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I. Introduction

Standard Canadian English (SCE) nominative pronouns undergo reduction in sentence-initial
position. In this article we document and describe the empirical patterns of nominative pronoun
reduction observed in natural speech (§2). In §3 we then briefly demonstrate how these patterns
are accounted for at the syntax-phonology interface within the framework put forth by (Newell
and Scheer ms. 2025).

Sentence-initial pronoun reduction in SCE calls into question the nature of proposed
phonological constraints like STRONG START (Selkirk 2011). This constraint is proposed to be
responsible for the movement of weak pronouns away from the left edge of a prosodic con-
stituent (e.g. Bennett et al. (2015) for Modern Irish (MI) object pronouns, or Werle (2009)
for BCS second position subject pronouns). However, consider the possible prosodic domain
structures of we think in (1).

Wa  [[wi[Bk]elo o
b. [ ['wijlo [0ink]e ..l

A real-life example of the reduced form in (1a) is found in the following interview :

(2) “We [wi] think it’s time for a policy...”
Dominic Cardy | Power & Politics (CBC): Aug 14, 2024 (5§sec)

The structure in (1a) represents the prosodic structure of the reduced pronoun+verb within the
theory of prosodic phonology (see §3 for an alternate structural proposal). Reduced pronouns in
English behave like clitics, never affecting the position of main stress. The full pronunciation in
(1b) is a licit alternative to any reduced form of we and is used by the speaker in (2) in the majority
of cases in the parts of the cited interview that we listened to. It is clear that neither focus stress
nor discourse reference are the source of this variation. It is most likely that this variation is
due to competition between registers, where the non-reduction of the pronoun is conditioned
by the formal interview setting, but the reduced form is emerging as it is conditioned by the
speakers more frequently used informal register (see §3 for further discussion).
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q2KGl84XXNQ&ab_channel=CBCNews

It is of note that the structure in (1a) involves a weak first member of the nested Prosodic
word (®). The reduced pronoun in SCE is sentence-initial and therefore must be an initial
weak element in some domain, yet it does not undergo second-position movement, as in BCS,
or post-posing, as in ML Interestingly, in MI object post-posing is optional as STRONG START
may also go unviolated if the reduced pronoun cliticizes toa @ to its left. In SCE, where pronoun
postposing and second position movement are unavailable, and where there is no item to the
left on which weak pronouns can lean, the only option that would permit STRONG START to
remain unviolated would be to promote sentence-initial weak pronouns to full pronouns, as in
(1b). Within Optimality Theory, the Emergence of the Unmarked would predict the available
full-form to be the only attested output. That this is not the case calls into question the role
of both prosodic optimality and allomorphy in phonological computation." Documentation of
weak subject pronouns in SCE is a first step in the analysis of this type of ‘Weak Start’ pattern,
also seen in other languages such as Quebec French (e.g., 1] est. ‘He/Itis. [1le]/[je]).

2. The reduction of Nominative pronouns in Standard Canadian English

The reduction of accusative pronouns in English is a well-documented phenomenon in the
literature (e.g., Kaisse (1983); Selkirk (2014[1996])). The reduction of nominative pronouns,
however, has been less discussed. Even if nominative pronoun reduction is indeed less common,
it still exists in SCE, as shown in the preliminary database we have built. To build our database,
we identified and searched for occurrences of possible reductions, the forms of which can be
seen in Table 1.

Table 1. Full and reduced Nominative pronouns in SCE

I We You She He They It

Full forms [aj] [wij]  [juw] [fij] [hij] [0¢j] [1t]
Reduced forms [a/a]  [wi/wa] [ja/ja] [Ji/f5]  lij/1/a] [0e/da] [ot/e?]

As we will see in the following section, the data clearly demonstrate that nominative
reduction exists in SCE.

2.1 Methodology

Our aim was to build a corpus of natural spoken data representing the most formal Standard
Canadian English we could access easily online, taken from semi-formal interviews broadcast
by prominent Canadian news sources or similarly formal venues (e.g. Radio Canada, the CBC).

