
BEYOND VAR I ABLE RULES* 
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G .  Sankoff ( 19 72b ) d i s c u s s e s  t he ext ension of variable rules to the 

synt a c t i c  and semant i c  component . C i t ing works by Hyme s , Labov , and 

Gumperz in support of  the point of  view t hat " s emant i c , d i s c ours e , or 

cultural constraint s wi l l  b e  no more ( or les s )  cat egorical t han the 

t ype of l ingu i s t i c  c onstraint s now agreed to be allowab le , "  she pro­

p o s e s  t o  deal with variab i l i t y  "at leve l s  of  grammar above ( or beyon d )  

the phono logical . "  

Thi s  paper di s c u s s e s  the vari ab le o c c urrence and non-o c c urrence in 

Tok Pisin o f  what is t radit iona l l y  called the direct obj e c t , or obj e c t  

of  a transit ive verb , seeking n o t  only to de s cribe b ut a l s o  t o  e xp lain 

the observed phenomena . Tok P i s in ,  one o f  the three o f f i c i a l  language s 

o f  New Guinea , has unt i l  recently been a pidgin , the l ingua franca o f  

over hal f  a mi l lion speakers , and has now acquired a generation o f  

native speakers . Tok P i s i n  has had such a succ e s s ful hi s t ory for a 

numb er o f  reasons , among them the tremendous l ingui st i c  diversity o f  

New Guinea ( where some two million people speak more t han 5 0 0  language s )  

and t he fact that it  i s  easier t o  l earn Tok Pisin as  a s e c ond l anguage 

t han the nat ive Papuan and Austrone sian language s or German , Japane se 

or Eng l i s h ,  a l l  of whi ch were p o s s i b le compet itors ( Sankoff and 

Lab erge , 1 9 7 3 ) . Thi s  ease of acqu i s i t ion lie s ,  a c c ording to Sankoff 

and Lab erge , in its  "re latively limi t e d  vocabulary , relative few 

grammat ical categorie s ,  and relat ive lack of  grammat i c a l  complexity . "  

In this  paper , I e xamine first , t he overa l l  patt ern for tran s i ­

t ivity in t he language , based o n  t apes  and t ranscript s of  c onver-
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s at i ons and narrat ives by more t han seventeen second- language and 

nat ive speakers of Tok Pisin ( co ll ected by Sanko ff and Lab erge ) ;  

second , the di fferenc e  in the pat terns exhib ited b y  second-language 

speakers ; and t h ird , how b es t  to explain t he patterns ob served . 

In Tok P i s in ,  grammarians such as Laycock ( 1 9 70 ) , Mihal i c  ( 19 7 1 )  

and Wurm ( 19 71 ) t e l l  us , the relat ionship o f  transi tivity may b e  e x­

pre s s e d  in a numb er o f  way s : the transit ive verb may b e  suffixed by 

the marker - 1 m , it  may b e  followed by the preposit ion l o n g  ( in whi ch 

case a more indire c t  relationship may be e xpre s sed ) ,  or a re lat i ve ly 

sma l l  numb er o f  verb s may o c c ur with no marker o f  t ransit ivity at a l l . 

I t  i s  pos sible , in c ertain case s ,  t o  get a three-way distinct ion : p a l t  

' to figh t ' ,  p a l t l m ' to hi t ' , p a l t  l o n g  ' to h i t  a t ' .  I t  i s , howe ver , 

a l s o  t he case , and this  i s  not ment ioned in t he above - c i t e d  works , that 

the trans i t i ve marker - 1 m  may co-occur wit h  the prep o s i t i on l o n g : 

( 1 )  N a  m l  l u s l m  l o ng N u d u l n a  I go kama p l o n g  Kero . . .  
' A n d  I LEFT Nudu l and w e n t  up t o  Kero . . .  ' 

The shade s o f  meaning difference among t he s e  variat ions are not yet 

c lear , extensive ana l Y S i s  o f  - 1 m  and l o n g  having not yet b een ac­

comp l i she d . It i s  possible t o  get the same int erpret at ion ( or at least 

the same t ranslation )  o f  t he verb in the fol lowing sentence as o f  that 

in the sentence above : 

( 2 )  p i k i n i n i  b i l o n g  e n  em I l u s l m p i e s .  
h i s  chi ld, s h e  LEFT t h e  p l ace. ' 

I t  i s  not the purp o s e  o f  thi s paper t o  concentrate on t he di fferent 

ways of expre s sing the verb-obj e c t  relat ion . Rather I wish t o  c on­

c entrate for t he most part on a s t udy o f  presence versus ab sence of 

the obj ec t . In order t o  get a c lear p i c t ure o f  the total distri­

bution , however , I t ab ulated all verb s who se meanings indicate tran s i ­

t ivit y ,  whether t h e y  o c c urred 

a )  with obj e c t  following 

b )  with obj e c t  prece ding 

c )  with ¢ obj ec t  

d )  followe d by l o n g  + obj ec t  

e )  followed by a s ent ent ial o b j e c t  

The normal word order in Tok Pisin i s  SVO , though b o t h  subj e c t  and 

obj e c t  may be omi t t e d . Table 1 shows , t hen , the totals  for all sub­

j e c t s  in the five categori e s  listed above . The corpus cons i s t e d  of 

7 2 5 , let us say , verb phrase s ,  in whi ch the verb s might be said to have 

a semant ic feat ure ( +  tran s i t i ve ) ,  i . e .  the act ion described by the 

verb is direc t e d  at an obj ec t . 
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Obj ec t  
precedes V 
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TABLE 1 

¢ 
Obj e c t  

V followe d  
by l o n g+obj . 

