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NOTES ON SEYCHELLES
CREOLE PHONOLOGY

Chris Corne
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1.0  INTRODUCTION!

Attempts to tell the world of Creole studies about the phonology
af §EYChe11eS Creole (SC) have not had altogether happy results.
A first analysis (Corne 1969) was based on a severely limited
amount of data from a small number of informants living in New
Zealand. Further study of SC with a greater number of inform-
ants showed that there were several errors in this early state-
ment, some of them being undoubtedly due to defective obser-
vation and analysis, but most being the result of the restricted
data then available. 1In response to a request to provide an
article for a special issue of the Journal of African Languages,
to be edited by Professor Morris Goodman, a revised version was
produced, based on a larger, but still limited, sample. In the
introduction to this paper,? it was stated that "[the paper] is
certainly sociolinguistically inadequate in its detail, but in
its broad outline should prove descriptively adequate". The
paper was based on data collected in New Zealand from expatriate
SC speakers, all of European descent and belonging generally to
the more privileged strata of Seychelles society. However, it
proved possible to postulate what was labelled as a Creole
"norm" for phonology, being roughly 'broad" Creole; this "norm"
was an abstraction having only tentative socio-linguistic (and
of course no prescriptive) value. That paper was written in
1973, and with the demise of JAL remained in limbo throughout
1974. Meanwhile, a short field-trip was made to Seychelles, and
it was gratifying to discover that the description of "broad"
Creole was largely accurate. In view of this over-all accuracy,
it did not seem worth-while to revise it when its publication in
Goodman et al. became a possibility. However, the subsequent -
delay of some three years, as well as the 1977 publication of my
Seychelles Creole Grammar which uses the orthography set up here,
have led me to the conclusion that this revised version is now
fully justified.
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2.0 THE CONSONANT SYSTEM

The SC consonant has seventeen consonants, which may be
represented as follows: (Fig. 1)

labials apicals palatals velars
fricatives
E f s
13}
o ! I
>
£ | / |
P occlusives g I ¢ | k
fricatives v z
. / /
o / /
: ly % !
occlusives
m n y ng
nasals
1 y r
"liquids"

2.1 OCCLUSIVES

The main point of interest here is the greater or lesser
palatalisation of t and d before Z. The phonetic realisations
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re var .
?=[E§])tagii,dfo? t, both [ts], [c] (=[tj]), sometimes (]
sequences ti +,Vod;i’ [%] (=(dj]), rarely (2] (=(d3]). The
is not Konosm if wel, di + Vowel are dealt with below, 3.2. It
oo o these various realisations define different
& 1.p : speakers. Occasionally, a very slight degree of pala-
tallsation ?f t, d occurs before e in words where there is a
(social variation of 7 and e, such as delo vs. dilo 'water'.

2.2 FRICATIVES

v varies with zero. 1In items where the sequence (X)vu + Vowel
occurs, v varies with zero; the latter appears to be basilectal.
Thus, 'to see' is uar or vuar; 'voice' is laua or lavua; 'sail’
(noun) is Zlaual or lavual. Two items noted so far display a
clear-cut case of social variation. dray 'to drive' (<English)
is basilectal, drayv is "refined" (all speakers have drayver
'driver'). The other item occurs usually as [tyu:] 'to see,
find', occasionally as [tyyv]. The latter is "refined", insofar
as basilectal speakers consider the verb to be trur (see below,
2.4, r). Since this is the short form of the verb, the long
form - with -e - needs to be checked over a wide sampling of
informants; similarly for dray. So far, only truve has been
observed, but not ?*drayve : sa & loto ki zame md n deza dray
'that is a (type of) car I have never driven'. (Prepausally,
the long form of the verb occurs.) We may note in passing that
lenition of word-final v is not restricted to SC. In Baissac
1888 for Mauritian Creole (MC), the preposition avek 'with
(etc.)' has a variant av; this form, following lenition of the
-v, occurs as [a:] in Rodrigues Creole, phonemically ar; ar is

also the form in modern MC, phonetically a low back vowel, long:
[az]. .

s has an allophone [h] in sa 'this, that', s0 'his, her,
its', sometimes also in sen 'person' (ki sen-la?, etc.). This
allophone occurs in normal speech, but never in slow speech or
citation forms, except with pre-literate children (from mono-
lingual SC-speaking enviromments) for whom h appears to have
phonemic status.

2.3 NASALS

) prevocalically is a nasalised palatal glide. Postvocalically
in word-final position, 7§ = [i:], after all other vowels a
nasalised rising diphthong occurs: -ef = (g1, -aj = (311, -of
= [51].

No word-final -uf has been noted to date. Intervocalically,
bilingual SC-French speakers have a palatal [pn]l, although
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frequently the nasalised palatal glide [J] occurs also in
normal speech (rarely if ever in citation forms). For some
bilinguals, a basilectal j is reconstituted in terms qf'the
French etymon as ni; thus, kdtifje 'to continue' - kdtinie
[k>tInjE].

ng (digraph, corresponds to n)is a velar that occurs only
word-finally.

2.4 “LIQUIDS"

The term "liquid" is used here simply as a cover term for Z, y
and r.

