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ABSTRACT

The Diola-Fogny of S6n6gal, West Africa, socially intuit with the
meta-linguisticterms 'big' and 'thin' the tense/lax vowel contrast that is
basic to their phonology. The two terms are primarilyused to identify
speech variationamong individualsand groups. Examinationrevealedthat
speakerswho made relativelygreateruse of vowel harmonywere characterized as 'big' in contrast to others who were thought of as 'thin' speakers.
The 'big'/'thin' distinction provides the Fogny with one means by which
they place the speech of an individual. In addition, this meta-linguistic
device either is used to express indirectlythe social place of an alter vis-a2vis an ego in terms of simple sameness or difference, or, when more than
two people are involved, in terms of some form of segmentaryopposition.
(S6n6gal, meta-linguistics,social interaction,phonology.)
INTRODUCTION
The topic to be exploredin this papercame up by accident.While reviewingmy
Diola-Fogny lexical files with a jury of three, one of the informantspronounced
the negativeinfinitiveof the root -baj 'to have'as kabajatiratherthan the expected
kabstati.When I showed surprise at this pronunciation,AB, the informant,
laughed, assuring me that 'we talk thin' (uli nusankenmis). The other two jury
members (AK, KB) agreed, saying that they in contrast talk 'big' (-kala).The
distinctionwas not idiosyncraticto AB, for his exclusive 'we', uli (cf. the inclusive
wala(l)), referred to the people of Bignona, AB's home town and the local
administrative.center, as well as to the people of several adjacentvillages from
which the original inhabitantsof Bignona had come some seventy years ago.
In contrastAK and KB came from outlying villages some 25 km. respectivelyto
field trip to Sen6gal and was
supported by a grant awarded by the Joint Committee on African Studies of the Social
Science Research Council and the American Council of Learned Societies. Early
versions of this paper were presented at different times and places most particularly at
the 973 meetings of the American Anthropological Association and at a faculty luncheon
(Spring, I972) of the Department of Linguistics, University of Pennsylvania. Generous
comments offered at the latter function by Profs. John Fought, Henry Hit, Henry
Hoenigswald, DeU Hymes, William Labov, and Leigh Lisker were of great help in
focusing my argument. I remain deeply appreciative of their interest.

[I] Material for this paper was gathered during my 1970
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the NW and NNE of Bignona. Somewhat later it became apparentthat KB,
though consideredby all a 'big' speaker,was in fact less of one than AK. We will
have more to say about this as we go along.
The task was to find out exactly what my jury meant when they differentiated
each other's regional accents by the meta-terms'big' and 'thin'. Do the terms
characterizeclusters of featuresvaguely defined though accuratelyperceivedor
do they identify something more precise?The latter turned out to be the case,
for the distinction big/thin referred directly, accurately and exclusively to an
importantand anything but vague contrastin Fogny vowel phonology.As such,
it seems something of a novelty among ethnic meta-linguisticterms such as our
Southern'drawl',New England 'twang'and Scottish 'burr',or the Frenchman's
characterizationof Meidional speech as talking 'avec de l'ail' (with garlic).
Diola-Fogny is the northernmostdialect of Diola, a language spoken in the
lower Casamanceregion of Southern S6n6gal (West Africa). The Diola dialect
clusterjoins with severalisolated languagesto makeup the Diola group, one out
of three groups (Manjakuand Balantarethe others)that form the Baksub-group
of West Atlantic, the westernmostbranch of Greenberg'sNiger-Congo super-

stock(SapirI971r; GreenbergI963). Of all the dialectsFogny(calledKujamaat
by the speakersthemselves) is the most importantin that it boasts over 8o,ooo
speakersor one third of all the Diola, and along with the Kasa dialect of the
Ziguinchor area, has something of the status of 'standard'Diola.
What is of interest here is variationwithin Fogny itself. This variationis most
conspicuous in vocabulary,less so in 'pronunciation'and rather negligible in
morphologyand syntax. At no time does the variationimpede mutualintelligibility, though communicationbetween speakersfrom opposite ends of the Fogny
area requirescommandof a fairly large passive (decoding)vocabulary.Not only
is there variationin specializedwords, for example-fandand&n,
-fararen,-sararen,
-yandandenall glossing as 'winnow above the head, as with peanuts', but also
high frequency words as 'room' which is kajamor kalimbis,and even with one
of the personal pronouns, the disjunctive third person singular which can be
7, akila, or umu.

