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20.1 Introduction 

This chapter examines variation and change in the expression of future temporal reference 

(FTR) in two typologically distinct varieties of Gallo-Romance which find themselves in 

contact in the region of Béarn, southwestern France. Gascon, a variety of the langue d’oc or 

Occitan, has largely been ousted from its traditional domains by a process of language shift to 

French, a langue d’oïl. In rural areas of Béarn, however, those native to the region display 

varying levels of Gascon-French bilingualism in the over-65 age group; the languages of 

these bilingual speakers will be the primary object of study in this chapter, focusing in 

particular on the verb morphology they use in French and Gascon to refer to future events. In 

both languages, the inflected future tense is used to express FTR, as in, for example, Fr. je 

ferai and Gsc. que harèi (‘I will make/do’). Alternatively, FTR may be expressed using the 

periphrastic future, or an analytic construction of the type seen in Fr. aller or Gsc. anar (‘to 

go’) + infinitive: e.g. Fr. je vais faire or Gsc. que vau har (literally, ‘I am going to make/do’). 

While FTR may, of course, be expressed in other ways, the analysis presented in this chapter 

will focus on these two variants, investigating the bilateral transfer of structural constraints 

on their distribution which may have resulted from long-term language contact. The chapter 

begins by providing an external overview of the sociolinguistic situations of both French and 

Gascon in Béarn (§20.2), before presenting the theoretical framework (§20.3), and a detailed 

discussion of research on the FTR variable (§20.4). The data collection and analysis is 

outlined in §20.5 and the FTR variable is modelled statistically for both French and Gascon 

in §20.6. Finally, §20.7 seeks to evaluate the implications of the quantitative analysis for a 

theoretical model that posits a single bilingual grammar where cognate variables in each 

language and constraints on variability are stored in the same abstract mental representation.  

 

20.2 Research context: French and Gascon in Béarn 

By the tenth century, the varieties descended from the Latin spoken in Gaul had become 

strongly diversified along regional lines, leading to the development of three broad dialect 

areas for Gallo-Romance (Figure 1). The most significant division within Gallo-Romance is 

between the langue d’oc (often referred to as ‘Occitan’) in the south, and the langue d’oïl, in 

the north. The third, eastern area, francoprovençal, shares features of both northern and 

southern dialects, but also has many distinctive features of its own. The modern langue d’oc 

area is commonly divided into six main dialects (Figure 2): Gascon in the southwest, 

including the Béarnais sub-dialect; central Lengadocian; Lemosin and Auvernhat in the north 

of the oc region; Provençal in the southeast, including the Nissart (Nice) sub-dialect; Vivaro-

Alpin above the Provençal region (Bec 1963:37). The Occitan standard language, as 

promoted by the Institut d’Estudis Occitans, aims to represent all dialects of the langue d’oc 

by focusing on linguistic features they have in common, and adopting a diasystemic 

approach, which functions as an abstract, standardized linguistic reference point and allows 

for the integration of the main localized linguistic forms in each dialect.  

< Insert Figure 1 approximately here > 

 

< Insert Figure 2 approximately here > 

   

The present study will focus on the variety of the sub-dialect of Gascon spoken in the region 

of Béarn and commonly referred to in French as le béarnais or in Gascon lo biarnés. While 



Gascon is the indigenous language of Béarn, French has been present in the region (at least in 

written form) from as early as the fourteenth century; until the turn of the twentieth century, 

however, Gascon remained the language of daily communication for the majority of the 

region’s habitants, at least in rural areas. The eventual shift from Gascon to French was 

supported by the Lois Jules Ferry (1881–86) and the resultant introduction of national free 

and compulsory education. The period immediately following the Loi Jules Ferry was not 

necessarily characterized by large levels of fluency and literacy in French among the general 

population. Moreux and Moreux (1989) note that although the first signs of disaffection with 

Gascon, in rural areas, appeared in the generation born during the First World War, the 

predominant daily use of French in Béarn began only with the generation born during the 

Second World War. 

 At the turn of the twenty-first century, Moreux (2004:29) stated that 16% of people 

over the age of fourteen said they spoke Gascon well (fluent speakers); this amounted to 

approximately 40,000 speakers, over half of these being over the age of 60 and rural-

dwellers, and only 3.5% between the ages of 14 and 24. These younger speakers are most 

likely to have acquired the language via one of the limited options in the education system to 

do so, since the chain of intergenerational transmission has largely ceased since the Second 

World War. Since the 1980s, some public schools have offered bilingual education in French 

and Occitan and a number of private Escolas Calandretas offer immersion education through 

Occitan alone at primary school level, while there is one second-level Collègi Calandreta in 

Pau, the region’s capital; the Calandreta schools are attended by approximately 2000 of the 

region’s children. Additionally, the association Centre de formation professionelle en langue 

et culture occitane offers classes and certification to adults across the southwestern region. 

We can therefore make a distinction between ‘native speakers’, for whom Gascon is their 

first language, and ‘new speakers’, who have learned Gascon in an education context and for 

whom French is their first language. These new speakers are commonly defined as speakers 

‘with little or no home or community exposure to a minority language but who instead 

acquire it through immersion or bilingual education programs, revitalization projects or as 

adult language learners’ (O'Rourke et al. 2015:1).  

 

20.3 Theoretical framework: the bilingual grammar 

The bilingual speakers in this study speak two languages that are related but typologically 

distinct and this chapter will seek to investigate the extent to which the future tense systems 

of their languages interact, both in terms of the frequency of occurrence of different 

morphological variants that express FTR and in terms of the constraints which condition 

variability. Bilinguals are largely seen to be the locus of linguistic change because 

competence in two languages is a precondition for the adoption of material from one 

language into another (Hickey 2010:9). Transfer will normally arise when a bilingual 

identifies a linguistic feature of the secondary system with one of the primary system and, in 

reproducing it, subjects it to the (variable) rules of the primary language (Weinreich 

1968:14).  