36 

V followed 
b y  S obj . 

2 3  

A s  can b e  seen from Tab le 1 ,  both obj e c t  preceding t he verb and obj e c t  

following l o n g  o c c ur relat ive ly infrequent l y ,  a n d  sentential obj e c t s  

least o f  all . Suffic e  it  t o  say here that mos t  inst anc e s  o f  preposed 

obj e c t  ( and t he order i s  t hen almost  always OSV when t he subj e c t  is 

expre s s e d ) are c onne c t e d  t o  t he o c c urrence o f  a relat ive or o t her 

subordinate c laus e ,  e . g . , 

( 3 )  N a  p r e n  b i  l o n g  d i s p e l a ,  a b l a k f e l a  p l s l n  
i p u t i m  l a ,  em i k i r a p  n a  t o k  . . .  ( 6 -2/21 ) 

( i a marks relat i ve c lause ) 

' So t h i s  gir lfri end of t h e  o n e  who had p u t  on the  b la a k  
fea ther,  s ta r t e d  up and s a i d  . . .  ' 

( 4 )  N a  d i s p e l a  me r i  i a ,  em i k l s i m  i go n a  t u p e l a  
I s t a p  n a u  . . . ( l 0-1/2 7 )  

' A n d  t h i s  woman, h e  we n t  t o  g e t  ( he r )  and t h e  
t w o  of t hem are h e r e  n o w  . . .  ' 

The patterning for l o n g  i s  l e s s  easily genera l i s e d ,  but may have t he 

e ffect o f  e s t ab l i shing a cert ain d i s t ance b etween agent and obj e c t . 

Let us s imp ly give a few examp l e s : 

( 6  ) 

m i pe l a  i n o  s k u l l o n g  i n g l  i s .  ( 1-1/1 0 )  

w e  weren ' t  e du a a t e d  i n  Eng l i s h . '  

Na  o l g e t a  m a n  i a  0 1  i p o re t  l o n g  g u r i a  n a  0 1  
i g o p i n i s . ( 5 -5/2 0 )  

' A n d  a l l  t h e  p e op l e  were  afraid o f  t h e  earthquake 
and t h e y  had a Z Z  left . ' 

' " t u p e l a  i w e t  l o n g  ma u n t e n  n a  wa s l o n g 
t u p e l a  p r e n  b i l o n g  t u p e l a  I g o .  ( 6 -1/1 1 )  

' . . .  t h e  two o f  t h em were  wai ting o n  t h e  mountain 
and wa tahing t h e i r  two boyfr i ends aoming . ' 

Obj e c t  omi s S i on ,  however , o c c urs 2 4 2  t ime s out o f  a total of 72 5 ,  

o r  3 3 %  o f  t he t ime ( i . e . , with a probab i l i t y  o f  . 33 ) .  Thi s i s  a sig­

nificant patt ern , and it  i s  this phenomenon t hat we s ha l l  now examine . 

When these figure s are broken down into second-language versus 

nat ive speakers , t hey appear as follows : 
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TABLE 2 

Second-language speakers 

Native speaker s 

Total 

4 8 6  

2 39 

¢ Obj ec t  

1 7 1  

7 1  

Here w e  s e e  a di fference be tween 3 5 %  obj ect omi s sion for t he non-nat ives 

as against 30% for t he nati ve s . That i s ,  those who speak Tok Pisin as  

their only language t end t o  delete obj e c t s  l e s s  t han t hose who speak it  

as  a second language . They also use preposed obj e c t s  ( . 0 1 3  vs . .  0 4 ) 

and l o n g  ( . 017  vs . . 0 6 5 ) l e s s  frequent ly t han the second-language 

speakers . 

However,  these figure s are somewhat mi s leading . Whi le t hey reflect 

perc entage s o f  obj e c t  deletion on t he whole , they fai l  t o  relate t o  a 

rather important detai l ,  whi c h  derive s from the fact that human b eings 

use language to communicate : 
4 Only t hose obj e c t s  can be deleted ( with a few definab le except ions ) 

t hat have rec e ived prior ment ion in t he speech event . Obvious ly , we 

need t o  know what we ' re t a lking about b e fore we c an allow ourse lves 

t he luxury o f  negl e c t ing t o  ment ion it . In omi t t ing an obj ect , t hen , 

t he speaker func t i ons basically on an avoi dance-of-t he-obvious princ iple 

- whic h  c an b e  overriden for empha s i s  or when the c ommun i c at ive situ­

at i on requi re s redundanc y .  In  view of  thi s ,  let us revi se Tab l e s  1 

and 2 as fol lows : 

Second-language 
speakers 

Nat ive speakers 

Combined 

TABLE 3 

Total # of c a s e s  
where a pos sible 
obj e c t  has b een 
ment ioned be fore 

2 5 0  

1 2 1  

3 7 1  

# of  ¢ 
obj e c t s  

1 7 1  

7 1  

2 4 2  

% 

6 8  

5 9  

6 5  

The figure s  t ake a n  intere st ing percentage leap , t hough t he relative 

delet i on for the two group s remains roughly the same . The di fference , 

though small , s t i l l  point s to the fact t hat the nat ive speakers delete 

obj ect s on fewer oc casions than t he second-language speakers . Add to 

t h i s  the fact t hat t hey also prepose obj e c t s  less  and use l o n g  + obj e c t  

l e s s  and t h e  dat a indicate a greater reluctance o n  t h e  p art of  firs t -
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language speakers o f  Tok Pisin t o  depart from an SVO order with an 

expre s s e d  obj ec t . 