We aimed to collect at least 10 occurrences of each possible reduction to verify that the
reductions found were not errors. Depending on the conversation topic, some pronouns, and

'Of course, OT allows for a FAITHFULNESS contraint to supersede augmentation of the pronominal form, but such
a constraint would have to be specific to sentence-initial pronominal forms, a clear violation of Modularity (see
Newell and Sailor (in press) for relevant discussion).



therefore some reductions, were produced more frequently than others, making them easier to
find. For instance, the pronouns 7, you, and it appeared more often than the other nominative
pronouns. Given the one-on-one nature of the interview format, that these pronouns were the
most common is unsurprising. We also narrowed our online search to content with the highest
level of formality possible. We postulate that if such reductions occur in formal contexts, they
are likely to occur even more frequently in less formal situations. This selection, seen in Table
2, ensured both the reliability of the recordings and the presence of spontaneous, yet controlled,
speech where speakers naturally alternate between full and reduced forms.

Table 2. Online sources consulted

Sources

e CBC News
o Radio Canada : Q with Tom Power
e TedTalks

® University of Manitoba Indigenous YouTube channel,
Department of Indigenous Studies

o Aboriginal People’s Television Network: National News

® PBS: Brief But Spectacular

o Ludum YouTube channel (Training management and performance analysis)
® Maclean’s YouTube channel

® Nobel Prize YouTube channel

o Oregon Humanities Center YouTube channel

® The Daily Show

e Toronto Sun

o CTV: Wy

We excluded from the collection of data any sections of the dialogues involving yes/no
questions, laughs, very informal conversation (i.e. obvious change of register), contractions
(e.g., I'm, You’re), and possible non-Canadian speakers. The goal during the listening/data-
collection process was to find a wide variety of reductions, and to verify the consistency of
nominative reduction phenomena across a variety of speakers. Therefore, we listened to a small
part of each source consulted, with the idea that if several reductions occurred within the first
few minutes of an interview, they would likely continue to appear throughout the rest of the
dialogue. Thus, the number of occurrences collected for each source (and therefore the num-
ber of occurrences present in the database) does not correspond to the actual total number of
nominative reductions present in each source.

Although nominative reduction is not the norm in formal registers, it is still consistently
found across speakers. An interesting future project would be to detail the frequency and con-
text of occurrence of weak nominative forms within a discourse. In line with the discussion
above, we predict that in non-interview / less formal situations, the number of reductions will
be higher than in the formal interviews in this pilot study.



The corpus includes 34 speakers, balanced by gender (17 female and 17 male) and divided
into two broad age groups (under 5o and over o).

Table 3. Demographics of speakers in the database

so- 5O+
F (17 total) 11 6
M (17 total) 6 I

Each occurrence of a nominative reduction was collected and annotated using multiple
variables, including pronunciation (i.e. what form was realized among the possible reductions,
see Table 1), syntactic environment/context (e.g., Sentence-initial), and demographic informa-
tion for the speaker. Representative examples of sentence-initial nominative pronoun reduction
can be seen here:

(3) “I [5] thought, well maybe that’s why we have two eyes...”
Chris Hadfield, TEDTalk: Mar 19, 2014
Chris Hadfield: What I learned from going blind in space | TED Talk (7mjs8s)

(4) “You [js] know it’s amazing what you say...”
Sandie Rinaldo on CTV News: Jan 19, 2024
‘P'm Sandie Rinaldo’: Watch the full CTV News special | YouTube (3mo6s)

In short, the decision to exclusively collect data from semi-formal interviews allowed us to
strengthen our initial hypothesis, namely that nominative pronouns do undergo reduction in
SCE, including in non-contracted sentence-initial positions. The spoken data collected thus
provided us with a solid support for the first author’s native intuitions regarding the reduction
of nominative pronouns.

