of reduc-
tion as compared to the velar variant. This may be a factor in why the alveolar
variant is regarded the non-standard one. Along the same lines, Idi speakers may
be more likely to regard n-full forms as citation forms. We will return below to the
question whether /n/-elision could be an example of stylistic variation.

5.2 Stable variation or a change-in-progress?

The question arises whether the observed variation is best analyzed as stable, or as
a change-in-progress, in the absence of historical or real-time evidence. A change-
in-progress would see increasing rates of /n/-elision as time goes by, ultimately
leading to a complete loss of n-full forms. Conversely, we may observe age-graded
variation: throughout their lifetime, speakers show variable use of the different
variants, increasing their use of n-less forms as they get older. There is also a third
possible scenario. Recall that from earlier descriptive work, the variability for the
present tense was already attested more than thirty years ago. In addition, the rates
of /n/-elision for the present tense are so different from those of the other tenses
that we may be looking at two qualitatively different phenomena. It is possible
that for the present tense, we see stable variation, while for the other tenses, which
show much lower rates of elision, we see a change-in-progress (if only supported
by the Age factor).

One argument against the analysis as stable variation in the present tense is the
apparent lack of conscious native speaker awareness. This is suggested by the vari-
ants showing no evidence of having any social indexical or stylistic connotations,
and not functioning as markers or stereotypes (Labov, 1971; Eckert, 2008). From
this, it follows that they may be less likely to be in stable variation. However, Dorian
(2001) observes, based on her work on Scottish Gaelic, that linguistic variants are
not necessarily associated with social norms in all speech communities (see also
Satyanath, 2015). This suggests that lack of conscious native speaker awareness
may not always be a good criterion to distinguish between stable variation and
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change-in-progress: in some contexts, variants may exist alongside each other for
an extended time without necessarily becoming the subject of normative judg-
ments or being associated with particular groups in society.

An argument in favour of the analysis of /n/-elision “bleeding into” the other
tenses from stable variation in the present is the fact that, after the present, we
see the highest rates of elision in the recent past tense. This tense is formally the
most similar to the present, and it could be argued that the variable realisation of
/n/ has been extended to this tense by analogy. Once it gained a foothold in one
tense other than the present, it spread also to the remote past and future tense.
The question remains whether this spread has stabilised, or can be expected to
increase over time.

5.3 A surprising effect of age

Another question that remains to be answered is why we consistently see the high-
est rates of n-elision in the oldest age group. Firstly, it is important to acknowledge
the Principle of Sociolinguistic Distance (Mansfield & Stanford, 2017). We can-
not assume that the same social factors are operating within the Idi speech com-
munity compared to in better-studied societies, or in the same ways. We should
therefore entertain the possibility that Age as a social factor operates differently.
One obvious difference between the Idi speech community and a typical Western
one is the ways in which social networks run across generations. With multiple
generations living in the same household, the different generations in this com-
munity would be expected to engage in much more daily face-to-face contact than
is typical for the modern Western world. The grandparental generation is often
highly involved in looking after children, and younger people have much more
exposure to their elders’ varieties. It seems reasonable to suggest that under these
circumstances, /n/ elision which is typically associated with the older generations
potentially has a higher chance of being propagated, as opposed to when contact
between different generations is sporadic and most of younger peoples’ interac-
tions take place in peer groups, as is typical for urbanized environments.

There are however no clear precedents in the existing literature that discuss
innovative variants spreading into the wider population from elderly people. One
possible exception is a case study by Duhamel (2020), looking at variable dele-
tion of the velar fricative /y/ in Raga, a language of Vanuatu, which she analy-
ses as a change-in-progress, as the deleted variant is most prevalent in the speech
of young adults and there is little evidence to suggest that the variation is stylis-
tic. While it is the younger men who display the highest deletion rates, they are
closely followed by a number of older men, with middle-aged men showing con-
siderably lower rates of deletion. Duhamel argues that there may be two reasons
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as to why we see this non-linear effect of age, which is surprising in the con-
text of a change-in-progress. Firstly, it is the younger men who spend most time
with the elderly men, accompanying them at the men’s house and preparing their
kava, while middle-aged men have other occupations. Secondly, older men are
highly venerated and have high status in the community, and this, according to
Duhamel, may inhibit negative social evaluation of the deleted variant associated
with them. These two factors may conspire to facilitate the transmission of an
innovation that may have originated with the elderly men. It may have started to
spread into the wider community by means of the younger men, due to their fre-
quency of interaction with the older men.

The outcomes for Raga are different from the ones for Idi in the sense that in
Raga we do see the highest rates of deletion in the younger generation. Thus, the
evidence is more conclusive that we are indeed dealing with a change-in-progress.
For Idi, the current picture better fits an analysis as age-graded variation. Never-
theless, both studies show clear indications that the relevant age-related dynam-
ics are very different from the ones in better-studied societies. This is another
instantiation of the Principle of Sociolinguistic Distance, in that we cannot expect
processes of social evaluation to be organized on the same principles everywhere.
In the next section, we will discuss two further considerations that are particularly
relevant on a local level, with respect to what we observe for Idi n-elision.