2 5  

How does t h i s  compare t o  l ingui st s ' c laims about t he development of  

a c reole from a pidgin? Hyme s ( 19 7 1 ) cites  "reliance on overt word 

order" as one of the c haract eri st i c s  of a pidgin and. claims t hat "the 

heart of  pidgini zation i s  a focus on words and their order in s i t u­

ational context . "  

Are our findings , t hen , incompat ib l e  with what would b e  e xpe c t e d  in 

creo li sat i on ?  We should bear in mind that we are comparing fluent 

second-language speakers with first generat ion nat ive speakers . Any 

di fferenc e s  should reflect a t endency in the deve l opment of  the language 

( unless we can ascribe t hem to s o c iological or p sychologi c a l  factors 

dependent on t he age di fference ) .  

It appears that t he younger speakers are taking more advantage o f  

the informat i on carried by overt word order t han their elders . Why ? 

I s  t hi s  an example of the phenomenon not e d  b y  Dan Slob in ( personal 

c ommuni c a t i on t o  G .  Sanko f f ,  c i t e d  in 19 72a ) t hat " c hi l dren t end to 

use full forms much more frequent ly t han do adul t s  in ut teranc e s  which 

c an b e  rea l i s e d  as  ei ther full  or contracted forms " ? Thi s  i s  pos sible , 

though unl ikely in the pre sent context . More t han half o f  our nat ive­

speaker e xamp l e s  c ome from speakers well into their teens , consequent ly 

t o  b e  grouped more with adul t s  t han wit h  c h i l dren . 

What t hen i s  happening? The younger group speak much faster t han 

t heir e l ders , consequent l y  producing a great deal of morphophonemi c 

re duc t ion and lo s s  o f  syllab i c  stre s s . Thi s phenomenon i s  di s c u s s e d  

in Sankoff and Laberge ( 1 9 7 3 ) , and i s  app l i c ab l e  here a s  wel l . A 

concomi t ant o f  thi s fluency i s  the frequent loss  o f  ne c e s sary communi­

cat i ve informa t i on . In order t o  make up for such a l o s s , speakers 

oft en resort t o  re dundanc y ,  thus giving t he hearer repeated chances at 

the neces sary l ingui s t i c  informat ion . Thi s  is perhap s the case in our 

examp le s . 

( 8 )  M i  go n a , e m  i r a u n i m  m l  n a  m i  go I Qn g  h a p ,  
iiiT l u k i m  0 1  m a n me r i n a m i  t oE "Ma s a l a l  
r a u n i m  m i  i a  - t e b e l m erI ra u n i m  m i . "  M i  
t o k  o l osem n a  em  ra u n l m  m i  t u h a t , -na olge t a  
s k i n b i  l o n g  !:':l. g u r i a .  ( 19-1/2 3 )  

' I  w e n t  and s h e  c h a s e d  m e  and I w e n t  to t h u t  
p la c e ,  a n d  r o o k e d  a t  t h e  p eop l e  a n d  I s a i d :  
" T h e  spir i t s  a r e  chasing me - dev i l  woman i s  
c h a s i n g  me . " I ta l ke d  t h u s  a n d  s h e  c h a s e d  me 
hard, too ho t,  and a l l  my s kin q u i v e r e d .  I 

The need for redundancy i s  a pos sible exp lanat ion for the differenc e in 

performance of the two groups . Let us c onsider the variat ion and p o s s ­

ible ways o f  charact eri s ing it . 
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The rec ognit ion o f  variable phenomena as  an intrinsic part o f  lan­

guage and the c oncomi t ant focus on l ingui s t i c  variat i on in language 

st udy is a relatively recent deve lopment . B i ckerton , who dea l s  with 

variat ion in t e rms of imp licat ional scales  ( 19 7 1 , 1 9 7 3 ) , credi t s  DeCamp , 

Labov ,  and C . J .  Bailey with t he parentage of a metat heory who s e  goal 

is the s t udy of  l ingui s t i c  variat ion . Lingui s t i c  competence has b e en 

approached a s  a probab i l i s t i c  rather than determinis t i c  phenomenon in 

G .  Sankoff ( 19 7 2 a ,  b ) , Sankoff and Laberge ( 19 7 3 ) , and C edergren ( 19 7 2 ,  

1 9 73 ) . What a l l  this  work has i n  c ommon , howeve r ,  i s  a shift from 

shunting lingui stic  variat ion to " t he periphery of language study " 

( Bi ckerton , 1 9 7 3 )  and p lac ing it in the c entre of the stage . 

The studie s  of variat ion have l arge ly b e en c oncerned with phono ­

logical phenomena , or with grammat i c a l  phenomena in environment s 

predominantly affe c t e d  b y  phonological features or grammat i c a l  c a t ­

egori e s . In such case s ,  the invest igator chooses  t he salient feature s 

or categorie s and proceeds t o  evaluate the e ffect s  of same , e i t her in 

probab i l i s t i c  or implicational t erms . 

In t rying t o  apply t his approach t o  the data of the c urrent st udy , 

one immediat e ly discovers that one i s  dealing with a different kind o f  

variation here . The salient feature for possible omis sion of  a n  obj e c t  

i s  t h e  presence o f  a prior ment ion of  that obj ect . Except f o r  the 

cases with t o k i m , h a r l m  and w o k l m  ( see  Note 4 ) ,  that prior ment ion , or 

a complete obviousne s s  from the s i t uati onal c ontext 5 , i s  an ab solute 

prerequi s i t e  for omi s s ion o f  an obj e c t . Consequent ly we c annot look 

at o b j e c t  omi s sion in terms of  some Feature A,  which i s  pre sent some ­

t ime s , Feat ure B ,  which i s  pre sent at other t ime s ,  and Feature C ,  e t c . 

