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PROBLEMS IN QUEBECOIS MORPHOPHONOLOGY 
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Quebtcois (Quebec French) has a very interesting network of morpho­
phonemic processes which affect the articles/pronouns le, la and les, and 
which interact in a rather intricate way. In asking students to formulate 
and order these processes, one also has the opportunity of touching on 
various topics such as the nature of morphophonemic rules in general, and 
their relation to phonetically-statable rules. From a diachronic viewpoint, 
the origin of such rules can be a source of exposition and discussion, for 
there is some controversy, for example, as to whether morphophonemic pro­
cesses must ALWAYS stem from purely phonological rules, as claimed by 
Hooper (1976}, or whether SOME morphophonemic processes can emerge full­
blown (cf. Picard 1977, 1980). 

As mentioned above, the morphophonemic problems in question, which will 
be presented in five sections, involve the segments le, la and les, the 
underlying forms of which are /la/, /la/ and /le/ respectively. Following 
are the English equivalents of these segments: 

A - le /la/ 

B -

(l) MASCULINE ARTICLE

Ex. LE lion "THE lion"

(2) MASCULINE PRONOUN

Ex. je LE regarde (a) 11 1 'm looking at HIM"

(<je regarde LE GAR<;ON "I'm looking at THE BOY") 

(b} "I'm looking at IT" 

( <je regarde LE LIVRE 11 1 'm looking 

la /la/ 

( l ) 

(2) 

FEMININE ARTICLE 

E x. LA lionne "THE l ioness
11 

FEMININE PRONOUN 

Ex. je LA regarde 

( < je regarde 

( <je regarde 

(a) "I'm looking at

LA FILLE "I'm looking 

(b) "I'm looking at

LA TABLE 11 I 'm looking 

at THE BOOK") 

HER" 

at THE GIRL") 

IT" 

at THE TABLE") 
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C - les /le/ 

(1) PLURAL ARTICLE

Ex. LES lions "THE 1 ions"

(2) PLURAL PRONOUN

Ex. je LES regarde "I I m 1 oak in g at THEM"

Note that although I have provided orthographic forms in all of the 
problems as a point of reference for those who possess a written knowledge 
of French, it is not recommended that these forms be given to students. 
They are not necessary and may even be a source of confusion. Also, it 
should be made very clear to students that they must state precisely 
WHICH pronouns and/or articles are involved in each of the various morpho­
phonemic processes. Otherwise, they may encounter difficulties when they 
are asked to deal with their interaction. Finally, although it is impera­
tive that the environment(s} of each process be clearly spelled out, 1 ittle 
importance should normally be attache� to arriving at any particular formal 
expression of the processes. 

ELISION (VOWEL TRUNCATION} AND LIAISON ( CONSONANT INSERTION) 

( 1) la , le the [fA gars guy 

(2) la fiy la fille the girl 

(3) le r�b les robes the dresses 

(4) la rawn le rendre to give it back 

(5) la Sa:tt la chanter to sing it 

(6) le resit€ les rBciter to recite them 

(7) 1
, ekAly� l'Bcoli�re the schoolgirl 

(8) 1 ebesll l'imbBcile the imbec i 1 e 

(9) lez a:fa les enfants the children 

( 1 0) 1 
- V, 

l'arranger to fix it ara:ze

( 1 1 ) 1 evit� l'inviter to invite him/her 

( 12) lez imite' les imiter to imitate them 

Given these forms, students are asked to formulate two rules that 
wil 1 account for the changes of /la/ and /la/ to [1], and of /le/ to 
[lez]. They should have no trouble in determining, that /la/ and /la/, 
both @s pronouns and articles, undergo vowel deletion in pre-vocalic 
position: 
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ELISION 

V + iil / # V / ART /PRO le, la

The plural article/pronoun /le/, on the other hand, is subject to 
a rule which inserts [z] whenever a vowel follows: 

LI Al SON 

iil -+ z / # V / ART/PRO les

Note that the synchronic interpretation of LIAISON as an insertion 
process rather than a rule of pre-consonantal truncation has been the 
subject of some controversy. For opposing viewpoints, see, for example, 
Schane (1968) and Klausenburger (1978). 