PHONOLOGICAL

BASIS

OF THE DEVICE

As noted, the distinction between 'big' and 'thin' talk has to do with accent or
pronunciation, specifically with vowel phonology. Fogny has ten distinctive
vowel phonemes (twenty if length is taken into account) which divide into two
equal sets; one set, following Jakobson& Halle (I962), I have called 'tense' and
the other 'lax' (Sapir I965). Whetheror not the tense/lax label is appropriateis an
unresolvedquestion. For a similartype of distinctionfound in the vowel systems
of the Kwa languages, John Stewart (I967) came to the conclusion that the
articulatoryfeatureseparatingthe two sets of vowels has to do with the position
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of the tongue root, where an 'advancedtongue root' producestense vowels, and
an 'unadvanced tongue root' produces lax. Stewart's analysis corroborated
Ladefoged (I964), who had previously observed for Igbo (an isolated Kwa
language)that, following X-ray tracings,the body of the tongue was alwaysmore
retractedin the lax set. More recently Painter (I973), with respect to the Kwa
language of Twi, also confirms Ladefoged in reporting from cineradiographic
data that the tense set is characterizedby a widening of the pharynx.2
What is obvious for all the West African languagesso far observed is that the
contrast in each case is different from what is described as tense or lax for
Europeanlanguages,wheretense vowels have been shown to be peripheral,while
lax vowels arealwayscentralwith /l/ being the laxestof all. This is not true for the
African languages. Here a particulartense vowel is always relatively higher or
closer than a correspondinglax vowel, with the difference between respective
high vowels being small and difficultto hear, but considerableand immediately
apparentfor the lower vowels. Thus Fogny has:
tense
lax
e

u

o
E

a

:,

a
Coupled with the tense/lax distinction is a general harmonyrule that marksthe
tense vowel such that in contact with tense vowels, lax vowels become tense, i.e.
L > T/T. For Fogny harmonyoperates retrogressivelyin verb and generally in
noun inflection and in verbal and nominal root derivation.Thus:
panalaafi'he will return';panalaanii'he will return from'
'he always has from'
nabajebaj'he always has'; nabajeobaj
'the
basket'
(ka
(class
marker)
+sinsi, + ak (determiner))
kasinsjypk
-17z,k'to cork, stop up'; -lookul'to uncork, unstop'
-bajen'cause to have ; -pyren 'cause to leave' (-pyr+ en)
-lib 'to slice'; bylibum'cuts, slices' (by+ lib+ ym)
ateba 'builder'; afaan 'joker'(a +faan + a).
Of the various assimilation rules operating in Fogny morphophonemics it is
harmonythat is the most 'superficial'in that it is always the last to be applied.
A short example will make this clear. The verb -j31,'to come' is derived from
-jaw, 'to go' plus the suffix -ul, 'towardsthe speaker'and takes its form because
of the assimilationrule: -aw+ back vowel+ (C) > o(C). Now if the harmonyrule
operatedfirst we would have had *-jol rather than -j31: -jaw+ ul would harmonize to -jawyl and then reduce to *-jol. This is never the case though since
the assimilationis optional we can have -jawulas an alternateto -j.'l.
[2]