Flege (1988, 1990) formalized the mechanisms involved in phonetic and phonological 

transfer from one language to another in his Speech Learning Model. Flege (1995:98) 

proposes that, during the acquisition of a second language, the process of ‘interlingual 

identification’ causes L2 sounds to be associated initially with L1 categories. This (initial) 

association of L2 sounds with L1 categories is the basis for the central tenet of the Speech 

Learning Model: the categories making up the L1 and L2 subsystems of a bilingual exist in a 

‘common phonological space’ and so have the potential to influence one another (Flege 

2007:366). Within this model, phonemes in the L1 and L2 that correspond structurally are 

termed ‘cognate phonemes’ and are said to be equated with each other in the common 



phonological space, which may lead to bilateral transfer (see Mooney 2016, 2017 for an 

application of this model for Gascon-French bilinguals). 

 The present study will examine the applicability of Flege’s model in the case of 

grammatical variation. If cognate phonemes, for example, are stored in a common 

phonological space, we might expect that cognate grammatical structures (such as inflected 

and periphrastic future morphologies) would equally be equated in the process of interlingual 

identification, leading to their storage in a common grammatical space and thus allowing the 

grammatical systems of each of the languages to mutually influence one another. If this is the 

case, we might expect to see similar frequency distributions for the morphological variants 

used for FTR in both Gascon and French and, crucially, similar language internal constraints 

on variant choice.  

 

20.4 Linguistic background: future temporal reference 

20.4.1 Historical evolution of future temporal reference variants 

In both French and Gascon, the inflected future tense is descended from a late Latin infinitive 

verb + HABERE periphrastic construction (Comeau 2015:344). In the transition to old French 

(and old Occitan), reduced reflexes of the HABERE auxiliary were reanalysed as suffixes 

(Fleischman 1982), as shown in (1).  

 

(1) CANTARE HABEO   >  *kantar-ˈajo 

>  Fr. (je) chanter-ai; Gsc. (que) cantar-èi (‘I will sing’) 

 

The periphrastic future tense, which is composed of the present tense of French aller 

and Gascon anar and an infinitive verb, as in (2), did not originally function as an expression 

of FTR (in French). It originally functioned to indicate spatial movement but eventually 

grammaticalized as a future marker in the middle French period because of its near 

categorical co-occurrence with temporal adverbs (Fleischman 1982:84; Comeau 2015:345 

Blondeau and Labeau 2016:242), with the future meaning spreading from the adverbial to the 

verbal phrase (Comeau and Villeneuve 2016:232). It is not clear when this reanalysis took 

place in Gascon, but the periphrastic construction is certainly productive in modern varieties.  

 

(2) Fr. (je) vais chanter; Gsc. (que) vau cantar (literally, ‘I am going to sing’) 

 

Early grammarians, such as Maupas (1607) and Antonini (1753), described variation 

between the two forms in terms of temporal distance, with the periphrastic future used for 

imminent events, or events occurring shortly after the moment of speech, and the inflected 

future used for distal events (Comeau 2015:341); this has led to the frequent designation of 

the periphrastic future as le futur proche (‘the near future’). Flydal (1943:39f.) argues that the 

change from imminence to futurity took place in the sixteenth century and that, by the 

seventeenth century, the periphrastic construction appeared without temporal adverbs and 

functioned to express futurity, bringing it into competition with the inflected future. 

 

(3) Fr. La chanson que je chante demain; Gsc. La canson qui canti doman (‘The song that I 

will sing tomorrow’).   

 

 FTR may also be expressed in French and Gascon using the present tense, often 

referred to as the futurate present (FP), usually accompanied by a temporal adverb or 

adverbial phrase, as in (3). It was possible to use the present tense to express FTR as far back 

as in Classical Latin and therefore its use as a marker of futurity is common across the 

Romance languages (Comeau and Villeneuve 2016:233).  



 

20.4.2 Circumscription of the variable context 

The study presented in this chapter will focus on variation between the inflected future (IF) 

and the periphrastic future (PF) in French and Gascon, as these are the two primary 

morphological forms used in both languages to express FTR (Comeau 2015: 340). The 

futurate present (FP) is commonly excluded from studies of FTR (e.g. King and Nadasdi 

2003; Blondeau 2006; Grimm 2010; Grimm and Nadasdi 2011; Wagner and Sankoff 2011; 

Roberts 2012; Comeau 2015; Roberts 2016) for two main reasons: (i) it occurs much less 

frequently than the other variants (IF and PF) in spoken French; (ii) it occurs almost 

categorically with future adverbials or adverbial phrases (Roberts 2016:287). The frequency 

of occurrence of the FP variant is particularly problematic for studies with smaller corpora; 

indeed, Poplack and Turpin (1999) is the only major variationist study to include the FP, 

using as its basis the Ottawa-Hull corpus, which contains approximately 3.5 million words. 

As such, the futurate present may be considered a marginal variant, occurring less that 10% 

of the time, and there is evidence to suggest that the frequency distribution of the FP remains 

unchanged, at least in Laurentian French (Poplack and Dion 2009:572). Therefore, if there is 

a change underway in the FTR system of French (and other Romance languages, such as 

Gascon), this primarily involves the replacement of the synthetic future tense (the IF) by a 

composite or analytic future tense (the PF) (Wales 2002:75; see §20.4.4). The present study 

will, for these reasons, not consider the FP variant, focusing instead on the distributions of 

and constraints on the IF and PF in both languages.  