There are a good number of exceptions to these rules, and this fact 
in itself serves to show that the pre-vocalic deletion of [a] and [a] and 
insertion of [z] are no longer PHONETIC constraints of Quebecois (and 
Standard French). Although this information is by  no means a necessary 
condition to solving the problems to come and may easily be skipped over, 
it can serve as a useful and convenient means of illustrating the way 
transparent processes become opaque. These exceptions, then, which origi­
nate mainly but not exclusively from borrowings at various historical 
stages, cannot be accounted for by any kind of rule. They must simply 
be learned by heart. Examples are: 

( 1 3) la 

( 14) la

( 15) le

( 16) la

( 17) la

( 18) le

Owt

I 

ise 

AtdAg 
I 

Ud 
- I 

o :zyEm

I 

ero 

la honte 

le hisser 

les hot dogs 

le hood 

la . ' onzieme 
I 

les heros 

( the) shame 

to raise it 

the hot dogs 

the hood 

the eleventh (one) 

the heroes 

Forms 1 ike (13) and (14) contain what is commonly known in French 
as h aspire, as the orthographical forms show. Such forms constitute the 
majority of the exceptions and are mainly Germanic in origin (cf. Pope 
1966). They did not undergo ELISION because initial [h] was still pro­
nounced at the time the rule emerged. The subsequent deletion of this 
segment is what first made this rule (and LIAISON, e.g. [le ise] "to 
raise them") opaque. 

Borrowings from English like (15) and (16) are not subject to these 
rules because they were presumably brought into the language by bilinguals 
who did not initially francisize them to the extent of deleting initial 
[h]. In other words, they were probably pronounced something like 
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[ 
, ,le hatdag] and [la hUd] origirrally, When such forms were later nativized

with initial vowels, they did not trigger ELISION and LIAISON but were
simply added to the list of exceptions. Note that borrowings that are
vowel-initial in English usually behave regularly, e.g. [l Aper�1:] "the
uppercut", [1 overt�m] "(the) overtime". As for exceptional native forms
like (17) and (18), they are due to various factors which cannot be 
explained concisely enough to be gone into here, 

Finally, it should be noted that ELISION and LIAISON may or may not 
apply to glide-initial forms, again depending usually on whether a form 
was borrowed or not. Compare (19)-(20) with (21)-(22): 

( 19) 1 wls

(20) lez yO

( 2 l) la ,yAt 

(22) le WAWArO 

l'ouest 

les yeux 

le yacht 

les ouaouarons 

the west 

the eyes 

the yacht 

the bu 11 frogs 

Historically, forms like those in (19)-(20) were vowel-initial when the 
rules appeared, whereas the others were borrowed with glides, 

/!/-DELETION 

la tcib 
,le bw\!,'t 

la dti.ne 
,

le f�,.e 
,la �lj. 
,

me: a tab 

d-a b ' e w�t

Se 1 metse

vu a dant
, ,

VA e f� 

oz� 1 dzI{ 
� -

(23) 

(24) 

(25) 

(26) 

(27) 

(28) 

(29) 

(30) 

(3 l ) 

(32) 

(33) 

(34) 

(35) 

(36) 

(3 7) 

,de:ry�r le bwtet 
,apsl la .tmetse

11 

la table 

les bo':l_tes 

le medecin 

la donner 

les faire 

le dire 

mets la table 

dans les bo1tes 

chez le medecin 

vous la donnez 

vas les faire 

oser le dire 

tasse la table 

derri�re les bo1tes 

appelle le medecin 

the table 

the boxes 

the doctor 

to give it 

to do them 

to say it 

set the table 

in the boxes 

at the doctor's 

you give it 

go and do them 

to dare say it 

move the table 

behind the boxes 

call the doctor 



(38) 

(39) 

( 40) 

( 41) 

( 42) 

(43) 

pur la
, 

a:tawn 

,
vulwaer 

' , 

pra la 

kti 1� 

-� ,tsu le

dt..nt 

le fte
� 

la dzI{
�-

pour la donner 

entendre les faire 

vouloir le dire 

prends-la 

couds-le 

tue-les 
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in order to give it 

to intend to do them 

to want to say it 

take it 

sew .it 

kill them 

The forms in (29)-(34) should al low students to determine without 
difficulty that la and les -- but not le --, both as articles and pronouns, 
undergo /]/-DELETION intervocal ically. Moreover, (41)-(43) indicate that 
the rule will not apply if the following vowel is (relatively) stressed. 
The rule can be stated as: 

/1 /-DELETION 

( 44) 

( 45) 

(46) 

-,. 0 / V # . [ V
t ] / ART /PRO la, les- -s ress 

Next, the three fol lowing forms are introduced: 

a 1 , ekAly� (cf. (7)) a 1 1 eco1iere
, 

'

ekute 1 ebesll (cf. (8)) ecoutez ]'imbecile
' 

sa ez a:ta (cf. (9) ) sans les enfants 

to the schoolgirl 

listen to the imbecile 

without the children 

Students are then asked (1) how the rule of /]/-DELETION must be amended 
to account for the fact that underlying /la/ in (44)-(45) does not lose 
its consonant whereas underlying /le/ in (46) does, and (2) what these 
forms reveal about the order of application of ELISION/LIAISON and 
/]/-DELETION. 