Mr. Steven Greenberg of the University of California is currently making a preliminary
acoustic analysis of the Fogny vowel system and plans to publish an account of his findings in the near future.
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It became immediately obvious that the distinction made by my informants
between 'big' and 'thin' referred directly to the tense/lax contrast in Fogny
phonology. First, note that 'thin' is mis with lax /i/ and 'big' is kalawith tense
/a/. Alternate terms have the same i/a contrast: tiiti 'small'/gmk 'large'. But
more important:to illustrateand further elaboratewhat they meant by mis and
kala, the informants pointed to a system of sound symbolism that operates in
Fogny. Like many other African languages, Fogny has a large vocabularyof
qualifiers,called ideophonesby many Africanists(e.g. Williamson I965; Samarin
I967), that are often onomatopoeticand that serve to modify in particularistic
ways both nouns and verbs. Frequently these ideophones come in sets, most
often pairs, with one considered as being 'more of', 'largerthan', 'bigger than'
the other. Of the pairs many are distinguished by way of the tense/lax contrast
with the 'bigger', etc., always taking tense vowel. A good example, and the one
volunteered by my informants, is: jiker jelelel versus jiker jcldlt. The verb
-jiker glosses as 'look out, at; regard'and the ideophones refer to the glow or
reflectionin the eyes moving back and forth when they are caught in a beam of
light. Thus ebe cjikerjelelel, 'a cow looks with glowing eyes', but ejamenejiker
jelelel, 'a goat lookswith glowingeyes' (alsoa cat, monkey).3Some other examples:
-sankenpaj paj/pajpaj, 'to speak with high loud voice/deep loud voice'
-baakjakab/jakab'be very tall/very tall and large as well'
-tigerjarak/jarak'breakoff sth. with a snap/with a crack'.
QUANTITATIVE

BASIS

OF CATEGORIZATION

If referenceto their language'sideophones permittedmy informantsto indicate
what they meant by 'big' and 'thin' sounds, it by no means allowedthem to state
[3] This kind of sound symbolism might come as a surprise in that the tense and relatively
high and close sound is associated with largeness rather than smallness and is thus in
sharp contrast to the extremely frequent and so called natural symbolism that has things
the other way around: small and proximal taking close vowels, big and distal taking
opening vowels. Actually Fogny makes use of this latter type of symbolism in the
demonstratives taate/taata 'here'/'there' (etc.) as well as in the ideophones themselves
where it is frequently used in combination with the tense/lax distinction. When the
two combine they never contradict each other. One always has relatively close and lax
vowels going with smallness, etc., and relatively open and tense vowels going with
largeness. Thus:
water flows sililillsalalal 'in a narrow stream/in a gush'; noise of a crowd that is wEnjzr/
wajor 'thin noise of women and children/big, thick noise of hunters, warriors, of
men'
And the three term series:
pekcs/pakas/takas referring respectively to the breaking of a small/medium/large sized
clay pot.
At no time do we find the big/small contrast being represented by such hypothetical
or the reverse), only
forms as *binl*ban or *banl*bin (+tense,-openl-tense,+open
bin/ban as with mis/kala (+ tense, + open/-tense,-open).
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how they identify one person as speaking 'big' and another as speaking 'thin'.
All Fogny speakersmake systematicuse of the tense/lax contrastin their speech
and at no time will we find a speakerwho pronouncesall words with only tense
vowels, nor will we find someone else who does the reverse. The situation is
subtler. What permits a Fogny speakerto classify someone's speech as 'thin' or
as 'big' has to do, not with any absolute either/or criteria, but rather with a
quantitativetendencyof a speakerto favor lax or tense pronunciation.Investigation revealedthree tendencies. In order of increasing importancethey are:
(i) Vocabulary.As I mentioned, there is a considerableamount of sub-dialect
or regional variationin Fogny vocabulary.In most cases the variant forms are
distinct from each other such as the forms cited for 'room', kalimbisand kajim.
However, cases that involve slight variation are not infrequent, as -ganorand
galor, 'act slowly (where speed is necessary)';kalejaand kalega, 'wing'. In those
instances where variation is slight and where the variation is determined by
vowel quality that makes use of the tense/lax distinction, it was always observed
that the thin speaker (AB) used the lax while the big speaker (AK) used the
tense variant.The variantsusedby KB who wasintermediatein his pronunciation
(thin vis-a-visAK, big vis-a-vis AB) were sometimes tense, sometimes lax:

AB, thin
-kuuk
-kuntajen
bag.ri
-map
jifaruba

KB, intermediate AK, big
-kook
-kook 'take big handfuls of food'
-kyntejen'to kneel'
-kuntejen
bagori
bagori'money'
-map
-map'shinny up a tree'
jifaruba
jifaruba'storm, refers to tree movement'

