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Linking [f] and the variation
between linking /t/ and glottal
onsets in South African English

Martina Hicker

Both linking [f] and the vatiation between hnkmg [4] and glottal stop are
not known in any other varety of English apart from South Afrcan

argues that they go back to Cockney features that were transferred to
South Africa and modified under the mfluence of Afrikaans.

I am indebted to Roger Lass for the description of the features of South
African English, whose origins will be investigated in this paper. The
first one is called “linking [h]” and described as follows:

What I will call “linking [h]” is typical of the English of many Afrikaans
first-language speakers (and a good number of coordinate bilinguals as well);
it occurs m both educated and uneducated speakers, even iz some who

 show no trace of an Afrikaans accent. Linking [h] is mainly restricted to
word-internal hiatus before the strong syllable of a following foot; it is typi-
cally a breathy (“murmured”) [fi]! (the norm for Afrikaans /h/, and that of
many mother-tongue SAE varieties). Some common examples:

crefh]ate, refh]action, lifh]atson, cofhjoperate,
profh]active, prefh]empt, bi[h]ology, pi[hjano

i Ladefoged (2000: 124) describes this sound as follows: “Murmured sounds occur in
English 1n the pronunciation of /h/ in between vowels as in ‘ahead, behind’. In most
speakers of English I have been able to observe, the /h/ in these words is made with the
vocal folds slightly apart along their entire length, but still continuing to vibrate as if they
were waving in the breeze. The term woiced / is sometimes used for this sound, but it is
somewhat confusing as there is certainly no voicing in the usual sense. The term war
riured J 1s preferable. The symbol for this sound is [fi).”
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It also occurs (rarely) in non-hiatus posittons, where the preceding weak
syllable ends with a nasal, e. g. Zznfh]are. (Lass 1996: 138)

The second feature Lass describes is a stress-conditioned variation be-
tween linking /r/ and glottal onset in sequences of word-final <r> and
word-initial vowel. He tllustrates this type of varation with different
stress patterns in the phrase mother is bere:

(a) ['méder 1z h1o] “mother 1s here”
(b) ['méade "?1z hio] “mother 1s here” (Lass 1996: 133)

According to Lass, linking [h] is typically not found across word
boundaries in South African English. Word initial vowels are predomi-
nantly preceded by a glottal stop. Lass relates this to glottal onsets in
Afrikaans. He quotes De Villiers (46), who states that

words usually (“gewoohlik™) begin “met die glottale explosief” [with the
glottal plosive; MH], and he gives as an example [of 25 ?aner] of # ander “or
another” (where '» is unstressed). He also notes that [?] “staan ook tussen
vokale in direkte opvolging . . . tensy daar ander oorgansklanke is (ie. oc-
curs between vowels in hiatus unless there 1s another ‘transition’ sound).”
The example he gives is chaos, transcribed [xa:?os]. (Lass 1996: 138).2

From this Lass (1996: 139) concludes that the murmured [fi] is a
“lenited [?]”, and he claims that “it is everywhere a real (underlying)
segment rather than a default realisation of a floating C-position.” The
phoneme /?/ has, according to Lass, three allophones, [?] and [fi], and
[@], while the phoneme /h/ has two realisations [fi] and [@], the two
zero allophones being distinguished by mntonational contours, a rise in
the case of the allophone of [7] and a fall-rise in the case of the allo-
phone of /h/. Accotding to Lass, in the example mother is here the word
is would begin with /?/, but the realisation of the phoneme would de-
pend on sentence stress, with a realisation as [@] in the version with
unstressed i (mother is herey and as [?] in the version with stressed s
(mother 'is here). The allophone [f] occurs according to Lass in word-
internal hiatus in words like cre[f)ate, re[B)action, /iR)atson, co[f]operate,

2 Donaldson (1993: 19) transcribes the word chass without glottal stop [xa:wos], and Lass
(1996: 138, footnote 9) states that the realisation with glottal stop was disputed by some
native speakers of Afrikaans. He insists, however, that “there is no doubt about internal
[?] however at prefix-root boundaries, since there are phonetic minimal pairs that depend
on it veras [far?ds] ‘burnt up (to ashes)’ vs. verras [fords] ‘surprised’.”
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pro[factive, pre[flempt, biltilology, pi[filano.> Lass does not tell us anything
about the distributions of the two allophones [fi] and [@] of the pho-
neme /h/, but it seems likely that they are likewise stress-conditioned
with [@] in unstressed positions and [fi] in stressed positions. A zeto
realisation ([@]) of /h/ in unstressed grammatical wotds is a feature of
both standard English and standard Dutch, as well as of Afrikaans.