2.2 Results

The resulting database is comprised of a total of 103 annotated tokens:


https://www.ted.com/talks/chris_hadfield_what_i_learned_from_going_blind_in_space?subtitle=en
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vo6upPoWVH0

Table 4. Distribution of reduced pronouns annotated in the database

Pronoun # of ex. Gender
division
I 29 M:17, F: 12
We 12 M:8,F: 4
You 23 M: 16, F: 7
He 7 M: 4,F:3
She S M:1, F: 4
It 15 M: 4, F: 1
They 12 M:3,F: 9

The data in Table 4 demonstrated different levels of vocalic reduction, and the variation
in consonant pronunciation (loss of [h] in be) that has been discussed in the literature as evi-
dence for an allomorphic analysis of pronoun reduction in English (Kaisse 1983; Zwicky 1970;
Selkirk 2014[1996]; Tyler 2019). The variation in vocalic reduction is not particular to pronoun
reduction, and in §3 we will see a proposal in which the loss of [h] (or loss of [3] in accusative
them) is also easily captured in the regular phonology of SCE. The data here show that semi-
formal contexts exhibit clear instances of weak nominative pronominal forms, supporting our
hypothesis that pronoun reduction is not restricted to informal or everyday speech:

Table §. Representative examples

I “..I[a/o] was thinking what do I do next..”  (Chris Hadfield, Ted Talk)

You “.you [jo] you [jo] say Bridger, I've got a pal ~ (Jared Keeso from Letterken-
Daniel Bridger..” ney, on Q, CBC)

He “.. he says he [ij] decided to save a year of his ~ (Amanda Putz of Bandwidth,
life..” CBCQ)

She “..pretended that she [ [o] worked at the Lou-  (Amanda Putz of Bandwidth,
vre..” CBC)

It “..but tl”l,iS time it [1?] was reporting on ac- (Riley Yesno, Ted Talk)
counts...

We “.we [wi] sort of keep it like a Niel Young..” ‘(;:Zi;’ Clj‘gl(l:r)mer on Band-

They “..they [0¢] would have a pyramid, and they =~ (Margaret Atwood on Brief
[0¢] wouldn’t..” But Spectacular)

When examining the gender distribution for each reduced pronoun, male speakers pro-
duce more reductions for Z, we, you and he, and female speakers produce more reductions for
she, it and they. However, given the limited size of our database, no general conclusions can be
drawn at this stage of the study regarding the demographic distribution of nominative reduc-
tions. The phonological analysis of these reductions is discussed in the following section.


https://www.youtube.com/clip/UgkxV8hRIbesfsmawjIm__3UmB7E6L8RBCRU
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https://youtube.com/clip/UgkxaNPRJhozQVcVkLpd-wxZocoYiLc1sF10?si=LsMdnahp2nF9U7FS
https://www.youtube.com/clip/UgkxLqks_UrbUn5J8aq6mZ3rjBX7KaYUC_6a
https://youtube.com/clip/UgkxI_L4OecTAq0FYc2Dhc1scdpWAIimif3D?si=izO6RD12bIKMXaRJ
https://youtube.com/clip/UgkxM6KtbP9fH8ccecbqdfFRHSX9CkC4qb75?si=-j9zl1kGaITEZfaO

3.  Reduction’s not allomorphy. It’s phonology.
3.1 The cross-linguistic reduction pattern and its relation to underlying forms

Much work has been done on the fact that weak pronouns (and function words) are unstressed
(Inkelas and Zec 1990, 1993; Selkirk 2014[1996], 2011; Truckenbrodt 2007; Ito and Mester 2018;
Tyler 2019), but none adequately accounts for the segmental alternations seen, and most see
function word reduction as allomorphic. Newell and Scheer (ms. 2025) argue that weakness
is derived at the syntax-phonology interface, and propose that the lack of stress in reducted
function words has the same source as the (potential) loss of segments. They find that there
is a cross-linguistic tendency for reduced forms to be comprised of a subset of the segments of
strong forms; a pattern that only supports a strictly phonological analysis of reduction. This
is the case, as morpheme-specific allomorphy within any particular languages would not pre-
dict the cross-linguistic pattern. Examples of these segmental subsets can be seen in (5)-(9)
(examples from Newell and Scheer (ms. 2025)).