Interesting as this kind of variation is, it is hardly sufficient as a diagnostic
trait. The relevant vocabulary consists of a limited number of generally low
frequencywords and one can easily imagine huge segments of speech where not
one of the critical words would be used.
(2) Suffixes. Of much greater frequency are three suffixes that have regional
alternatesdefined in part by the tense/lax contrast. Parallelingthe variation in
vocabularythe thin speaker used the lax alternateswhile the big speaker used
tense variantsfor two of the suffixesand for the third had two alternants,apparently in free variation,of which one was tense the other lax. As with the vocabularythe intermediatespeakerfell in between using one tense and two lax variants:

AB, thin
-ati
-crit

-7ti

-Uli

-uli

KB, intermediate
-crtt
-oli

AK, big
-7ti
negative infinitive
-yrjt
'never'
-dli
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As we saw at the startit was the negativeinfinitive,ati/ati, that set off this investigation in the first place.
(3) Harmony. Although the three suffixes are high frequency morphemes,
they do not in themselves provide sufficient criteria, even when coupled with
vocabularyvariation.My informantswere able to place someone as being either
a big or a thin speakerimmediately and without waiting for a diagnostic morpheme or lexical item. Somethingmore pervasivewas at play, and this was vowel
harmony.
Careful attention to actual speech reveals considerable variation between
speakersin the applicationof harmony.The generalrules outlined above are in a
sense ideal and mainly reflect the speech of big speakerswith whom I did the
bulk of my grammaticalresearch.Variationin harmonyresponds to two intertwined factors. First, the extent of harmony:a tense morphemeaffixed to a lax
form may or may not affect all of the latter's vowels. Some speakerstense the
entire form, others only the adjacentvowel; panakando
or panakando>pan + a +
kan +do ('he will put it within'). Secondly, the degree of harmony: lax vowels
may only partiallytense, that is, they may become tainted with tenseness, not
completely tense. This latter factor is of course irritatingto someone who takes
seriously the absolute natureof segmentalphonemes. Grantedthat the tense/lax
distinction is fully operativein the underlyingphonology,the harmonyof actual
speech belies its validity on the purely phonetic level. Is [d] in pdnkdndo tense or
lax, or is it somewherein between?What this seems to indicate is that harmony
is not rooted in the phonology per se but is instead something apart and akin
to supersegmentalfeatures.To make a vague metaphor:a tense vowel does not
convert a lax vowel to tenseness, it rathercasts its own tense shadow across it.
With some speakersthe shadowis long and dark,with others it is short and light.
Taking the distinction between a/l, which is the easiest contrast to hear,
along with the intermediated (a slightly raisedand partlytense a) the following
points of variationwere observed:
(a) Nouns. Nouns are always pronouncedwith a class prefix and optionally
with a determineror a possessive suffix: a + sek+ (aw), '(the)woman',ku + sek+
(v), '(his) wives', etc. All speakerswill harmonizeboth prefixand suffixto matcha
tense root: ka + cim + ak > k9cimak, 'the song'. However, when pronouncing
very slowly, syllable by syllable, AB, the thin speaker, would often forego
harmony altogether: ka sinsft ak, 'the basket'. This is in striking contrast to
'normal' slow speech, where harmony for all speakersis greater in degree and
extent.
(b) Derivednounand verbstems.When formed from a root plus one or more
derivative suffixes, these forms always inflect as a unit exactly as a simple root.
When the derivativesuffix is tense and the root is lax, the derived form becomes
6
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tense for all speakers:-baj, 'have', -eli 'early,immediately' > -bajeli,'have early'.
There is one interesting variation (the only one observed) and it concerns the
thin (AB) speaker. In verb emphasis inflection the root or root plus derivative
suffix is reduplicated:nakankan'he made(it)', nakanenkanen,'he caused(it) to be
made'.For the derived -kaneli,'do, make early' (-kan+ eli) AB had two variants,
the expected nakanelkaneli(the constructionshared with the other speakers) as
well as a reduced form where the initial eli becomes e and harmonyis weakened
AB goes further.
so that the bound subject na- 'he' remains lax: nakanekawneli.
- (thus elj >e > E)
the
e
detenses
the
becoming
uli,
When he infixes
objectpronoun
'he did (it) for
leaving only the reduplicatedbase form as tense: nakaneulikanelt,
us immediately'.The two other informantsalways gave the expected nakaneliylikaneli.