L is an apico-dental or apico-alveolar lateral; it does
not undergo palatalisation.

y ("yod") is a palatal glide. As a phoneme, this glide
occurs only intervocalically and word- and syllable-finally
(but see Z below, 3.2). Intervocalically, y = [j]. Word-
finally and syllable-finally, <y = [i] or [i:], after all other
vowels a rising diphthong occurs: ey = [e'], ay = [a'], oy =
[T, uy = [uT]. The symbol y is used here rather than the
I.P.A. symbol j, as literate informants universally dislike the
latter, which they assimilate to French .t

r has a large number of allophones, ranging from zero to
uvular fricative to a pharyngeal fricative. Prevocalically, r
is usually a dorsal or velar continuant, very lightly articu-
lated, sometimes labialised: [y], [y%]. Preconsonantally or
word-finally, »r lengthens the preceding vowel, and disappears
phonetically except with word-final -ip, -er, when a lightly
articulated lax central unrounded vowel [3] may accompany the
lengthening. Postconsonantally, r is frequently reduced to
[w]. Thus:

frer 'brother' = [fye:, fye:®, fywe:, fyVe:?, fwe:, fwe:?)
desire 'to tear, rip' = [des1ye, desry¥We, desrwe]

vir 'to turn' (short form) = [vi:, vi:?)

large 'to let go' = [la:ge)

kruar 'to believe' = [kywa:, kwa:]

2.5 THE PROBLEM OF r

The phoneme r provides an interes

certain syntactic environments
with the exception of vini

ting problem of analysis. 1In
» @ large sub-class of verbs (all
‘to come, become', ending in -¢) are
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truncated by deletion of the final vowel. Truncation occurs
only when the verb has the phonetic shape (X)(C)VCe. This

shape includes then those verbs which phonemically have the
shape (X) (C)V(r)Ce. That is, a verb such as large is phoneti-
cally [la:ge], and it may undergo truncation in the same way as,
for example, ale '"to go' = [a:le]. A statement such as: ''verbs
with the shape (X)(C)V(r)Ce may be truncated", is simply equiv-
alent to an exhaustive listing of those verbs which do, or do
not, undergo this truncation. It thus overlooks significant
generalisations about SC, namely the fact that truncation
occurs only when the phonetic shape is vowel + consonant +
vowel, and that consonant clusters (except rC) block truncation.
Thus zue 'to play', fie 'to trust', kalme 'to calm', dtre 'to
enter', bukte 'to book, reserve', promme 'to walk', etc., are
never truncated, whereas tire [ci:ye] 'to pull' and Large
[la:ge] are tir and larg respectively.

Now in the phonetic detail given above, there is subsumed a
rule of r-deletion, and it is obvious that in the case of tir,
e-deletion must apply before r-deletion. In the case of verbs
like large, however, there are two possibilities. One is to
complicate the rule whereby a consonant cluster blocks deletion
of -e by making rC an exception. The other is to apply the r-
deletion rule, reducing rC to C, thus producing the correct V +
C + V string to which e-deletion may then apply. This solution
produces a rule-ordering paradox, in that in the case of tire
the rules of e and r deletion have to apply in a different order
from that necessary in the case of large. But it is not in fact
necessary to order these two rules with respect to each other,
if we simply allow each rule to apply to all possible represen-
tations that meet its structural description. Phonetic detail
for r aside, Rule 1 can be represented as:

]

Rule 2 can be (rather crudely) represented as:

/ VC #
e~ 4 / verb + X (where X is specified in syntactic terms)
Thus l a r g e t i r e
| (1 (@ - (1) (2)
¥ ¥ v ¥
1 a : g ¢ t i : ¢

See now Koutsoudas et al. 1974 for the application of phonological
rules, and Papen 1975 for a detailed discussion of this problem
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in IOC generally. Papen's solution is to retain ordered ruyleg
by considering » to be an underlying glide which forms a ’
"natural" class with y and w. These two phonemes occur in such
items as (MC) taype 'to type', braybe 'to bribe'. He gives no
examples of w in the context V_ C, and none have been noted for
verbs in SC. In all cases, the items concerned are relatively
recent borrowings from English, and Papen notes (1975: n.14)
that verbs such as fayle 'to file' vary (as to e-deletion) from
speaker to speaker: some speakers with a knowledge of English
consider such verbs to be invariable (tayp, fayl, brayb), while
others consider them as being subject to e-deletion (taype,
tayp) . In this analysis, surface [y] is derived by a rule of
r-formation. It is hard to see what kind of natural class is
made up of "etymological" (French) rC on the one hand, and
borrowed English yC and wC on the other, and this solution
appears to be a way of retaining rule ordering.

3.0 THE VOWEL SYSTEM

The SC vowel system has five oral and three nasal vowels (Fig 2):

i u
N -
e e o 0
\a/
|
a
Fig. 2

A fourth nasal vowel % is postulated for siigula 'type of monkey
hero/villain of numerous folk-tales', and perhaps for matuliiba
'name of a card game'.

3.1 VOWEL LENGTH

In disyllabic words, when the first syllable is open, the vowel
of that syllable is optionally but frequently phonetically longs
especially when the second syllable is also open. Less fre-
quently, the vowel of the penultimate syllable of a polysy
word is lengthened. A word-final vowel is often short when
vowel of the preceding syllable is phonetically 1engthened

the
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