 

20.4.3 Previous studies of future temporal reference 

The FTR variable has frequently been the object of study in variationist research on French 

but, to my knowledge, has never been systematically examined in Gascon (or other varieties 

of the langue d’oc). There is a large body of work on FTR in Canadian varieties of French 

and, in almost all cases, the PF was found to be the majority variant, particularly for 

Laurentian varieties. For example, Emirkanian and Sankoff (1986) and Zimmer (1994) found 

that, in Montréal, the PF was used 79% and 83.3% of cases of FTR, respectively, Poplack 

and Turpin (1999) found that the PF was used 73% of the time in the Ottawa-Hull corpus, 

and Grimm and Nadasdi reported a PF rate of 86.5% in Hawkesbury, Ontario. In Acadian 

varieties, the frequency distributions of the IF and PF were somewhat more variable: 75.2% 

(Chevalier 1996) and 77% (Chiasson-Léger 2014) in New Brunswick; 47.2% in 

Newfoundland and Prince Edward Island (King and Nadasdi 2003); 62.3% in the Baie 

Sainte-Marie, Nova Scotia (Comeau 2015). Studies on Metropolitan varieties attest much 

lower rates of occurrence of the PF: 27.3% (Kahn 1954) and 38.3% (François 1974) in Paris; 

Roberts (2012) examined the variable at four sites in northern France, using the Beeching 

Corpus, and found that the PF occurred 58.8% of the time to express FTR. Robert (2014) 

examined data from Martinique and showed that the frequency distribution was 72.3% PF 

and 27.7% IF. In the south-west of France, Gudmestad and Edmonds (2016)  showed that 

native speakers used the PF most often (44%), followed by the IF (38.1%), and the FP 

(17.9%). All of these studies examined speech data and it is worth noting that in written 

sources the frequency distribution of the variants is markedly different. For example, Lesage 

and Gagnon (1993) reported only 3% PF use in their Québec French dataset, while Wales 

(2002) found 10% PF in his study of the regional newspaper Ouest-France. 

 Early grammarians (e.g. Maupas 1607 or Antonini 1753, as cited in Comeau 

2015:341) frequently described variation between the IF and PF as being influenced by the 

temporal distance of the event: the PF was seen to be used for proximate events, while the IF 

was seen to be used for distal events. More recent studies of Laurentian French have shown 

the linguistic system underlying the variation observed to be quite different from these early 



descriptions; in Laurentian French, sentential polarity has been consistently shown to be the 

strongest factor governing variation between the PF and IF, with the IF favoured in negative 

constructions and the PF favoured in affirmative constructions. This polarity effect has been 

shown, by the studies cited above,  to exert a much stronger effect on variant choice than 

temporal distance in Laurentian French. Studies of Acadian varieties, however, have shown 

the polarity effect to be absent and the temporal distance effect to significantly constrain the 

variation, broadly in line with the descriptions of early grammarians (King and Nadasdi 

2003; Comeau 2015). While other factors have been shown to influence the choice between 

IF and PF in varieties of French (see §20.5.3), the bipartite distinction between varieties for 

which sentential polarity exerts the strongest effect and varieties for which temporal distance 

exerts the strongest effect on FTR is an important one, as varieties that shown the effect of 

one tend not to show the effect of the other (Villeneuve and Comeau 2016:320). Outside the 

Canadian context, Roberts (2012:96) has shown the polarity effect to be significant in 

northern varieties of metropolitan French but, in contrast, Villeneuve and Comeau (2016:314) 

found only temporal distance to constrain the variation in Vimeu (northern France); in 

Martinique French, the FTR variable was shown to be influenced by the temporal distance 

factor, showing a systemic pattern akin to that of Acadian French (Roberts 2016). 

 In the literature on Canadian French, in particular, the increasingly low rates of 

occurrence of the IF have frequently been interpreted as evidence of a linguistic change in 

progress by which the PF is ousting the IF and will eventually replace it in speech. For 

example, Emirkanian and Sankoff (1985) reported that the inflected future occurred at a rate 

of 21% in Montréal while Zimmer (1994) reported the rate of the IF to be lower, at 17%. 

Some studies have, however, examined individual speakers’ linguistic behaviour in real time 

in Montréal (Blondeau 2006; Wagner and Sankoff 2011): both of these studies noted that for 

some speakers, their behaviour over time is in the opposite direction of the community 

pattern in that they increase their use of the IF as they get older. This pattern of age-grading is 

interpreted by the authors as indicative of the IF’s formal stylistic value; this interpretation is 

further supported by the fact that age-grading of this type was only found for speakers with a 

higher socio-economic class (Sankoff and Wagner 2006: 212). In metropolitan French, 

Roberts (2012) found that all speakers except those with a university degree favoured the use 

of the PF, again lending weight to the argument that use of the IF is associated with higher 

socio-economic classes and, by extension, with more formal stylistic registers. These real-

time findings suggest that change during the lifetime, indicative of age-grading, appears to 

act as a ‘brake’ (Wagner and Sankoff 2011:305) on the progression of the synthetic to 

analytic linguistic change, rather than a reversal of the change, because the general 

community pattern is towards a reduction in the use of the IF over time. Sankoff, Wagner, 

and Jensen (2012:107) tested this hypothesis further using a trend study, examining the same 

population at a more recent point in time, and found that ‘older speakers were much more 

likely than their juniors to use IF, and among these older speakers, the highest SPS group was 

considerably more likely to do so’, thus confirming the findings of previous studies. The 

effect of social class was extremely important here, as the age-grading change was only 

significant within social groups: ‘social class dominated, with younger speakers using fewer 

IFs than their elders in each SPS group’ (Sankoff, Wagner, and Jensen 2012:111).  