(c) Tensedinflectionalsuffix-uy%-yl and thepostcliticdo. Following the general
harmony rules established for big speakers the addition of the tense suffix-Y
(or -ul), 'hither,towardsthe speaker,at a place other than here' or the postclitic
udo, 'in a place' (cf. t,, 'at, on a place')4will tense the entire verb constructionto
which they are affixed. Take the future construction pan + subj+ verb as in
panalaafi,'he will returnto', andpanakan'he will do, put', and the verb emphasis
nakankan,'he did (it)' and the big speakergives us:
'he will return from'
panalaaiu
panakando 'he will put (it) in' (cf. panakant. 'he will put (it) there')
nakankando 'he put (it) in' (cf. nakankanto'he put (it) there')
Tensing will also apply to the connectiveprefixman-'and, so that', as in manab.7h,
'and he sends (s.o.)', which becomes:
'and he sends (s.o.) from'
manaboiYu
When a verb constructionhas a long base verb (threesyllablesfor example)the
harmonyengenderedby a tense suffix does not manage to tense the entire construction, even with the big speaker. In the future construction it applies after
initial stress, with what precedes only becoming tainted. Take -kankan,r 'shift
for oneself, se d6brouiller':
panku'kankanoru'they will take care of themselves there' (where zuis intermediate between u and u)
The thin speaker never applies the blanket tensing rule but instead uses
harmonythat is reducedboth in extent and degree. At most the -ul suffixedto a
future or connective (man-) construction will tense the adjacentroot and taint
[4] The syntax of do, to, b. etc. is such that they cannot be thought of an inflectional
suffixes (Sapir I965: 8off).
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the prefixes.At times it will only tense the root. The connective manapparently
is less affectedby tensing than the futurepan. In future constructionsbuilt with
a long base verb the -ul suffixwill affectonly the precedingvowel. The postclitic
do has less of an effect than the -yl. Sometimes, especiallyin slow speech, it will
match the -VI,otherwise it will only taint the verb root and perhapsthe subject
prefix.
pandlaaiy1
manalaMyl
in slow speech, otherwisepandkdndoor even panaktndo
pandkawndo
pankukankanoryl
The intermediatespeakerfalls in between. Like the big speakerhis -y suffix
tenses the futurepan and the connective man prefixes. However when the base
verb is long the -Vsuffixtenses the verb but not the prefixes.The case is the same
for do in future constructions.Do used in verb emphasiswill either tense or just
taint the reduplicatedverb, havingno effecton the initial partof the construction:
pasalaban
m laanig
panakando
nakankando,nakankando
pankukankanory
(d) Infixedo. The 'hither' marker(seen alreadyas -y or -yl in future or man
constructions) takes the form -ub- in verb reduplication:nabajulbaj, 'he had
from there'. In this construction when -ub7- combines with the habitual e it
reduces to tense o (mistakenlydescribed in my grammaras -y-, I965:53). The
effect on harmonyof o varies. The big speakerretrogressivelytenses what precedes and taints or even in slow speech tenses what follows. The intermediate
speakerwill generally only tense the initial base verb, though in slow speech he
will tense the subject prefixas well. The thin speakerretrogressivelytenses the e
and taints what precedes.
Thin nabajeobaj'he always has from'
Inter. nabajeobaj;in slow speech, however: nabajeobaj
Big
nabajeobaj;
in slow speech, however: nabajeobaj
(e) Crosswordharmony.An inspection of sample texts revealsthe big speaker
retrogressivelyextending harmonyacross word boundaries:
mankagyngytakkal (man>man), 'so that the k. fruit will ripen'
... kan kacimak(kan>kan), '... did a song'
... nananinaw(nan>nan) '... when the man'
... bacotybando(bac7tu>bacoty) '. . . weaverbirdswere in there'
8
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Neither the intermediatenor the thin speakersappearto do this, although in one
recordedinstance the former started to extend harmony progressivelybut then
stopped and correctedhimself:
panloaay da ... dakar, 'he will return from Do ... Dakar'
These examples (a-e) hardly exhaust the possible types of harmony pattern
that exist with my informants,nor do they permit the formulationof anything
like usable variablerules. To achieve such precision and generalitywould necessitate the carefulanalysisof extensive corporaobtainedfrom a varietyof different
speakers. Nevertheless what has been presented here amply demonstratesthe
point I wish to make: variationin harmony,in contrastto lexical or allomorphic
variation, represents the principle criterion by which Fogny are able to place
speakers as being thin or big. Harmony is a pervasive aspect of speech where
in all cases the thin speakermakes less of it than someone designated as big.