Both features, linking [A] and the systematic stress-conditioned
variation between linking /r/ and glottal onset, appear not to be a fea-
ture of any other variety of English than African English (cf. Lass and
Wright 1985: 213). This raises the question whether these features
originate from substrate languages or were either a feature of the variety
of English exported to South Africa or constitute an independent de-
velopment of South African English. According to Lass (1996: 140), the
realisation of /h/ as [fi] is a sociolinguistic phenomenon. He states that
“The lower down the social scale of SAE speakers one goes (or the
more Afrikaans-influenced the speech), the more typical it is for /h/ to
be mainly or exclusively breathy [fi].” This might suggest that Afrikaans
influence is responsible for linking [fi]. The Afrikaans realisation of /h/
is indeed [fi]. It is desctibed by Donaldson (1993: 14) as follows:

The consonant h [f]
Examples hae/ [fa:l] “hill”, hond [font] “dog”, Ay {fiai] “he”.

~ Afrikaans is unusual among European languages [sic] mn having a glottal
murmured (also called voiced) 4, but when the previous syllable ends in a
consonant, it is common for a liatson between it and the word ot syllable
beginning with 4 to be applied, resulting in the dropping of 4 altogether; this
occurs both within and between words, e.g. verlatenberd [forlaitonsit] “desola-
tion”, Waar werk hy? [varr werkai] “Where does he work?”, moet gedoen het
[mut xe'dunat] “must have done”. |
Words beginning with h followed by e, ee or eu are very commonly pro-
nounced [je], [jea] and [jo3] respectively in natural speech, e.g. Aejp [jelp] “to
help”, hete [jeale] “whole”, Heunis [joonas] (a surname).’

The evidence for linking [A] in descriptions of Afrikaans 1s, however,
very limited. Neither Donaldson nor Raidt mention a word-internal [f]
to fill a hiatus. De Villiers 1s the only linguist who mentions it. He gives
a detailed description of four word-internal hiatus fillers, the distribu-
tion of which seems to be to a large extent phonetically conditioned: (i)

3 I have taken the liberty of changing the sym_bol- to [f] in Lass’s set-of words containing
linking [h], as he describes the realisation as [f].
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{7] 1s inserted after the 3] of the prefixes ge- and &e-, which means that
[7] 1s typically restricted to morpheme-initial posiiion, (i) [j] occurs after
[i], (1) [A] before [s], and (iv) [w] after [u], [y], [ceu} and [eu] (De Vi-
liers, 138-139).# According to De Villiers, some speakers also use {fi} or
[7] in contexts in which [j| and [w} are more typical. The examples he
gives for this variation show that [fi] and [?] in the speech of these
speakers are not restricted to cases in which the second vowel is
stressed.