 

20.5 Methodology 

20.5.1 Data collection 

The data sets used in this study of FTR in French and Gascon all consist of spontaneous 

speech elicited during 45-60-minute sociolinguistic interviews with the author, a native 

English speaker and fluent speaker of both French and Gascon, and are structured as follows: 

 



(i) 2012 French Corpus: 8 older (65+) Gascon-French bilinguals (speaking in 

French), 5 female, 3 male; 10 middle-aged (30-50 years) French speakers (5 male; 

5 female), of which one male informant was a Gascon-French bilingual; 10 

younger (16-18 years) French speakers (5 male; 5 female).  

(ii) 2016 Gascon Corpus: 11 older (66-92 years) native Gascon-French bilinguals 

(speaking in Gascon), 6 male, 5 female. 

(iii) 2017 Gascon Corpus: 8 ‘new’ Gascon speakers, speaking in Gascon, who 

acquired ‘Occitan’ in educational contexts and who were native speakers of 

French, 5 male, 3 female.  

 

For the purpose of the study presented below, the 2016 Gascon Corpus and the 2017 Gascon 

corpus are considered together, though ‘speaker type’ (native or new) is examined as a factor 

that may influence variation in FTR. 

 

20.5.2 Coding the dependent variable 

All instances of FTR were coded as either ‘inflected’ (IF) or ‘periphrastic’ (PF). Following 

initial token-extraction, there were 450 tokens of the FTR variable for French (2012 French 

Corpus) and 139 tokens for Gascon (2016 and 2017 Gascon Corpora). The following tokens 

were excluded, following an expanded adaptation of the methodology developed by Poplack 

and Turpin (1999) for excluding tokens with future morphology but which do not refer to a 

future eventuality (so-called ‘false futures’): 

 

• Habitual usages, e.g. Mon père … il parle, il va commencer en français, il enchaîne 

en béarnais, il va revenir en français (Speaker T) (‘My father … he speaks, he 

usually starts in French, he continues in Bearnese, and then he’ll go back to French’); 

• Timeless truths and hypotheticals (so-called ‘gnomic futures’), e.g. Que't vas diser 

“oh que ço qui'm pouch tirar?” (Speaker Z) (‘You’d say to youself “what can I get 

from that?”’); these are non-temporal because they are assumed to hold at all times 

(Wagner and Sankoff 2011:280);  

• Tokens in which aller is used as a verb of movement as it is not clear whether these 

have present or future temporal reference (Comeau 2015:352), e.g. Que plauva; ok, 

que vam anar dehens, que vam anar dehens (Speaker T) (‘It’s raining; ok, we’re 

going to go inside, we’re going to go inside’); 

• Reported speech of others, e.g, Après je pense que les parents ont choisi ces classes 

parce que les- ils- les é- ils étaient très peu nombreux, du coup ils se sont dit ils vont 

être mieux suivi (Speaker N) (‘So, I think that the parents chose these classes because 

the- they- the – there were so many of them, so they said to themselves that there will 

be a better uptake’). 

• Fixed expressions, e.g. La bergogna de parlar patoès, … c'est ço qui van diser lo 

monde (Speaker AO) (‘The shame of speaking patois, … that’s what people usually 

say’); 

• Imperatives/pseudo-imperatives, e.g. Non, moi, j’aimerais bien le faire (Author) (‘No, 

no, I’d like to do it’ [travel to Montréal]), vous allez le faire ! (Speaker J) (‘You will 

do it!’); 

• Hesitations or false starts, e.g. N'auri pas … aquiu que dit… dab lo parlar mielhoù 

sus Auloron mes lo parlar d'origina, qu'ei …, qu'ei aute causa (Speaker AR) (‘I will 

not have … here they say it… with the Oloron dialect, but my original dialect, that’s 

… that’s something else entirely’). 

 



Following the exclusion process, 217 tokens of the FTR for French and 91 for Gascon were 

retained for analysis; this is due to an extremely high rate of future morphology being used 

with habitual aspect in French in the 2012 French Corpus.  

 

20.5.3 Independent variables 

This section presents the linguistic (§§20.5.3.1-20.5.3.10) and extralinguistic (§20.5.3.11) 

factor groups included in the variable rule analysis in order to determine the variable effect 

that they have on variant choice. Not all factors are included in all analyses, due to 

collinearity between factor groups and / or low token counts within factor groups. For the 

statistical analyses presented in §20.6, the factors included in the modelling process are made 

explicitly clear. The linguistic factors presented below have been shown in previous studies 

to have a variable effect on variant choice, not a categorical one (King and Nadasdi 

2003:324).  

 

20.5.3.1 Sentential polarity 

From the earliest studies of FTR in Laurentian French (e.g., Deshaies and Laforge 1981), 

sentential polarity has been consistently shown to be the most significant linguistic constraint 

on variability in FTR, with the IF occurring almost categorically in negative contexts and the 

PF occurring near categorically in affirmative contexts. In Blondeau and Labeau’s 

(2016:254) examination of FTR in weather forecasts in Québec, however, the polarity 

constraint was shown to be absent, leading them to argue that it is this factor that clearly 

distinguishes ‘l’oral spontané’ from ‘l’oral préparé’ (see also Wales 2002). Equally, the 

polarity effect has been shown to be absent in some Laurentian varieties spoken in minority 

francophone communities such as Pembroke (Grimm and Nadasdi 2011:174). In Acadian 

varieties, the polarity effect has been shown to be absent (King and Nadasdi 2003; Comeau 

2015), with ‘temporal distance’ emerging as the most influential factor affecting variant 

choice (see §20.5.3.2). In Roberts (2012) study of FTR in metropolitan varieties (Brittany, 

Lot, Minervois, and Paris), polarity was shown to be a significant factor, showing northern 

varieties of French in France to pattern largely with Laurentian varieties in Canada, though 

the rates of occurrence were very different in metropolitan varieties (e.g., 62.5% IF in 

negative contexts; 61.5% PF in affirmative contexts). Therefore, the PF appears to be 

productive in negative contexts, in a way that it is not in Laurentian varieties (Roberts 

2012:101). The fact that a polarity constraint is present, however, raises the question of 

whether this constraint was present in the French varieties spoken by the Canadian settlers, 

even though it was never the subject of comment by the grammarians of the time (Poplack 

and Dion 2009:574). All tokens were therefore coded as having either negative or affirmative 

polarity.  