CULTURAL

USES

OF THE

CATEGORIZATION

'Big' and 'thin' (kalaand mis) identify both sufficiently and exclusively a basic
distinction in Fogny vowel phonology. Of itself and especially in comparisonto
other meta-linguistic terms encounteredin native vocabularies,this precision is
indeed notable. In my grammarI made the remarkthat 'when tense and lax
vowels are compared one against the other the contrast is so great that one's
immediateimpressionis that they representthe sound systems of two unrelated
languages'(I965:4). Setting aside my inter-lingualexaggeration,it appearsthat
Fogny speakersthemselves share this impression.With referenceto ideophones
founded on the tense/lax contrast and indicating larger versus smaller qualities
this 'nativeintuition' about phonology has been socializedto the extent of being
lexically defined. But the Fogny do not use their terms kalaand mis to talk about
phonologicalcompetence per se, but ratherto entitle the speech performanceof
specific speakersor groups of speakers.They take from underlying phonology a
discrete distinction and apply it to the non-discrete continuum of variationthat
runs from one end of the Fogny speech community to the other. They manage
the transferfrom 'discretecompetence'to 'relativeperformance'by way of comparison. Someone's speech is 'thin' only when it contraststo the 'big' speech of
someone else. It is never absolutely 'thin' nor absolutely 'big', for as mentioned
already, to say that would imply the absence of either tense or lax vowels in a
particularperson's speech.
The ability to designate an accent as being relativelythinner or bigger represents one criterion (vocabularyvariationbeing another) permitting a Fogny to
place another'sspeech. In turn placing someone's speech is itself one of many
ways by which an alter can be socially placed vis-ai-vis an ego. And as with so
9
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many acephalousand egalitariansocieties, the closer alter is to ego the more
reliable and trustworthy,or at least predictable,that alter will be.
Trustworthiness and predictabilityof speech is defined in terms of clarity,
goodness and by implicationpurity. To the Fogny a 'good' speakerwill always
be first and foremost a home body and then secondarilysomeone who uses the
resourcesof the languageto its fullest. Home speech is prestige speech and is to
be exalted over non-home speech, and it is rare that anyone will accommodate
himself to another'saccent or way of speaking.5
Although it will lead us momentarilyfrom our discussion of 'big' and 'thin',
let me give some brief illustrations of loyalty to home speech. A personal
anecdote: I started,first in Dakarand then in situ, to learnthe Fogny of Sindian
(KB's village). There the words for 'room', the disjunctive 3rd person singular,
and the disjunctive 2nd person possessive are respectivelykalimbis,akila, and
-iya. I dutifully learnedthese forms and carriedthem with me when I moved to
set up permanentresidence in AK's village of Jipalom (a pseudonym). After a
short stay polite pressureto correctmy speech was brought to bear as when I'd
say something like kalimbisakkiya bkke('your room is here') whereuponsomeone would interject nane, kacimakkbli bake('he said, your room is here'). My
obstinateloyalty to Sindian speech (are we talking about universals?1)continued
until a woman openly complainedto me that I alwaysinsisted on Sindian forms.
'Say umu, not akila; kacimak,not kalimbisak;kbli, not kiya.' She went on, 'the
speech of Sindian is "heavy"(-keh), hard to understand(sic) and we of Jipalom
don't talk that way'. But heavinessand the ability to understand was very much
a relative matter. Truly, for to my knowledgeno one from Jipalomever has the
slightest difficultyin fully understandingSindian speech, nor the reverse.At this
level 'hard to understand',meant simply that it was different,not 'our way'. The
conversationcontinued. Although Sindian speech was heavy it was not nearlyso
heavy as Kasa, a differentdialect where there are some real difficulties. In turn
Kasa was not as heavy as Wblof, the dominant language of S6nkgal, nor was
Wolof as heavy as French. English, my speech and the official languageof the
neighboringex-colonyof Gambia,was to this womanunquestionablythe heaviest
speech imaginable,just kakakaka like so many pied crows.
Loyalty to one's own speech came up during the course of my lexical research.
I had purposely chosen my jury from different areas of the Fogny region in
order to gain a better perspective on the dialect as a whole. Usually different
forms with the same meaning, or different meanings for the same form were
simply noted as such. However,argumentswould occasionallydevelop especially
[1] This refers to intra-dialect accommodation. In contrast when speakers of different