Our salient feature i s  prior ment ion ( or obviousne s s )  and i s  a lways 

pre sent . 

Wherein does the variat ion lie , t hen? It must b e  found in the 

speaker ' s  exp loitat ion of  the linguistic  mat erial intervening between 

the point of  prior ment ion and the point of obj ect omi ssion or presenc e . 

What are the factors t hat enter into t he speaker ' s  d e c i s ion? 

In answering this , we should first c onsider a few , perhaps obvious 

charac t eri s t i c s  o f  language and language use , whi ch bear repeat ing 

here , in order to direct at t ent ion t o  t hem . Communicat ion b y  language 

invo lve s a minimum of two people , a speaker and a hearer .  Thes e  people , 

as they are human b eings , are p o s s e s s e d  of two characteri s t i c s  whi ch 

c oncern us here : int e l l i gence and lazines s .  Every speech event nece s s ­

ari ly strikes t he proper balance between these two qua l i t i e s  in order 

t o  be a suc c e s s ful act of c ommuni cat ion . 

The speaker , b eing l a z y ,  seeks t o  go t hrough the minimum number of  

art iculatory movemen t s  nec e s sary t o  get  hi s me s sage acro s s . The hearer , 
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a l s o  no paragon o f  industriou sne ss , woul d prefer maximum c lari t y ,  maxi­

mum redundancy ,  e t c . -- in effe c t , a l l  t he things neces sary t o  make 

his act of c omprehens i on as easy as p o s s ib l e . Consequent l y ,  whenever 

a speaker reduce s  his e ffort s in one area of  ut t erance produc t i on ,  he 

must increase them in another , henc e , e . g . , t he increase in re dundancy 

a c companying a more rapi d  pace of spee c h . 

But we have at t ributed two c haracteri s t i c s t o  our language users . 

The other i s  human int e l ligence . What use do speaker-hearers make o f  

thi s ?  I t  i s  o ft en t he c a s e  that t he mes sage int ended to b e  conveyed 

i s  anyt hing b ut obvious from t he sound sequences utt ere d . Whenever 

t here is a devi at i on from obvious sound-meaning corre spondence ,  the 

speech event p arti cipant s rely on human int e l l i gence t o  bridge t he gap . 

Thi s i s  also the case in the prob lem under d i s c u s s ion . I have said 

that prior mention is a prerequi s i t e  for obj e c t  omi ssion and that var i ­

at ion i s  centred in the intervening mat eri a l . Let us take a look at 

t h i s  int ervening mat eria l , and see what fact ors may b e  appl ied t o  it . 

First , there i s  t he matter o f  d i s t anc e . How far away may t he previous 

ment ion , hen c e forth antecedent , o f  an obj e ct b e  for that obj e c t  t o  

qua lify f o r  omi ssion? C learly n o t  every prior ment ion in a narrat ive 

wi l l  allow for subsequent obj ec t  omi s sion . I f  we ment ion Little  Re d 

Riding Hood in t he first p aragraph and then use the pronoun she from 

t hat point on ( which is how t h i s  phenomenon would have to work in 

Engli sh ) , we ' d  c learly run into difficulty once Grandmot her come s on t he 

s cene . The difficulty i s  more obvious in Tok P i s i n , where it i s  p o s s ­

i b l e  t o  omit t he obj e c t  wit hout insert ing a pronoun c opy . 

The data reveal no c lear answer . For both group s o f  speakers , the  

d i s t ance between ant e ce dent and omi t t ed obj ec t  may vary from a few 

words to several sentenc e s :  

Second language speakers : 

( 9 )  

( 1 0 )  

( l l ) 

" Y u p e l a  l a l t i m wa n p e l a  � n a  g l v i m  ¢ m i . "  ( 6 -5/1 1 )  

' "You guy s l i g h t  a torch and g i v e  ( i t )  t o  me . h ,  

Em  � b l l o n g  e n  g i a m a n i m  em  i a .  E m  i ye t  wo k l m  ¢ 
n a  i go p u t i m  ¢ l o n g  bo k i s b i l o n g  m i s i s .  ( 12-7/5 ) 

' Tha t paper of h i s  foo l e d  h e r . He wro t e  ( i t )  hims e lf 
and w e n t  and p u t  ( i t )  i n  t h e  mi s s us ' box . ' 

" O i , I g a t  w a n p e l a  l et a  b i l o n g  y u ,  I ka m  I s t a p ,  y u  k a m  
k i s l m  ¢ . "  " N o g a t -:---M I n o  s a v e  r l t  ra i t  l a  n a  y u  y e t  
l u k l m  ¢ . "  Em  g i a ma n i m m l s i s  o l sem . M l s i s  i r l t l m ¢ 
n a  i t o k  • . .  ( 12 - 7/ 1 ) 

' "Di,  a l e t te r  came for y o u ,  come g e t  ( i t ) . "  "No . I 
don ' t  know how to read and wri t e ,  s o  y o u  Z o o k  ( a t  i t )  
y o ur s e lf· " H e  dec e i v e d  t h e  m i 8 s u s  l i k e  tha t .  Mi s s us 
r e a d  ( i t )  and s a i d  . . .  ' 
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Nati ve speakers : 

( 1 2 )  . . .  em I k l s i m  � n a u , p a s l m  rp l o n g  n a l t  n a u  . . .  ( 17-2/11c ) 

' . . .  he g o t  a rop e ,  fas te n e d  ( i t )  during the  n i g h t  . . .  ' 