 

20.5.3.2 Temporal distance 

When the polarity constraint is absent, the most influential factor on variant choice is 

commonly temporal distance, with proximate events favouring the PF and distal events 

favouring the IF. In Acadian varieties of French, the PF has been shown to be favoured for 

events occurring within an hour from the moment of speech (Comeau 2015:357) and up to 

week following the moment of speech; similarly, Robert’s (2016) analysis of Martinique 

French identified a temporal distance effect, but the PF was shown to be favoured up to a 

year following the moment of speech. Comeau and Villeneuve’s analysis of Vimeu French, 

from Picardy, also revealed a temporal distance effect, contrary to the findings of Roberts 

(2012), which found no temporal distance effect in northern French varieties in France. 

Equally, Gudmestad and Edmonds (2016:269) found that in southwestern varieties of 

metropolitan French, the IF was favoured by events occurring more than a week from the 



moment of speaker and the PF was favoured for those occurring within the week. In 

Blondeau and Labeau’s (2016:252) analysis of prepared speech in Québec, they found a 

weak temporal distance effect, with the PF favoured by events within the day or coming days, 

again highlighting the distinction between spontaneous speech and prepared speech in 

Laurentian French. In line with these studies, each token of future morphology retained for 

analysis was coded as an event expected to occur within the next minute, the next hour, the 

next day, the next week, the next month, the next year, or longer than a year, following King 

and Nadasdi (2003) and Comeau (2015). Tokens with a continuous or indeterminate FTR 

were also coded.  

 

20.5.3.3 Imminence 

Until the sixteenth century, the PF functioned as a marker of imminence (see §20.4.1), in that 

it was used to refer to future eventualities that would occur within moments of the speech act. 

By the seventeenth century, in many varieties of French, the imminent function became 

grammaticalized as a marker of futurity, giving rise to the variability we see today between 

PF and IF. Comeau (2015:343) notes, however, that ‘as forms grammaticalize into their new 

functions, they can nevertheless retain vestiges of their earlier source meanings’ and, using 

data from Acadian French, he argues that ‘imminence’ is actually a stronger predictor of 

variation between the IF and PF than temporal distance. I thus also coded each French and 

Gascon token as imminent or non-imminent (following Villeneuve and Comeau 2016:324f.), 

with imminent events expected to occur within the minute and non-imminent events to occur 

within the hour, day, week, month, year, and farther into the future. In Comeau (2015:359), 

the imminent context was shown to account for 89% of PF variants; the IF was used 39% for 

non-imminent events. Similarly, the study of Vimeu French showed that this variety ‘marks 

imminence through periphrasis’ (Villeneuve and Comeau 2016:331). The ‘temporal distance’ 

and ‘imminence’ predictors cannot be considered in the same statistical model as they are 

collinear in that ‘within the minute’ factor is the same as ‘imminent’ factor; the modelling 

process assumes that independent variables are not related in this way and so separate models 

are run with ‘temporal distance’ and ‘imminence’ respectively; the model that accounts most 

for the variation observed is reported in §20.6.  

 

20.5.3.4 Verb stem regularity 

Blondeau and Labeau (2016:250f.) showed that the IF is significantly favoured by irregular 

verb stems and that the PF is favoured by verbs that would have a regular stem in the 

inflected future. They interpret this results as a tendency for irregular forms to favour 

conservative variants, which has been demonstrated for other morphosyntactic variables such 

as the subjunctive (Poplack 2001) and the passé simple (Labeau 2015). In a written corpus, 

however, Wales (2002:81) found that the regularity of the verb stem had no effect on variant 

choice. Nonetheless, tokens in each language were coded as ‘regular’ and ‘irregular’.  

 

20.5.3.5 Certainty 

King and Nadasdi (2003) found that, in Acadian French, an eventuality deemed more likely 

to occur favoured the PF; they operationalized this constraint in terms of how certain a 

speaker was that a given event would take place. They did this by using a procedure of 

adding sans aucun doute ‘without any doubt’ to each token; if this addition rendered the 

token more certain, the token was coded as ‘uncertain’. If the eventuality was no more certain 

after the addition of sans aucun doute, it was coded as ‘certain’. Gudmestad and Edmonds 

(2016) coded certainy as (i) presence of an uncertainty marker (e.g., probablement pas 

‘probably not’), (ii) presence of a certainty marker (e.g. certainement ‘certainly’), (iii) no 

marker. For native speakers, they found that the IF was most strongly associated with 



uncertain contexts, while the FP (and not the PF) was favoured in certain and unmarked 

contexts (cf. King and Nadasdi 2003). For parity with Comeau (2015) and Roberts (2016), I 

adopted the King and Nadasdi methodology and coded each token as ‘certain’ or ‘uncertain’. 