A comparison of (44)-(45) with (46), or with (29)-(30), should enable 
them to determine that it is not sufficient for /1/ to simply be inter­
vocalic in order to be subject to deletion: the fol lowing vowel must also 
not be outsi.de the word boundary. To account for this fact, and also for 
the possibility of having a consonant-final form as in (46), the rule must 
be rewritten as: 

/]/-DELETION (revised)

11)/V# [V ] 
-stress 

(C) # / ART /PRO la, les

This rule states that the /1/ of the articles/pronouns la, les will get 
deleted whenever they are (1) preceded by a vowel, and (2) followed by 
an unstressed vowel which must be inside the word boundary (cf. Laliberte 
1974). 
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Having revised /]/-DELETION in this manner, the task of determining 
whether it must apply before or after ELISION/LIAISON is greatly facil i­
tated. It should be fairly obvious that the prior application of ELISION 
is precisely what blocks /]/-DELETION in (44)-(45). As for the relation 
between LIAISON and /]/-DELETION, their application in any order will 
produce the correct output in forms like (46). The derivations of (44)­
(46) are thus:

( 44) 

( 45) 

(46) 

INPUT

ELISION 

/]/-DELETION 

OUTPUT 

INPUT 

ELISION 

/]/-DELETION 

OUTPUT 

INPUT 

LIAISON 

/]/-DELETION 

OUTPUT 

INPUT 

/]/-DELETION 

LIAISON 

OUTPUT 

#a#la#ekAlyae# 

a 1 
, 

ekAly� 

[a 1 ekAlyae] 

# '# ( @}#- , # 
ekute l

l
a ebes

�
l 

ekute 1 ebesll 

, , 
[ekute 1 ebesil] 

#sa#le #a:fa# 

s'a lez a:fa 

sa ez a:fa 

[sa ez a:fa] 

( or) 

' 
#sa#le #a:fa# 

sa e a :fa 

sa ez a:fa 

[sa ez a:fa] 
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111 

/1/-GEMINATION 

The forms in (44)-(46) served to illustrate what happens to the 
ARTICLES le, la and les intervocal ically. Consider now what happens 
to them as PRONOUNS in this same environment: 

( 4 7) 

(48) 

( 49) 

' 

i vye 11 ara:ze (cf. (10)) il vient l'arranger he is coming to 

i vO 11 evit�

, 
i v5 ez imit�

fix it 

(cf o (l l)) i.1 veut l'inviter he wants to invite
him/her 

(cf. (12)) ils vont les imiter They are going to 
imitate them 

Given these data, students are asked (l) to formulate the rule of 
/1/-GEMINATION, and (2) to order it in relation to ELISION/LIAISON and 
/]/-DELETION. Essentially, the correct solution lies in the realization 
that whereas nothing more happens to the ARTICLES le, la after ELISION 
has applied, as shown in (44)-(45), a process of gemination applies to 
the output of ELISION when le, la are PRONOUNS (cf. Picard 1974). This 
rule can be stated as: 

/1/-GEMINATION 

V # # V 

2 3 4 5 ==�> l 2 3 3 4 5 / PRO le, la

Forms like (49) are obviously not affected by this 
undergo /]/-DELETION just like forms such as (46). 
are the derivations of (47)-(48): 

( 47) INPUT 

ELISION 

/1/-GEMINATION 

OUTPUT 

(48) INPUT

ELISION

/1/-GEMINATION

OUTPUT

#i#vy�#1{ �}#ara :ze# 

i vye 1 
, 

i vye 11

, 
[i vye 11

- V,
ara:ze 

- V , 

ara:ze 

- V ']ara:ze 

# i#vi#1{ i} #evite# 
, 

i vO 1 eviti£ 

, 
8vit� i vO 11

, 
[i vO 11 evite]

process since they 
Following, then, 
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We have seen that the pre-vocalic schwa of the article/pronoun 
le gets deleted through the operation of ELISION, Pre-consonantal 
schwa also drops in some instances, as was shown in forms 1 ike (31) 
and (34), These and other examples illustrating the behavior of 
pre-consonantal le, some of which have al ready been given, are pre­
sented be 1 ow: 