( 1 3 )  Em  s t o r l  l o n g  t u p e l a  p i n i s  n a u , elll , ltI o n em , wo k i m  � 
n a  so l m  rp t u p e l a .  L o n g  01 n a  s l u t u m rp n a  w o n e m ,  
01 i s u t i m  rp n a  y u s i "!  rp ,  ho l i m rp g u t . ( 16-2/1 6 )  

' T h e  B to ry t o  the  two fin i s he d  t h e n ,  s h e ,  u h ,  
made a Bpear a n d  s howed ( i t )  t o  t h e  t w o  of t h e m .  
T o  t hem, a n d  t h e y  s ho t  ( i t ) , a n d  u s e d  ( i t ) , he L d  
( i t )  g o o d . ' 

( 1 4 )  0 1  i s a v e  k i l i m ma n n a ba u t . Y u  n o  k e n  w o ka b a u t  l o n g  
n a  i t . 0 I k i i i  m r ( 8-1/17 ) 

' They  know how to ki L L  men around here . Don ' t  wa l k  
around a t  nig h t .  They ki L l  (peop l e ) . ' 

It would b e  p o s s ib l e  t o  wri t e  a probab i l i s t i c  variab le rule , or prepare 

an imp l i c at ional s cale with a) same sentenc e ,  b )  prece ding sentenc e ,  

or c )  more di s t ant sentence , a s  t he fac t ors involve d .  Either o f  t h e s e  

met hods would show that there i s  a certain relat ionship ( p robab i l i s t i c  

o r  imp l icat i onal ) between di stance of ant e c e dent and ab sence o f  obj e ct . 

But what would this  exp lain? Very l i t t le , I c laim , in t he c urrent 

c a s e . 

What i s  at i s sue here i s  not t he amount of intervening mat erial , 

but i t s  nature . Once an obj ec t  ant e c e dent has been uttere d ,  t hen 

ano t her instance of t hat obj e c t  is a c andidat e for omi s s ion as long 

a s  t he connect ion with t he ant ecedent has not been broken . In  other 

words , i f  it  is s t i l l  c lear what the obj ect i s ,  t hen it  c an b e  omi t t e d . 

In ( 9 )  and ( 1 2 )  above , it i s  c le ar that t he deleted obj e c t s must  

have been p a i a  and rop  respectively . Not hing but n a  ( 'and ' )  and t he 

verb intervened .  In ( 1 0 )  and ( 1 3 )  the omi t t e d  obj e c t s  are not a s  easily 

i dent i f i e d ,  b ut with a l i t t l e  effort it  b ecome s clear t hat p e p a  is  what 

was "written and put in t he b o x "  and t hat s u p i a  is what was shown , shot , 

used and hel d .  And s o  o n ,  t o  the other e xamp l e s . In ( 1 1 ) , l e t a  remains 

the t op i c  o f  conversat ion ; no pot ent ial obj ec t  for the verb s k l s l m  

' g e t ' ,  l u k i m  ' lo o k  a t ' and r i t i m  ' r e a d ' intervene s .  In ( 1 4 ) , i t  i s  

perhap s more di ffi cult t o  a s c ert ain whet her m a n  o r  y u  should b e  t he 

obj e c t  o f  t he second k i  1 1 m .  However , t he previous relation establi shed 

b etween k i  I i m  and ma n and the ab sence o f  a future marker b a l with t he 

k i  I i m  that fo llows the negat ive c ommand lead one t o  infer t hat t he 

ki lling o f  people ( generi c ) i s  referred t o  again . 

The importanc e o f  t h i s  e s t ab li shed connect ion b etween omi t t e d  obj ec t  

and logi c a l  ant ecedent c an b e  s e e n  from a story told by o n e  o f  t he 

s e c ond-language speakers , whic h  t e l l s  o f  the l o s s  of a loin c lo t h  under 

c ompromi s ing c ircumst anc e s . Much of the s tory concerns i t se l f  with t he 



BEYOND VARIABLE RULES 2 9  

hero ' s  search for h i s  mi s s ing piece o f  c l ot hing . There are numerous 

o c c urrenc e s  o f  senten c e s  l i ke t he fol lowing : 

( 1 5 )  " No g a t , em i s t a p ,  m l  k l s l m  </J p l n i s . "  ( 6 -5/2 0 )  

"No, i t ' s  h e r e . I ' v e  found ( i t) . "  

( 16 )  T a so l em i p a l n i m </J y e t , em  i s t a p  a s  n a t i n g n a , 
I no g a t  ma l o  b l l o n g  e n . ( 6 -5/2 3 )  

' B u t  h e  was s ti l l  loo king for ( i t ) , h e  was t h e r e  
nak ed, he  didn ' t  have h i s  l o i n  a lo t h .  ' 

(1 7 )  D ra i t ,  em i p a l n i m </J y e t . ( 6 -6/2a ) 

' So h e  kept  o n  l o o king for ( i t ) . ' 

where the omi t t ed obj e c t  i s  in each case  t he t op i c  under di s c u s s i on 

throughout mo st  o f  t he st ory -- and t here i s  no p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  mi s ­

understanding , even t hough i t  may not have been s p e c i fically ment ioned 

for s ome t ime prior to the nonoc currence o f  the obj e c t . 

Indi c at i ve that it i s  really a mat ter o f  t he indivi dual nouns and 

speakers invo lved in the individual context s ,  and not a mat ter o f  

s t ruct ure or intervenj ng N P  in t he abstract i s  t he fol lowing pair o f  

s entenc e s . In ( 1 8 )  a p o s sible ant e ce dent intervene s and t he speaker 

felt t he need to repeat the obj e c t , whi le in ( 1 9 )  a p o s s ib l e  ant e c e dent 

intervene s but t he speake r ,  relying on the intelligenc e factor in h i s  

hearer , f e l t  n o  such need . 