(5) English acc pronouns
a. Ilike her [hai]
b. TIlike’r 4]

(6) English Nom pronouns
a. He likes you [hij]
b. Helikesya  [5/1/ij]

(7) Hebrew possessive pronouns

a. Shelahem [felaém]
b. Hasefer shelahem [[laem]
‘Their book’

(8) Haitian Creole pronouns
a. Jeanremet moilivla [mwé]
b. Jean wem [m]
‘Jean saw me’

(9) BCS pronouns
a. Njima je ovdje dosadno [njima]
‘They are bored here’
b.  Mnogo im je pomogao  [im]
‘He helped them a lot’

Newell and Scheer (ms. 2025) propose that weak alternating forms, such as those shown
in Table 4 above, are lexicalized as underspecified for syllabic structure. It is proposed that



alternation in the output forms is a signal to the learner to underspecify structure in the un-
derlying forms of lexical items. The underlying representation of nominative pronouns is such
that most segments are floating, and that each pronoun is lexicalized with a single CV syllable
(for a discussion of CVCV phonology, see Scheer (2004)).

Table 6. The underlying forms of SCE nominative pronouns

I We You
cC Vv C Vv C V
a i Wi j u
He She It They
cC Vv C V cC Vv C V
|
h i [ i It d e

3.2 How to derive full and reduced nominative pronouns in SCE

In order to derive the full and reduced forms of function words, Newell and Scheer (ms. 2025)
appeal to three independently-motivated tools. The first, seen in Table 6, is underspecification.
The second is cyclic spell out, or phases (Chomsky 2001), and the third is the insertion of
syllabic space during the derivation. We will briefly outline these tools here, but for more detail
see Newell and Scheer (ms. 2025).2

The literature on the status, labels, and sizes of phases and their spell out domains is
large and varied. See Newell (in press) for an overview. The literature on the different sizes
of pronominal structures is in agreement that weak pronouns and clitics have a subset of the
syntactic structure that strong pronouns have (Cardinaletti and Starke 1999; Déchaine and
Wiltschko 2002). Newell and Scheer (ms. 2025) mobilize this syntactic distinction to propose
that weak pronouns are not independent phases, while strong pronouns are: weak pronouns
are DPs (DPs lacking phasal functional structure), while strong pronouns are D*Ps (DPs con-
taining phasal functional structure).

This distinction in phasehood engenders another distinction: Spell out is argued to insert
empty syllable structure in English (a CV within the CVCV framework) at the left edge of
independent phases (Scheer 2012; D’Alessandro and Scheer 2015). The proposal that empty
syllable structure marks left edges of phonological domains is used to explain phonological
patterns that emerge cross-linguistically at the left edge of domains, and not only for the analysis
of pronominal strength.

*This ms. is available on request. See also the related conference handouts on the first author’s website: here.


https://heathernewell.ca/publications-presentations/

The two tools above lead to the following derivation of reduced he in the regular phonology
of SCE:

(10) Spell out of DP [1/ij]?

a. UR b. linking of segments
C V C V
hoi hoi

In the above derivation, at the spell out of the non-phasal DP leads to a phonological
computation that includes only the underspecified UR of the pronoun. The floating segments
link. As the stress algorithm of English is only triggered by the presence of a binary foot, and
the pronoun is monosyllabic, stress does not apply to the derivation. This unstressed syllable
will therefore ‘lean’ on a phonological item in its environment, and its vowel will reduce, per
the normal phonology of English. In the case that the nominative pronoun is sentence-initial,
this leaning will necessarily be to the right.

The [h] in English is well known for only being pronounced word-initially or at the begin-
ning of a stressed syllable. These two domains form a natural class of domains where syllable
structure is introduced during a derivation. Ségéral and Scheer (2008) propose that [h] is a
geminate, requiring this extra syllable space to be realized overtly. This explains the distinction
in pronunciation between vebicle and vebicular, for example, where the stress algorithm inserts
a stress-CV (in blue) to the left of the stressed syllable. This insertion of syllable space to mark
stress is not specific to the framework of CVCV Phonology (see also Chierchia (1982); Larsen

(1998)).