SCHWA DE LET I ON 

( 1 ) 

(4) 

(25) 

(28) 

(31) 

(34) 

(37) 

(40) 

(50) 

( 51 ) 

(52) 

(53) 

(54) 

(55) 

(56) 

(57) 

(58) 

(59) 

( 60) 

(61) 

, 

la gA 

la rawn 

la metse 

Se 1 metse 

, ,oze 1 d3lj. 

la fre 

,la blA :me 

s'a 1 fre 

.. , p:, 1 blA:me 

avsk la fre 

pwls la blA:m� 

, 
la rpa 

la nma:dt 

, ,psye la rpA 

k'a la nm'a:d� 

rnB.wZ la rpL 

- ,

pur la nma:de

le gars 

le rendre 

le medecin 

le dire 

chez le mBdecin 

oser le dire 

appelle le mJdecin 

vouloir le dire 

le frein 

le bl�mer 

sans le frein 

peut le bl�mer 

avec le frein 

puisse le bl£mer 

le repas 

le demander 

payer le repas 

quand le dewander 

mange le repa.s 

pour le demander 

the guy 

to give it back 

the doctor 

to say it 

at the doctor's 

to dare say it 

ca 11 the doctor 

to want to say it 

the brake 

to blame him 

without the brake 

can blame him (indic,) 

with the brake 

can blame him (subj,) 

the mea 1 

to ask (for) it 

to pay for the meal 

when to ask for it 

eat the meal 

to ask for it 
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This problem involves (1) formulating the rule of SCHWA DELETION,
and (2) ordering it in relation to the other processes, On the basis 
of forms like (31); (34), (52) and (53), the rule can be stated as: 

SCHWA DELETION 

V -+ Ql / V # C _ # C ({� }) V / ART /PRO le 

This rule does not interact with any of the others. 

In sum, then, le can be affected by ELISION, /1/-GEMINATION (as 
a pronoun only) and SCHWA DELETION, la can be subject to ELISION, 
/]/-DELETION and /1/-GEMINATION (as a pronoun only), and Les can under­
go LIAISON and /]/-DELETION, The only two crucial ordering relations 
are those involving ELISION and /]/-DELETION, on one hand, and ELISION 

and /1/-GEMINATION, on the other, In other words, ELISION must apply 
before both /]/-DELETION and /1/-GEMINATION, bleeding the former and 
feeding the latter. 

V 

A good way of testing whether I-IV has been properly assimilated 
is to ask students to determine which of the morphophonemic processes, 
viz. ELISION, LIAISON, /!/-DELETION, /1/-GEMINATION and SCHWA DELETION, 
must apply to each of the six following base forms in order to derive the 
correct surface sequences: 

( 62) 

(62a) 

(62b) 

1 1 
·pra

,, 

llel { .'. } za 1: apra 

Fol lowing are the 

INPUT 

SCHWA DELETION 

OUTPUT 

INPUT 

/!/-DELETION 

OUTPUT 

six 

Jean 

(prend 1 
tapprendJ 

correct derivations: 
, , 

#za#le#pra# 

v.! 
, 

za 1 pra 
, 

, 

[za 1 pra] 

, , 

#za#la#pra# 

, 
v-

a pra za 
, , 

[za a pra] 

fis taking t{it } John �is learningf them 

John is taking it 

John is taking it 
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(62c) INPUT 

/]/-DELETION 

OUTPUT 

(62d) INPUT 

ELISION 

/1/-GEMINATION 

OUTPUT 

(62e) INPUT 

ELISION 

/1/-GEMINATION 

OUTPUT 

(62f) INPUT 

\ l
LIAISON

/]/-DELETION 

OUTPUT 

, , 
#za#le#pra# 

, 
v-

e pra za 
, 

[za e pra] 
, 

#za#le#apra# 

v., za 1 apra 
, 

v- 11 apraza 
, 

[za 11 apra] 

#zi#la#apri.# 
, 

za 1 apra 
, , v-

11 apraza 

[Zi 11 apra l 
, 

#za#le #apra# 
, , 

za lez apra 

, 
v- apraza ez 

, [v- apra] za ez 
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