 

20.5.3.6 Adverbial specification 

Poplack and Turpin (1999:152) have showed that the FP is favoured by the presence of 

specific temporal adverbials (e.g., demain ‘tomorrow’), that the IF is favoured by non-

specific temporal adverbials (e.g., plus tard ‘later’), and that the PF is favoured by the 

absence of an adverbial phrase. Other studies of Canadian and European varieties (King and 

Nadasdi 2003; Grimm and Nadasdi 2011; Roberts 2012; Gudmestad and Edmonds 2016) 

have found that adverbial specification does not govern variant choice, while Grimm (2010) 

has shown the PF to be favoured by the presence of both specific and non-specific adverbials 

(Comeau 2015:354) in Hawkesbury, Ontario. Despite the fact that it is the FP that is favoured 

by the presence of specific temporal adverbials, and that the effect has never been found in a 

variety of European French, I coded the IF and PF data for whether a specific time adverbial 

was present, a non-specific time adverbial was present, or no adverbial was present.  

 

20.5.3.7 Grammatical person 

The IF has been shown to be associated with vouvoiement (using the polite form of second 

person singular address, vous)and, by extension, with more formal styles in Canadian 

varieties of French (Poplack and Turpin 1999; Poplack and Dion 2009); the correlation 

between formal styles and higher socio-economic classes has also been reported (see 

§20.4.3). Roberts (2013:146) found that impersonal il strongly favoured the selection of the 

IF in Martinique, with the PF favoured by other personal pronouns. In light of this, all tokens 

were coded for grammatical persons: je, tu, vous sing., il/elle, nous, vous, ils/elles for French; 

jo, tu, vos sing., eth/era, nosautes, vosautes, eths/eras for Gascon (‘I, you, he/she, we, you, 

they); non-pronominal forms were coded as having a nominal subject. 

 

20.5.3.8 Subject type 

Wagner and Sankoff (2011:295) have argued that 1PL nous and 2PL vous, and nominals 

constitute a set of subject types that favour the IF; on the contrary, Blondeau and Labeau 

(2016:252) found that, in Quebec, pronominal subjects favoured the IF and that nominal 

subjects favoured the PF. In order to investigate these claims further, each token was coded 

as having a nominal or pronominal subject. The ‘grammatical person’ and ‘subject type’ 

predictors cannot be considered in the same statistical model as they are collinear in that the 

‘nominal’ factor is the same for each factor group and the ‘pronominal’ factor for the ‘subject 

type’ factor group collapses all of the grammatical person categories in the ‘grammatical 

person’ factor group; the modelling process assumes that independent variables are not 

related in this way and so separate models are run with ‘grammatical person’ and ‘subject 

type’ respectively; the model that accounts most for the variation observed is reported in 

§20.6.  

 

20.5.3.9 Contingency 

Previous studies of Laurentian French have shown that the IF is favoured when the future 

event is dependent on the outcome of another (Poplack and Turpin 1999; Wagner and 

Sankoff 2011); in most cases, ‘contingency is indicated by a conditional si + present + future 

sequence’ (Roberts 2016:296) and, as such, tokens were coded as being the main clause 

(apodosis) of the conditional sentence  or not.  

 

20.5.3.10 Presence of  ‘quand’ 



The presence of quand ‘when’ has been shown to favour the IF in Canadian French varieties 

(King and Nadasdi 2003; Wagner and Sankoff 2011); the presence and absence of quand was 

coded for each token but there was only one token of quand in each of the French and 

Gascon data sets and, therefore, this factor group was excluded from the statistical analyses 

(see §§20.5.4 and 20.6). 

 

20.5.3.11 Extralinguistic factors  

Each token of the FTR variable was coded for the speaker’s year of birth in order to 

investigate potential differences in the rate of use of each variant in apparent time. 

Additionally, the speaker’s biological sex was also coded for each token; while some 

research on Canadian varieties has suggested that female speakers are more likely to use the 

PF (Comeau 2011; Grimm and Nadasdi 2011), others have shown speaker sex not to 

constrain the variation observed (Poplack and Turpin 1999; Roberts 2012). For the French 

data, the bilingual status of each speaker was coded for each token (as ‘bilingual’ or 

‘monolingual’); all Gascon speakers are, by definition, bilingual speakers. The investigation 

of the effect of bilingualism on variant choice is based on the hypothesis that bilingual 

speakers may behave differently to their monolingual French counterparts (Comeau and 

Villeneuve 2016:237); it is worth noting, however, that bilingualism partially, but not 

completely, bound up with age in situations of language death. In their analysis of Picard-

French bilinguals, Comeau and Villeneuve (2016) found that, in fact, these speakers behaved 

in the same way as French monolinguals from the same area (Vimeu), despite the fact that the 

periphrastic future is not productive in Picard (from a traditional perspective). This supports 

previous evidence that suggests that, even in the modern era, closely related varieties, such as 

French and Picard, represent separate grammars for bilingual speakers (Villeneuve and Auger 

2013) (see §20.7 for discussion). While Picard has adopted PF structure from French over 

time, its preference for the IF was shown not to favour higher rates of the IF in French for 

bilingual speakers. In line with the distinction between ‘new’ and ‘native’ speakers, outlined 

in §20.2, the Gascon data were coded separately for speaker type: ‘native’ (2016 Corpus) or 

‘new’ (2017 Corpus).   

 

20.5.4 Statistical analysis 

For each token of the FTR variable, speaker ID and the lexical verb were coded in the token 

file. Linear regression analyses were then carried out on the dependent variable (FTR) in the 

R environment (§20.3.3.3) using the Rbrul (version 2.3.2) text-based interface (Johnson 

2008). Rbrul is a variable rule programme which evaluates the effects of multiple language-

internal and/or social factors on a binary linguistic ‘choice’. The specific technique employed 

for all statistical models was mixed-effects regression. Mixed-effects models make a 

distinction between two types of factor that can affect a response (dependent) variable. 