Diola dialects come in contact an effort will usually be made to accommodate their
respective speech. When KB accompanied me during an extended period in the Kasa
dialect area he quickly picked up and actively used the vocabulary of our hosts and even
went so far as to make the p >f and f> h sound shifts that separate the two dialects.
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over shades of meaning for the same form. I recall one particularlyviolent
argumentthat centred on the word balanj7r.According to AK and AB it meant
'to step off the path in order to defecate'. KB thought differently,for to him it
meant more generally 'to step off the path to do something in private', which
might be to defecate, but could also be to do something else. KB explained
further that balanj3rwas often used as a euphemism for the general word basan,
'to defecate'. In the ensuing argumentthat lasted a good half hour AK insisted
without deviation or compromisethat KB was wrong. Balanj3rmeant precisely
and only one thing, 'to step off the path in order to defecate', and nothing else.
Further it was never used as a euphemism for basan . . . 'who needs to hide the
word? If you have to defecate you say so, it's as simple as that'. The upshot of
the argument was that Sindian speakers made fuller use of euphemisms and
euphemisticphrasesthan did other Fogny who felt compelled to avoid only one
word, and that only in cross-sex or cross-generationcontexts. The word was
esak, 'to copulate'.
The ultimate motivation prompting the argumentin the first place lay quite
beyond the realm of linguistic correctness and had to do with the conflicting
personalitiesof the partiesinvolved (AB kept scrupulouslyout of the fracas)and
need not concern us here. What is of interest, however, is that regional loyalty
to a particulardefinition of a word provided a fine pretext and vehicle for a
dispute.
When a third party is involved, linguistic placement becomes more complex,
for it brings into play the processknown to social anthropologistsas segmentary
opposition. Briefly,A and B are of differentgroups that are structurallyopposed,
say by membershipin two segments of the same clan; with the Diola, who do not
have corporate clans, they might each represent different wards of the same
village. Their complementaryand opposing positions permit disputes between
the parties(A and B). However, when one or the other confront a third party, C,
who is of a differentclan or village, the two disputants,A and B, align togetherin
opposition to C. That is, two who are opposed in some contexts come together in
others to face the common enemy (cf. Bohannan, 1958 for some striking examples).
Two instances from my work with big and thin accents provide examples
of this kind of segmentation, though here it involved only alignment and had
nothing to do with actual disputes. Recall that at the beginning AB said he spoke
'thin', while AK and KB said they spoke 'big'. But it turned out that ratherthan
being 'big', KB was somewhere between AB's thinness and AK's bigness, and
nothing in the linguistic materialsuggestedthat KB was nearerto AK than to AB
in speech. Nevertheless KB chose to call himself a 'big' speakerand the others
agreed. The reasons for the choice were not linguistic, but social and entirely
obvious. AB was a Catholic,from the administrativecentre, older and a relative
strangerto the project. In contrast both AK and KB were Muslims, from the
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outer villages, younger and had workedwith me during my previousfield trip.
Thus what was objectively a linguistic continuum:
Thin
AB

Big
AK

KB

segmented socially as:
I

Thin

Big

Bigger
AK

Big
KB

AB

This by the way explains why AB kept out of the balanjprargument even
though he shared AK's definition of the term. He saw no reason to join a
squabble between two parties who were segmentally equally opposed to
himself.
Depending on the perspectiveof ego, the alignment or placement of a third
party's speech may vary. Take this second example: I asked KB if he knew of
any 'thin' speakersfrom villages other than AB's Bignona. He said yes there was
one village where people spoke not only 'thin', but very oddly in other ways as
well. This was the village of Kagnaru locatedequidistantbetween KB's Sindian
and Bignona.A trip to Kagnaruconfirmedthat they did speak'thinner'than KB
and neithernabajeobaj
but not as 'thin' as AB. Thus like AB they said n4badjeobaj,
as KB nor nabjeobajas AK. However, like both KB and AK they saidpanalaaniy,
a 'big' ratherthan a 'thin' pronunciation.In truth, quite as KB was somewhere
between 'big' and 'thin', so Kagnaruwas somewherebetween the intermediate
speech of KB and the 'thin' speech of AB. Hence the continuum:
Thin
AB