( 1 8 )  I no  s a v e  l o n g  t o k p l e s b l  l o n g  p a p a , i no  s a v e  l o n g  
t o k p l e s b i l o n g  m l  t a so l , t u p e l a  y u s l m  P i dg i n ( ant e c e dent ) 
t a s o l . P i k l n l n l  i n o  I n a p  l o n g  s a v e  l o n g  t o kp l e s  
( p o s s ib le ante c edent ) b i  l o n g  mama  0 p a p a  b a l y u s i m  
P i d g i n  ( ob j e c t ) ,  i t l n g t o k p l e s b i l o n g  mama  t u p e l a  
p a p a  I l o n g  P i d g i n .  ( 1-4/12 ) 

'They don ' t  know t h e i r  fat h e r ' s  language,  01' min e ,  
s o  t h e y  jus t u s e  Pidg i n .  Ch i l dren w h o  aan ' t  under­
s tand t h e i r  mo t h e r ' s  01' fa t he r ' s  l a nguage wi l l  j u s t  
u s e  Pidg i n ,  t h e y  think  Pidg i n  i s  t h e i r  paren t s ' 
native  language . '  

( 1 9 )  Em m l p e l a  i b i n  s k u l l o n g , m i p e l a  I b i n  s k u l l o n g  
t o k  P l s i n  ( antecedent ) ,  l o n g  p a s t a i m, m l p e l a  I no  
s k u l l o n g  I ng l i s  ( po s sib le  ant e c edent ) .  L o n g  
w o n e m  b i p o 0 1  G i e ma n 0 1  I so l m  </J 0 1  b l k p e l a  
ma n b i f o .  ( 1 -2/6 ) 

' We l earned, w e  l e arned Pidg i n  i n  s a h o o l ,  b efor e ,  
w e  weren ' t  eduaa t e d  i n  Eng l i s h . B e a a u s e  t h e  
German s  had taug h t  ( i t )  ( i . e . ,  t o k  Pis in )  to 
the  a du l t s  b e fo r e .  ' 

How , then , i s  t h i s  material t o  be dealt with in an analysi s ?  Are 

we t o  use a variable rule or an imp l i cat ional scale t o  describe the 

fac t s ?  They do de s c ribe some o f  t he fact s ,  and make certain predi c ­

t ions a s  t o  the pat t ern o f  t he language , b o t h  certainly useful feat ure s 

of a lingui s t i c  analysi s .  
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I t  would seem,  however , t hat these  methods , while providing part o f  

t he p i c t ure o f  obj e c t  presence versus ab sence , fai l in t h i s  c a s e  t o  

offer t he desired explanat ion for t h e  phenomena t hey describ e . A 

variable rule could indicate t he probabi l i ty with whi ch 

a )  second-language speakers would delete an obj e c t  t hat has pre­

viously been ment ioned or is obvious from cont ext -- we have the 

probabil i t y  . 6 8 from Tab l e  3 .  Thi s could be subdivided for t he factors 

1 )  the ant ec edent is in the s ame sentence 

2 )  the ante cedent i s  i n  t he preceding sentence 

3)  t he ant e cedent i s  further removed 

b )  nat ive speakers would delete the s ame obj ect -- probab i l i t y  

. 5 9 from Tab le 3 -- or furt her , under condit ions 1 ) , 2 )  and 3 ) . 

We might a l s o  write a variab le rule for obj e ct omi s sion that would 

indicate t he probab i li t y  of an NP intervening be tween ant e c edent and 

omi t t ed obj ect , or even the probab i l i t y  t hat an intervening NP would b e  

a p o s sible ant e cedent , a n d  thus might affe c t  t he app l ic at ion o f  t he 

rule . We could have two group s o f  speakers , our s e c ond-language 

speakers and our new generat ion of nat ive speakers of Tok Pi s i n , each 

e xhibit ing di fferent probab i l i t i e s  with respect t o  the rule s . 

But an ana l y s i s  o f  t hi s  phenomenon in Tok P i s in would be incomplet e ,  

I fee l ,  without a statement regarding t he relat ionship b etween NPs ,  t he 

e ffec t  of what we may p erhap s b e s t  call  an inferential s t rategy : t hat 

having focused hi s attent ion on a part i c ular obj e c t  NP , the hearer will 

c ont inue t o  refer t o  it , so long a s  his  int e l l i gence deems it  appl i ­

c ab l e  and n o t  contra-indicated by any other port ion of  t he utt erance . 

Such a strat egy woul d ,  of course , govern t he p o s s i b l e  omi s s ion of an 

obj e c t  NP . It would p lace no constraint on t he speaker who wishes to 

repeat an obj e c t  NP even though i t  was an ant e c e dent and would thus 

qua l i fy for omi s s ion . 

Let us review t he environment and conditions for obj e c t  presence vs . 

ab sence t o  see how t hey can b e s t  b e  charact eri sed and what there i s  

about t he fact s that wi ll  help provide an exp lanat i on of  t he ob served 

lingui s t i c  b ehaviour . 

1 )  There must  b e  an ant ecedent NP , referring t o  the same ent i t y  

a s  t h e  pot ent ial omi t t e d  obj ect , or t he s i t uat ional c ontext 

must  make it perfe c t ly c lear who or what t he obj e c t  i s .  