Both De Villiers’s description of hiatus fillers and the absence of
such a description in the work of-others such as Donaldson (1993),
Raidt (1983) and Ponelis (1993) suggest that hnking [A] in Afrikaans is a
transitional ghide that does not function as a phoneme. The typical pho-
netic context for [f] as a hiatus filler 1n Afrikaans was rare before the
nineteenth century. In native Dutch words that are potential candidates
for [f]-insertion in Afrikaans, the hiatus 1s the result of consonant eli-
sion. According to Donaldson (1993: 14) and Raidt (1983: 83-84), inter-
vocalic [x] is frequently elided in Afrikaans if the preceding vowel is
long or a diphthong, but they do not mention that [B] or [?} stop is in-
serted to avoid a sequence of vowels. Ponelis (1993; 158) attests a weak-
ening of [x] to [h] in only two cases, [brohi] brde “bridges™< brugge (brug
“bridge”); [vithi] wie “wedges” (wig “wedges”), while in all other cases
the consonant is completely vocalised. According to Ponelss, the proc-
ess of [x]-lenition was rare in Afrikaans before the nineteenth century,
all of which suggests that [fi] in this function is a relatively recent phe-
nomenon in Afrikaans. There 1s likewise no evidence for [fi} as a hiatus
filler in Dutch dialects, while word-initial [h]-addition is attested in cet-
tain southern Dutch dialects, in particular those of the provinces of
Antwerpen and Limburg (Blancquaert 1969: 96). The majority of the
Dutch settlers were, however, from Holland rather than the southern
provinces (Raidt 1983: 17). Moreover, six of the eight words listed by
Lass as examples for hinking [A] have a preceding /~sound, which is the
typical context for linking [j] in Afrikaans, while after a nasal, the second
but less frequent context for [h]-insertion in South African English
according to Lass (see his example snnfhlaze), in Afrikaans /h/ is fre-
quently elided, which further weakens the case for linking [f} as Afni-
kaans substrate.

4 This distribution shows considerable similarity to the Malay system of hiatus fillers (cf.
Onna 1980: 48-52) and may well have been influenced by Malay, which was used as a
lingua franca by sailors in Dutch East Asia and also in the Cape.
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The case for African substrate is equally problematic. The main in-
digenous language spoken in the Eastern Cape is Xhosa (Smit 1996: 54).
According to De Klerk (1997: 111), Xhosa has a five-vowel system, and
both vowel reduction and diphthongisation are absent from its vowel
system. When native speakers of Xhosa speak English, they therefore
tend to insert [j] and [w] to separate the vowels of English diphthongs.
De Kletk (1997: 111) gives the examples of /juzuwal/ (uswal),
/impefijens/ (impatience), heard /hizjad/ (beard), which means that Xhosa
speakers, just like those who have Afrikaans as their mother tongue,
would insert [j] rather than [fi] in six out of the eight words of Lass’s set.

If substrate influence is unlikely, we are left with the following op-
tions: either the origins of linking [A] lie in the dominant variety spoken
by the early settlers, or linking [] is a South African innovation. The
former of these options will be considered first. The British occupied
the Cape in 1795, but lost it again to the Dutch in 1803, who retained
control of it until 1806, when it returned to British control. It remained
British untl South Africa became independent. According to Branford
(1994: 433), the white English speaking population was almost doubled
in 1820 and then amounted to about 10,000 (compared to c. 35,000
Dutch). The settlers of 1820 originated from the following areas: “1,900
from London and its environs, over 450 from Ireland and over 300
from Lancashire and Yorkshire (. . .). In the period 1819-20, about 300
came from Scotland” (Branford 1994: 436). The linguistic dominance of
the settlers originating from “London and its environs™ can also be seen
in features of South African English such as the raising of front vowels, -
which can be traced back to nineteenth-century southern English (Lass
1990: 255-261). It 1s not surprising that the dominant variety spoken by
the early English settlers was that of “London and its environs,” as the
settlers from that area by far outnumbered those from other areas.

Today lower class London English 1s a highly stigmatised variety,
~ which has as one of its dominant features [h]-dropping. But the lan-
guage which the settlers brought to South Africa was, of course, that of
the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century. Was [h|-dropping al-
ready a feature of London English in those days, or did Londoners
insert [h] as a hiatus filler? Walker’s (1791) Critzeal Pronouncing Dictionary
reveals that word-internal [fi]-insertion before a stressed syllable cannot
have been a frequent phenomenon. Of the ‘eight words listed by Lass,
five are not contained in Walker’s dictionary (Zason, proactive, preempt and
biology), although preemption is listed with the very specific meaning “the
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right of purchasing before another.” In other verbs in which we have a
word-internal hiatus today such as associate and irvadiate, the <i> was
according to Shertdan (1781: 70) realised as a consonant [1. e. [j], MH], as
he states with respect to associate, irradiate, collegiate, and calumniate and
other verbs ending in -safe that they “are not pronounced as four sylla-
bles, according to the French mode.” Walker’s statement (32) that the
sequence <ta> “in the terminations z#, ial, iard, and iate, forms but one
syllable” confirms that <1> was realised as [j] in words such as assocuate.
Walker’s criticism of pronunciations such jommetry for geometry (16) and
dimond for diamond (32) points to a tendency to monophthongise diph-
thongs in words of foreign origin. Incidentally, the present-day English
pronunciation of creature with two syllables rather than three as in
French shows that monophthongs which replaced former diphthongs
were In many cases retained in the standard language.