5.4 Attitudinal factors

There are two considerations related to cultural and language attitudes that may
be important for understanding the unexpected effect of age on variable
/n/-realisation in Idi specifically. Firstly, older people are regarded as the most
competent and articulate Idi speakers, and therefore it is possible here as well
that younger speakers model their speech on that of their elders, so that they are
more likely to pass as proficient language users. Secondly, reaching old age may
free speakers from the demands their society places on them, as they have already
gained all the status and social capital they are going to. Note that a similar mech-
anism is invoked in order to explain age-graded variation in Western societies; see
for example, the discussion in Meyerhoff (2019, pp.166-167). In the absence of
socio-economic class as an indicator of social capital, it is likely there are other
factors at work in the Idi speech community. One to think of is whether a per-
son has a position in the community as for example, teacher, pastor or magistrate;
others could be marital status, intermarriage ties with other clans, and number
of children in higher education and/or paid employment. Note that these ways
of gaining status are available to both men and women, although it appears that
it is generally men who hold official positions such as that of magistrate. For
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elderly people, most of these accomplishments are already done and dusted, but
a younger individual may still be striving to better their station with respect to
them, and thus stand to lose more based on their present actions. Age is the sole
explanatory social factor that came up in the study. Male and female speakers
behave very similarly in their elision of the final /n/, and consequently, no signif-
icant gender effects were found. This may be another indication that we are look-
ing at age-graded variation. However, in the context of southern New Guinea, it is
not unheard of to find negligible gender effects (cf. Kashima [2020; this volume]),
another reminder that we should keep in mind the Principle of Sociolinguistic
Distance.

One observation, also discussed earlier in the paper, is that elderly speakers of
both genders generally felt more comfortable with being recorded. Their age may
come with a feeling of liberty to loosen the reins, also with respect to their lan-
guage use, and they may thus show more variability and idiosyncrasy compared to
younger individuals. Again, this may be seen by younger individuals as an “expert
mumble” and may be picked up by them as a way to achieve in-group status.

While this explanation is speculative, and nothing can be concluded with cer-
tainty in the near absence of real-time data, nevertheless we think it is justified
to bring these considerations to the fore. In particular, the present article is not
the first to make observations similar to the ones above. Various authors have
made qualitative statements with respect to the New Guinea region, and the term
esoterogeny (first coined by Thurston, [1989]) has been invoked as a driving fac-
tor in the exuberant linguistic diversity of the region. Esoterogeny refers to a
process of making a language more esoteric and thus more difficult to under-
stand for non-speakers. Ross (1996, p.183) defines it as “the process which oper-
ates on a group’s emblematic language so that it becomes an ‘in-group’ code from
whose use outsiders are excluded” and specifically mentions elision in this con-
text: “processes of elision and assimilation result in phonological compactness,
in allophony and allomorphy” (1996, p.183). The exact mechanisms of language
variation and change through which esoterogeny can operate, however, remain
poorly understood. The present variationist sociolinguistic study, which shows a
surprising effect of age, may be one step towards understanding these mecha-
nisms better.

6. Conclusion
The present study has shown that two linguistic factors, TAM and Following seg-

ment, and one social factor, Age group, have a significant effect on verb-final
/n/-elision in Idi. Moreover, it has found an unexpected effect of age, in that the
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oldest age group was showing the highest proportions of a variant that could be
considered innovative. While there are still many questions remaining, it is clear
that in order to gain a better understanding of the cross-linguistic forces operat-
ing on language variation and change, it is imperative that we broaden our under-
standing of lesser studied languages and speech communities, and not allow the
pre-existing Western experiences to dominate our perceptions of sociolinguistics
settings elsewhere. Different social evaluation of variables can lead to variation
patterning differently across age groups. Older speakers have high status in Idi
society, and it may be possible that their speech serves as a model for others, often
younger than they are. In the absence of more familiar social variables such as
socio-economic class, other locally relevant factors play a role in acquiring social
status, leading to similar age-grading effects as in better-studied societies. Still,
these effects may propagate differently depending on the wider social and cultural
context. This mix of the familiar and the novel is what makes the study of soci-
olinguistic variation in new contexts so exciting.
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Abstract (Dutch)

Dit artikel behandelt variatie in de uitspraak van de medeklinker /n/ in Idi, een Papoeataal die
behoort to the Pahoturi River familie. In deze taal wordt de slot-n van een werkwoord vaak
niet uitgesproken. Dit blijkt samen te hangen met zowel linguistische als sociale factoren: /n/
wordt significant vaker weggelaten in de tegenwoordige tijd dan in de verleden en toekomstige
tijd, wanneer het volgende woord met een medeklinker begint, en door mensen van boven de
60. Uit data in een niet-gepubliceerde grammatica uit de jaren ’80 blijkt dat deze variatie zon
30 jaar geleden al aanwezig was in de tegenwoordige tijd, en dus wellicht stabiele, leeftijdsge-
bonden variatie betreft. Omgekeerd lijkt het erop dat de verspreiding van het weglaten van de
/n/ in de andere werkwoordstijden nog gaande zou kunnen zijn. Hoe dan ook is het de oudere
generatie die consequent het vaakst de /n/ weglaat. Oudere mensen worden gezien als de meest
competente Idi-sprekers en door deze status genieten ze wellicht meer vrijheid om te variéren
in hun taalgebruik. Deze studie laat zien dat het van groot belang is onze blik te verruimen door
ons meer te richten op minder bekende talen en culturen, in overeenstemming met eerdere
oproepen in de sociolinguistische literatuur.
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