An e xample o f  the latter from Not e 5 :  

Ma s k i  i k e n  ho l l m E m !  

'The  boy can h o Z d  ( i t )  Here ! ' - - as 

the sp eaker hands him t he bab y . 
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2 )  The conne c t i on be tween the ac t ion ( i . e . ,  suc c e s s ive verb s )  

and a particular obj e ct must  b e  maintained .  Thi s  can be 

achieved 

a)  when the ant e c edent i s  immediately adj acent 

b )  when , although there are intervening NPs , they do not 

constitute p o s s i b l e  obj e c t s  ( semant ically ) for the 

verb in que s t i on . 

c )  when an intervening NP ( or NPs ) ,  though a p o s s i b le 

obj e c t  for t he verb , i s  ruled out b y  the c ontext , 

i . e . , it i s  not a likely ant e c edent . 

You will recall that d i stance b etween the ant e cedent and the pOint 

of obj ect omi s sion played no s i gni ficant role for either group of 

speakers ( Examp l e s  9-1 4 ) and that the e s tab l i shed topi c of c onversat ion 

can remain an understood obj e c t  over c onsiderab le lingui s t i c  d i stance 

( Examp l e s  1 5 - 1 7 ) .  

Leaving a side for the pre sent the diffi c u l t i e s  inherent in trying t o  

de fine t h e  not i on " l ikely ante c edent " - and they are great let ' s  

take a brief look at c a s e s  in whi c h  c ondit i ons 1 )  and 2 )  are me t .  Can 

we then predict  whether an obj ec t  wi l l  b e  expre s se d  or omi t t e d ?  

W e  would exp e c t  the fol l owing tendenc ie s :  

1 )  an obj e c t  i s  expre s se d  when there i s  a l ikely ant e c edent 

intervening b etween it  and i t s  ant e c e dent ; 

2 )  an obj e c t  may or may not b e  expre s s e d  when unlikely candidat e s  

int ervene ; 

3 )  an obj e c t  i s  omi t t ed when there i s  no int ervening NP . 

A part ial count of the dat a reve a l s  a s t rong tendency t o  1 ) ,  a 5 0 - 5 0  

react ion t o  2 ) ,  a n d  a t endency , though n o t  s o  strong a s  that for 1 ) , 

t oward 3 ) . 

But can we make any s y s t emat i c  predict ion? In part i c ular , c an we 

forma l i s e  a meaningful rule t o  acc ount for t he variat i on?  I c laim t hat 

we cannot . I t  is t rue t hat for many o f  the cases where an obj e c t  was 

expre s sed when no NP int ervened between it and i t s  ant e c edent , I c an 

o ffer reasonable e xp lanat i ons why the speaker resorted t o  redundanc y  

exp lanat ions l i k e  t he fol lowing : 

a )  the  re-expre s sion o f  t he obj e c t  contained addi t i onal s emant i c  

informat ion 

( 2 0 )  Em i i ,  t u p e l a  me r i  I l a p na t u p e l a  em i l u k i m  n a  
I s em n a , s e n e s i m  d i s p e l a  g ra s  p l s i n  i g o l o n g  
n a rape l a  • • •  Mm , t r i k i m  wa n t o k  b i l o ng e n . ( 6 -2/9 ) 

' T h e y ,  the  two g i r Z s  were  Zaug hing and h e  s aw the  
two  of them and was a s hamed and exchange d  his  
fea t h e r  w i th THE OTHER ONE . . .  Yeah,  tri c k e d  HIS FRIEND . ' 
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( 21 )  

b )  

( 2 2 )  

c )  

d )  
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O l sem  0 1  l e d i ,  l e d i  l o n g  ka ko n a , t a l m  0 1 1 
w o k a b o u t  I g o n a  o l oget a  samtTng 0 1  1 k a l l m 
1 9o f i n i s .  ( 5-1/4) 

' So they  go t ready , they  g o t  ready t h e i r  
SUPPLIES ( b e �onging s )  and then they  wa � k e d  
off a n d  t o o k  EVERYTHING away . ' 

the ant e c e dent was only half ut t ered 

M i p e l a  i g o s u l m  i g o na l u k l m  0 1  k a r i m  g- , 
0 1  i g o w e t  l o n g  g u r l a  I g o n o g a t  n a , 0 1  I ka l l m  
ka ko n a  0 1  i ka m  b e k  g e n . ( 5 -5/7 ) 

' We had gone to swim and we saw t h em aarryi ng 
b e �ong ( ings ) - they  had gone  to wai t for t h e  
earthquake 8 0 ,  they  w e r e  aarrying t h e i r  
BELONGINGS and aoming b aa k .  ' 

t he o b j e c t  was re -expre s sed aft er a string o f  omi s s ions 

o f  that same o b j e c t , t o  re-empha s i s e . 

t he obj ec t  was t he subj e c t  o f  the preceding S ,  and 

needed to be brought into t he obj e c t  ro le . 

e )  t he immediate ant e c e dent was a pronoun , and t he 

hearer may have lost track 

f)  t here was a change in speaker 

To these  may be added a point made above , t hat t he nat ive speakers spoke 

very rapidly and that t h i s  speed and phonological reduc t ion may very 

we l l  be a c ondit ion for redundancy . 