Reflections of eighteenth- or nineteenth-century dialectal pronuncia-
tion are hard to find, as most people had either enough education to use
standard spellings, or they could not write at all. There are, however,
rare cases of people applying for poor relief whose letters suggest that
the spelling is a close reflection of local pronunciation, whether it was
written by the applicant him- or herself or an intermediary. A transcrip-
tion of such a letter was kindly made available to me by Tony Fairman.>
It dates from 1814 and was written in Essex, which has a long history of
<h>-insertions and where <h>-insertions show similar patterns to
those attested in London. According to Fairman, “this letter was written
by ot for Sarah White, who was at the time living in the county of Es-
sex, to het husband’s home parish, the Cathedral parish in Canterbury.”
The line breaks and capitalisations of the letter are those of the original;
the gloss is Fairman’s, while the highlighting of <h>-insertions is mine.
For convenience’s sake I have used interlinear glosses. Fairman’s tran-
scription of the letter reads as follows:

5MS Canterbury, Canterbury Cathedral Archives, U3/100/13/4/3.
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t0

the Oversear
of the Great
Churuch
Cantabary

(.-.) in Deed Gentelman and if thare his no Work
(...) tndeed gentleman and if there is no work

I Ralley must Cum back a Gain for'in Deed

I really must come back again for indeed

Gentelman I due not no Wen I Shall See my
gentlerman I do not know when I shall see my
Husbon for he his Stasyaned on the Cost
husband for be is stationed on the coast

of a Matkeary Dear Gentelman I hope you

of America dear Gentleman I hope you

Will a [Lowe] me a trifel and, a trifel to Cloeth
will allowe me a trifel and a trifle to clothe

the Chifldern| or Elceth I must be a Blight

the children or else I must be obliged

to a Phe to [tjhe Gentelman Ware I ham Wlsh
1o apply to the gentlemen where I am which

I Shall be Very sory to Due (. . .)

I shall be very sorry to do (. . .)

What is striking about this letter is that, in contrast to present-day
Cockney, the letter writer does not omit <h>, but inserts <h> three
times, which suggests that [h]-insertion occurred in the writer’s speech
but [h]-dropping did not. Two of the <h>-insertions occur intervocali-
" cally at word boundaries, while the third occurs after <r>. A possible
interpretation would be that the word fhere is pronounced without [1]
despite the <r> in the spelling.® In this case all <h>-insertions might
- reflect intervocalic [h]-insertion in speech. Altemaﬁvely, the spelling Ais
for #s may have been generalised on the basis of the realisation of the
frequent collocations e #s and she is, with intervocalic [h}-insertion. Hy-
_percorrection in the sense of an incorrect <h>-addition due to the fear
of incorrectly omitting an <h> 1s not supported by the general spelhng
of the letter, which has no instance of an <h>-omission.
As documents such as Sarah White’s letter are rare, our prnnary
soutces for eighteenth and mneteenth—century English are comments on

6 The spelling of Canterbury (Cantabary) suggests that /r/ was variable in the writer's
speech.
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language by orthoepists and dialect representations in literature. Ortho-
eptst comments on [h]-insertion are rare. It is neither mentioned by
Walker (1791) nor by Sheridan (1762), both of whom mention <h>-:
omisston. It was, however, noticed by their Scottish contemporary
Sylvester Douglas (128), who states 1n 1779 that

in the speech of some individuals in England there is this most capricious
defect, that in words where others pronounce the 4, at the beginning, they
do not; and where others suppress it, or where it is not written, they pro-
nounce it. (128)

His examples of [h]-insertion are [h]-ful pronunciations of the words
herr and azr. He does not mention word-internal [h]-insertion nor does
he tell us in which part of England he observed [h]-mnsertion.