Firstly, fixed effects are factors that are replicable in another study, for example, speaker sex 

(male / female), adverbial specification, etc. Random effects, on the other hand, are factors 

drawn from a larger population which are not completely replicable (Johnson, 2009:365), 

such as individual speakers and different lexical items. Coding for individual speakers allows 

the speaker variable to be included as a ‘random effect’ in mixed-effects statistical models 

which ‘takes into account that some individuals might favour a linguistic outcome while 

others might disfavour it, over and above (or “under and below”) what their gender, age, 

social class, etc. would predict’ (Johnson 2009:365). The mixed model will only return a 

significant result for a given factor, such as speaker sex, if the effect is strong enough to rise 

above the inter-speaker variation in the model. Likewise, including lexical verb as a random 

effect takes into account the variation introduced into the model by individual words and only 

returns a significant result for language internal independent variables when their effect is 



large enough to outweigh inter-lexical-item variation. If individual speakers and individual 

lexical verbs are not included in the regression model as random effects, the results of the 

analysis will only be relevant for the individuals and words sampled and p-values may be too 

small and misleading to generalize to the larger population (Tagliamonte and Baayen 

2012:7). For collinear predictors that cannot be included in the same mixed-effects regression 

model (‘temporal distance’ versus ‘imminence’; ‘grammatical person’ versus ‘subject type’), 

the analysis was run separately for each combination and the model with the highest log 

likelihood, indicating the model which best fits the data, is reported in §20.6.  

 

20.6 Results  

20.6.1 Frequency distributions 

Table 1 presents the overall frequency distributions for the IF and PF in French and Gascon. 

For French, these rates (48.8% IF; 51.2% PF) are much more evenly distributed than in 

studies of Laurentian French, where rates of occurrence of the PF are between 73% and 

86.5% (see §20.4.3), with more recent studies showing a marked decline in the use of the IF. 

In Acadian French, the PF ranged from 47.2 in Newfoundland and Prince Edward Island 

(King and Nadasdi 2003) to 77% in New Brunswick (Chiasson-Léger 2014). In northern 

varieties of metropolitan French, Roberts showed the PF to occur 59% of the time; in the 

southwest, Gudmestad and Edmonds (2016) report 44% PF, 38.1% IF and 17.9% FP. The 

southern regional French results in this study are therefore much more in line with other 

studies of metropolitan French, the near 50/50 split between the IF and PF mirroring the 

results of Gudmestad and Edmonds in the same region of France. The Gascon data shows a 

preference for the PF across informants, indicating a preference for the analytic form in the 

obsolescent language. While the sample size is more limited for Gascon, it is common for 

obsolescent languages to undergo increases in transparency or in the use of more analytic 

than synthetic structures (Jones 1998:249).  

 

< Insert Table 1 approximately here > 

 

20.6.2 Modelling future temporal reference in French 

The results of the mixed-effects regression analysis for FTR in French are presented in Table 

2. In this model, ‘temporal distance’ (and not ‘imminence’) and ‘grammatical person’ (not 

‘subject type’) were included in the modelling process as the inclusion of these factors 

resulted in a higher log likelihood, and therefore a better fit of the model to the data. Two 

fixed-effect predictors were returned as statistically significant in the model: verb stem 

regularity (p > .01) and temporal distance (p < .05). For ‘verb stem regularity’, verbs with 

regular future stems favour the PF, while irregular stems favour the IF, mirroring the findings 

of Blondeau and Labeau (2016:251). They interpret this result as part of a wider tendency for 

conservative morphological variants to occur at a statistically significantly higher rate with 

irregular verbs, as has been shown for the subjunctive (Poplack 2001) and the passé simple 

(Labeau 2015).   

 

< Insert Table 2 approximately here > 

 

As discussed above, previous studies of metropolitan French (e.g., Roberts 2012) have shown 

variation to be constrained by sentential polarity, and not by temporal distance, as is the case 

in most Laurentian varieties. In southern regional French, however, the second highest 

predictor is temporal distance, much like the results for Acadian and Martinique varieties. 

The PF is favoured for events that will occur within the minute (imminent events), within the 

month, and up to a year from the moment of speech. For events within the week and within 



the day, the IF and PF are equally probable, and the IF is favoured by continuous future 

events, those with indeterminate future temporal reference, events within the hour and, in 

particular, events that will take place over a year after the moment of speech. In the Acadian 

varieties of Newfoundland and Prince Edward Island (King and Nadasdi 2003), the PF is 

favoured for events that will occur within the day and within the week, whereas in the Baie 

Sainte Marie (Comeau 2015), the PF appears to be a marker of imminence, favoured 

primarily for events that will occur within the minute. In Martinique, Roberts (2016:304) 

showed that all events that would occur up to a year following speech time favoured the PF to 

the same degree, with only the most distal time context (over a year) strongly favouring the 

IF. This contrasts with Acadian varieties where the PF acts as a marker of imminence or 

proximity, with the IF favoured for events occurring after a week from the moment of speech. 

In the southern regional French data of this study, there appears to be a similar temporal split 

to Martinique French, with only events that occur in the most distal time context strongly 

favouring the IF. The ‘within the hour’ factor seems somewhat anomalous in this ranking, but 

anecdotal evidence from the interviewing process suggests that there is a tendency to use the 

IF for events that will occur within the interview period (usually 45 minutes to an hour in 

length) which contrasts with the use of the PF for events that are just about to happen 

(imminent events). 

Speaker sex and speaker year of birth were returned as non-significant in the analysis, 

showing that these extralinguistic factors do not appear to constraint the variation observed. 