From the communicat ive point o f  view , these are a l l  reasonab le 

l ingui s t i c  mot i vat ions for redundancy . But  they c an b e  genera l i s e d  

in a vague way only . And t he generali sation -- t he t endenc i e s  I men­

t ioned above and whi c h  I have called an inferent ial strat egy -- c an 

a lways be modified by the immediate s l t uat ion and t he part i cular 

speaker ( s )  and hearer ( s )  invo l ve d . If you recall t he near-minima l  pair 

inc luded a s  ( 1 8 )  and ( 19 )  you can see t hat t he employment of such a 

s t rategy remains s ubj e c t ive . It i s  t he speaker ' s  a s s e s sment o f  t he 

c ommuni cative s i t ua t i on -- with due con s i derat ion not only t o  the clues 

given in the l ingui s t i c  and non-lingu i s t i c  cont ext , b ut a l s o  t o  t he 

inferent ial powers o f  hi s hearer -- t hat wi l l  favour a rea l i sation or 

non-rea l i sat ion of t h i s  part i cular , and no doubt many another , instance 

o f  lingui s t i c  b ehaviour . 

Cons equent ly , I t hink it i s  meaningful t o  talk about s t rategies of 

inference t hat are used by speakers and t hat it  is something l ike t hem 

-- and reasonab le violat ion s  there o f  -- t hat wil l  point us at an ex­

p l anat ion of lingu i s t i c  b ehaviour . The variab le rule -- i f  i t  can b e  

wri t t en at a l l  in s u c h  a case  -- remains a device of de s cript ion , not 

exp lanat ion . 
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N O T  E S 

1 .  Include d here are s i x  instan c e s  o f  verb + o l o s e m , whi c h  appear t o  

have a n  omi t t e d  obj ect . In each of these c a se s , however , the ante ­

cedent i s  uni dent i fi ab l e , and it  may b e  t hat o l o s em should b e  c ons i dered 

an obj e c t  in Tok P i sin , rather t han an adverbial . The percentage i s ,  

however , s o  sma l l  t hat i t  wil l  not s igni f icant l y  affect the data herein 

d i s c us sed . 

2 .  Inc lude s s i x  c a s e s  where the sentent ial obj ect b egins with an NP 

( Numb ers 1 5 ,  1 7 ,  9 6 , 1 4 0 ,  6 36 ,  6 4 4 ) . 

3 .  See in t h i s  regard G i l l ian Sankoff ' s  paper given at the Int ernational 

Conference on Pidgins and Cre o l e s  1 9 7 5 : "The Origins o f  Syntax in 

D i s cour s e : Some Evidence from Tok P i s in . " 

4 .  Certain verb s de s c rib ing the c ommuni cat ive act , spec i fi c a l ly t o k i m  

' say ' and ha r i m  ' h ear, unde rs tan d ' ,  usually oc cur in the texts  used here 

with no obj ect and no antecedent , there is only one case  of  t o k i m  with 

an obj ec t :  

( a ) B i k p e l a  ma n n a u ,  em  i t o k ,  e m  t o k i m  t u p e l a  st or i 
l o n g  p i k  i a  . . . ( 1 6-2/1 4 )  

--

' The  b i g  man, he spo k e ,  he to l d  t h e  two of them 
the  s to ry o f  t he pig . . .  ' 

And e i ght o f  h a r i m , wit h  a language obj ect , a s  in 

( b )  Wo n e m ,  0 1  i n o  h a r i m  t o k  p i e s  . . . ( 1 -8/5 ) 

' Yo u  know, they  don ' t  unde r s tand t o k  p l e s  ( i . e . ,  
t h e  n a t i v e  l a nguag e ) . ' 

( c )  n y u  h a r l m  s a mpe l a  t o k 7 "  0-9/4 ) 

' "Di d y o u  h e a r  any news ( ta l k ) ? " '  

3 3  
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Ha r i m  also oc curs five t ime s with no obj e c t , b ut where an ant e c e dent 

i s  identifiab le , as in 

( d ) " S a r a p ,  y u  no k e n  t o k  p i e s ,  y u  t o k  P i s i n  n a  
m i h a  r i m .  " ( 1 -6/5 ) 

' "Shu t up . You don ' t  ta l k  your language . 
You ta l k  Pidgin for me to unders tand . '" 

In each o f  t he se t he ant ecedent i s  a language . A l s o  o c c urring 

regularly without an obj ect and without i dent i fiab le ant e ce dent is t he 

verb wo k i m ,  used a s  a general verb of a c t i vi t y ,  akin t o  do  in Engl i s h .  

5 . A few c a s e s  have neither obj e c t  nor e xp re s s e d  ant e c e dent , but it  

i s  perfe c t ly c lear from the lingui s t ic or ext ra-lingui s t i c  cont ext what 

the mi s s ing obj ect i s . 

Examp l e : 

( e )  N a u ,  wo n e m , w a n p e l a  t a i m  n a u  em b o n l m , wo n e m , 
em ka r i m  t u p e l a  p i k l n l n l  boy  . . . ----rIO-2/6 ) 

' Now,  once now, s h e  gave b i r t h ,  a h ,  s h e  carrie d  two 
boy chi l dr e n  . . .  ' 

I t  i s  obvious t hat she gave birth t o  o ffspring and j ust in case  you 

weren ' t  sure , t he next c lause t e l l s  how many . 

( 0  To k ,  " O h ,  t u p e l a  b a g a ra p i m . "  ( 1 3-2/12 ) 

'He  s a id, "Oh, t h e  two of them m e s s e d  up e very t h i ng . " '  

The cont ext has j ust made c lear what -all the boys have done , and t h i s  

de spairing c omment i s  muc h  more effect ive without the re -enumerat ion . 

( g )  Ma s k i  i k e n  ho i i m  . . .  E m ! ( 5 - 7/2 ) 

'Never  mind, he can ho l d  ( i t )  . . .  Here ! ' -- as she hand s 

him the hab y . 
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