Literary evidence suggests that the <h>-insertion noted by Douglas
was a feature of London English. The use of representations of dialect
in literary works as evidence for pronunciation habits is controversial
among linguists. One may rightly argue that fictitious Cockney letters or
dialogues are not a direct reflection of local speech, but the respective
author’s representation of it. Moreover, dialect is frequently used for
comic effect, which means that local accents are exaggerated and some
spellings are mere eye dialect. Nevertheless, there 1s normally a grain of
truth in literary representations of accents, even if they are caricatures. It
seems therefore worthwhile to compare the representation of Cockney
letter writing and speech in literary works with the evidence for <h>-
insertion provided by Sarah White’s letter.

The first instance of a Cockney character inserting- <h>, but also
<wh>, is the fictitious letter writer Jonathan Wild in The History of the
Life of the Late Mr. Jonathan Wild the Great, a novel by Fielding (published
in 1743, quoted from Matthews 1938: 26). Here adorable is spelt adwho-
rable and attracting is spelled hateracting. In neither case does the preceding
word end with a vowel. In Smollett’s novel Life and adventures of Roderick
Random (published in 1748; quoted from Matthews 1938: 27) it is the
fictitious letter-writer Clarinda, whose letters are presented as having
<h>-insertions. Here <h>-insertions are more frequent. They are
found in the phrases animable hopjack (amiable object), the heys (the eyes), his
harrows (bis arrows) and loaksheek harm’s (lovesick arms). In only one of
these phrases is the <h>-insertion in intervocalic position. ‘

In Smollett’s The adventures of Peregrine Pickle (published in 1751) the
fictitious character Deborah Hornbeck’s letter has two word-initial in-
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stances of <h>-insertion, both of which occur between vowels, vory hole
very old) and the heavening the evening), as well as three word-medial <h>-
insertion in the words invalids, d'Angustin and cafe, spelled anvilheads,
Doghouseten, and caljhay. The <h>-lessness in the French loanwords hospital
and humble correspond to standard eighteenth-century pronunciations

cf. Walker 46).

Both Fielding and Smollett present their Cockney writers as trying to
write elevated language, using vocabulary they are hardly familiar with
and generally misspell. The gross exaggeration makes |t difficult to judge
the actual Cockney pronunciations the caricatures are based on. |
would, however, argue that <h>-insertion as a feature of a caricature of
Cockneys can only be recognised and appreciated by an author's audience

if it is a feature of contemporary Cockney speech. |t is unlikely that
<h>-insertion for comic effect would have occurred to eighteenthcentury
authors If it had not existed in contemporary speech.

The literary presentation of Cockney speech rather than Cockney
letter writing begins with Maria Edgeworth. One of the characters in
her play hove andhaw published in 1817; quoted from Matthews 1938:
41) is the London servant Miss Bloomsbury. The following extract is
from this character's speech:

"Then, ma'am, | declare now, I've been forced to stuff my hearswith cotton
wool ever sence | corned to Ireland. But this here Honor M'Bride has a
mighty pretty vice, if you dont take exceptions to a little nationality; nor is
she not so smoke-dried: she's really a nice, tidy-looking like girl considering.
I've taken tea with the family often, and they live quite snug for Hirish. I'l
assure you, ma'am quite bettermost people for Hibernians, as you always
said, ma'am."

Edgeworfh's play is written approximately at the same time as Sarah
White's letter and represents the English of London at the time the
largest group of settlers, those of 1820, left for South Africa. This passage
has a more authentic ring to it than Fielding's and Smollett's Cockney
letters. |t contains two <h>-insertions, one at a word boundary
between vowels and the other one after a word-final <r> and a wordnital
vowel. Postvocalic /1] was frequently dropped in London at the
beginning of the nineteenth century. Walker 1968: 50) states with

respect 10 /1/; "But if this letter is too forcibly pronounced in Ireland, it
is often too feebly sounded in England, and particularly in London,

where it is sometimes entirely sunk.” It seems therefore possible that




