(11) ['vijokl]

cvcvcCcvVvCcvcCcycCcy
[ (I
v i o k

(12) [vo'hikjoloa]

N I I
k 1

cvcvcvcecvcecyvcecyvcCecy
I I I I
v oo "h 1 j o o I

3The presence of the offglide in reduced he is dependent on whether the following word begins with a vowel, as is
the case for consonant linking in, for example, liaison in French (see the structure of [ij] in (11)). Its full derivation
is not discussed here.



Returning to the discussion of pronoun reduction, the phase-initial CV (in yellow below)
also offers space for floating segments to link. In (13) the syntactically strong (new discourse
referent), D*P, pronoun is a phase. As such, an intial CV is inserted at spell out. In (132) we
have the same UR as in (10), as there is no allomorphy involved in these derivations. A phasal
CV is inserted (13b) and the floating segments link from left to right. As this form is now
bi-syllabic (a foot) the stress algorithm is triggered, leading to the insertion of the stress CV in
(13¢). These two insertions of syllable space allow both for the pronunciation of [h] and for the
stress on the vowel.

(13) Spell out of D*P [hij]: insertion of the phasal CV and the stress CV

a. UR b. insert phasal CV, linking of c. insert stress, stress CV, linking
segments of segments
*
C V C V cC. V CV
hoi hoi Thod

As bhe is the only nominative pronominal form in SCE containing a geminate, it is the only
pronoun to evidence variable consonant realization. All other nominative pronouns will realize
their initial Cs whether weak or strong, by linking to the consonant position afforded by the
UR. In other environments, however, the same proposals will lead to the variable pronunciation
of [0] and [w] in reduced function words such as them and will.

3.3 What is special about nominative pronouns and the sentence-initial position?

Let us now return to the discussion of the left edge of domains and proposed constraints on
prosodic structure like STRONG START. As mentioned in §2, nominative pronoun reduction
appears to be less common than, for example, accusative pronoun reduction. What could be
the cause of this distinction? It is clearly not the case that weak forms are disallowed at the left
edge in SCE. Within the framework of Newell and Scheer (ms. 2025), the distinction can only
be captured if the sentence-initial position itself offers a opportunity to insert syllable space.
This is exactly what is proposed. On par with the distinction between the non-phasal DP and
phasal D*P, it is proposed that some clauses are not phases (CP) and some are (C*P). As the CP
domain is not a single head, but a series of heads at the left periphery, this distinction has already
been proposed in the syntactic literature. ForceP and FinP, (Tanaka 2016), TopP and ForceP
(Totsuka 2013), and a phrase projected in high register (Haegeman 2013) are each respectively
proposed to be the subset of phrases in the left periphery (in the sense of Rizzi (1986)) that
are phase heads. As these phrases often contain no overt segmental morphemes, any phasal
CVs inserted in the C*P domain will be linearized to the immediate left of an initial pronoun,
allowing it to be realized as full even when syntactically weak (anaphoric, non-topicalized, non-
focused). Accusative pronouns and other function words that are internal to the clause will
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not have the same number of opportunities to ‘strengthen’ their pronunciation due to their
position with regard to other overt morphemes and phase edges. This distinction in the rate of
reduction for sentence-initial or sentence-internal pronouns is not due to the the clause having
any particular requirements that its left edge be phonologically strong,.

4.  Concluding remarks

This brief article has shown that (i) nominative pronouns in SCE do reduce, and (ii) that there
is a plausible phonological analysis of the environments in which these pronouns reduce. It
is of note that the proposed analysis, elaborated further in Newell and Scheer (ms. 2025),
negates the need to appeal to global phonological strength requirements, as appealed to in some
optimality theoretic work. In the future we plan to expand the database of pronominal reduction
in SCE, and to continue the larger project of demonstrating how phonological reduction does
not need to appeal to alignment or phonological domains, but rather is determined at the level
of segments, syllables, and feet.
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