Kgn

KB

-Big
AK

Again, the reasonsfor KB's classifying Kagnaruas 'thin' were social. For many
years the relationsbetween Sindian and Kagnaruhave been ambiguousat best.
Although they intermarrythey have a long historyof disputesand warfareand as
recently as fifteen years ago (from I970) a brawl broke out between the two villages that culminatedin the death of severalpeople. KB had no desireto associate
with Kagnaru, and thus in the context of this investigationchose to separate
Kagnarufrom himself by consideringthem as 'thin' speakers.To KB the social
segmentationwent like this:
I2

BIG

AND

THIN:

TWO
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I

i

Thin

Thinner
AB

TERMS

Big

Thin
Kgn

Big
KB

Bigger
AK

AB saw things differently. Although he admitted that Kagnaru might speak
'thinner' than Sindian they were both 'bigger' speakers than himself and he
saw no reason why he should be grouped with them. And socially, didn't the
Kagnaru people intermarrywith Sindian and quarrel with villages connected
to his own family?And weren't they for the most part Muslims? To AB therefore the social segmentationwas rathermore like:

I

I1

Big

Thin

AB

Big
Kgn

Bigger
KB

Biggest
AK

Thus there is always the possibility of variation in social placement. It is
essential to know the grounds for differentiation.Are they based on religious,
age, sex, kin, geographic,linguistic differences?Further the grounds will vary
with the immediatecontext. Is it expedient at this nonce to align myself with X
ratherthan with Y? If it is and if Y is a Muslim like myself, while X is not, then
something other than religion must be appealed to ... perhaps kin links or
geographicpropinquity.From my experiencewith the Fogny to talk aboutspeech
differencesis almost always an indirect way to talk about other, primarilysocial,
differences.Conversationabout speech is seldom just about speech. Even in the
context of my lexical project, where meta-talkwas the order of business, speech
variation very frequently if not always, became a means for expressing social
placement.AB was a 'thin' speaker,while KB and AK were 'big' speakerseven
though there was no linguistic reasonfor saying KB was 'big' ratherthan 'thin'.
The reasons,as I argued,were social. Of courseto use speech to talk about social
differencesnecessitatesan objective correlationbetween the two codes or levels
of discourse. The big/thin distinction permitted the alignment of KB with
AK because KB was the intermediatespeaker. If, however, KB had been the
'thinner' speaker,the two codes (linguistic and social) would have been out of
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phase and I doubt very much that it would have ever occurredto my jury to
point out the contrastin the first place. It would not have been sociallyrelevant.
CONCLUSION

A meta-linguistic novelty, accurate identificationof the tense-lax contrast by
native speakersof Fogny, has been shown to be a phonologicalintuition with
social value. To be able to identify a speakeras 'thin' or as 'big' provides the
Fogny with one of many means for linguistic, hence social, placement.
The Fogny materialcan benefit from furtherinvestigation,both linguistic and
sociolinguistic. Furtherstudy of vowel harmonyvariationwould permit formulation of accurate variable rules and allow investigation of a related, albeit
diachronic, topic: to what extent is harmony variation associated with the
tendency towardvowel reduction,the mergerof Ewith e, v with o, and the reduction of a to allophonic status, all of which are evidenced in the southern dialect
of Huluf and probably other dialects as well (Wilson, I963)?6 As for social
placement, it would be valuable to have a fuller ethnographicstatement of the
exact conditions and contexts that bring the big/thin device into play. This
would allow more precise comparisonwith analogousmeta-linguisticdevices in
other speech communities,7as part of the effortto understandbetter the entitlement of speech differences('accents'),and the use of such entitlementsin everyday interaction.I hope to be able to pursuethese mattersduring a futuretour in
the field.
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