Equally, the bilingual status of the speaker had no effect, indicating that bilingual Gascon-

French and monolingual French speakers pattern in the same way, much like the bilingual 

Picard-French and monolingual French speakers examined by Comeau and Villeneuve 

(2016).  

 

20.6.3 Modelling future temporal reference in Gascon 

The results of the mixed-effects regression analysis for FTR in Gascon are presented in Table 

3. In this model, ‘temporal distance’ (and not ‘imminence’) and ‘grammatical person’ (not 

‘subject type’) were included in the modelling process as the inclusion of these factors 

resulted in a higher log likelihood, and therefore a better fit of the model to the data. The 

following fixed-effects predictors were excluded from the modelling process because of rank 

deficiency (uneven distribution of data): sentential polarity, adverbial specification, 

contingency. For sentential polarity, there were only two tokens with negative polarity (and 

89 tokens with affirmative polarity); when this predictor was considered alone, it was 

returned as significant by the regression analysis (p = 0.0389), with the two negative contexts 

favouring the IF. Due to the uneven distribution of the data, however, we cannot interpret this 

result as a polarity constraint without considering a larger data set. Indeed, the size of the 

Gascon data set means that all results must be interpreted with extreme caution; it is hoped, 

however, that this analysis will constitute a useful point of reference for future studies of FTR 

in Occitan varieties. 

 

< Insert Table 3 approximately here > 

   

The regression analysis presented in Table 3 returned only one fixed-effect predictor as 

statistically significant: ‘temporal distance’ (p < .05). Noting the low token counts in some 

cells, we can make the following observations: events occurring within the minute (imminent 

events), within the month, and within the year favour the PF. For events with indeterminate 

future temporal reference and those occurring within the day, the IF and PF are equally 

probable, and for continuous events and those occurring within the hour, within the week, 

and over a year from the speech time, the IF is favoured (noting that the token counts per cell 



are particularly low for these factors). Despite these low token counts for some cells, it is 

striking that, with the exception of the ‘within the week’ factor, this constraint ranking is very 

similar to the constraint ranking presented for French in Table 2; in particular, the seemingly 

anomalous distinction between the PF being used for imminent (‘within the minute’) events 

and the IF being used for event within the hour is found to be significant in both languages. 

Speaker sex and speaker year of birth did not constrain the variation in any way, as 

was the case for the French data. The distinction between ‘native’ and ‘new’ speakers was 

not returned as a significant predictor, indicating that the grammatical systems of L1 and L2 

Gascon speakers are not significantly different for the FTR variable.   

 

20.7 Discussion: structural transfer in the bilingual grammar 

The regression models of FTR variability in French and Gascon have shown that, in both 

languages, the choice between the IF and PF is constrained by temporal distance, with the PF 

favoured by imminent and proximate events, and the IF favoured by more distal events and 

those occurring within the hour. Additionally, FTR variability in French is conditioned by the 

regularity of the verb stem, with the PF favoured by regular verb stems. The temporal 

distance effect appears markedly similar in both languages, though the constraint rankings are 

not identical. Poplack (2011) has compared the expression of FTR across the Romance 

languages (French, Portuguese, and Spanish) and shown different constraints and constraint 

rankings to influence the choice of the PF across the languages, despite the fact that the 

languages are related. Differences between the languages may be taken to indicate different 

stages of grammaticalisation of the PF: 

 

The PF has fully grammaticalized into a general futurity marker in some varieties 

(i.e., Laurentian varieties, which show little to no temporal distance effects), appears 

to be in an intermediate stage in others, clearly functioning as a marker of general 

proximity (i.e., PEI and NL varieties), and in a third group, retains functions 

associated with the early stages of grammaticalization, marking imminence (i.e. 

Vimeu French and Baie Sainte-Marie). (Villeneuve and Comeau 2016:331) 

 

The grammaticalization of the PF as a marker of imminence into a marker of futurity is not 

always termporally consistent across varieties; in French and Gascon, however, the 

proximate-distal distinction appears to hold, putting both varieties in the ‘intermediate stage’ 

cited above, much like varieties of French found in Prince Edward Island and Newfoundland 

(King and Nadasdi 2003), where the PF functions as a marked of general proximity, rather 

than uniquely as a marker of imminence. In contrast to previous studies of European French, 

the FTR system of southern regional French (in Béarn) does not pattern with that of the 

(supralocal) French monolinguals examined in Roberts (2012), where there was no effect of 

temporal distance but a strong sentential polarity effect. Comeau (2015:360) speculated that 

‘if temporal distance ever did condition the future variable in European French, it may have 

been neutralized in contemporary varieties’; this data from Béarn shows that the temporal 

distance effect has not been completely neutralized in European French. This finding also 

supports the hypothesis that the temporal distance effect was present in European varieties 

before colonization and that it may have been transplanted to Martinique and the Atlantic 

Provinces in Canada by the input varieties of the first settlers (Roberts 2016:308). This, in 

turn, implies that the temporal distance effect has been lost from supralocal and Laurentian 

varieties, in favour of the polarity constraint, making southern regional French more 

conservative with respect to this variable than the spoken standard.  

 In Villeneuve and Comeau’s (2016) examination of Picard-French bilinguals in 

Vimeu, they found that bilingual status did not appear for effect variant choice for the FTR 



variable; this contradicted their hypothesis that Picard-French bilinguals would exhibit lower 

rates of the PF because of Vimeu Picard’s general preference for synthetic (IF) forms for 

FTR. They note, however, that this lack of a bilingualism effect may be due to the significant 

rise in the use of the PF in Picard since the 1960s (Auger and Villeneuve 2013, due to 

transfer from French. Due to the pervasive nature of the contact between French and Gascon, 

we might expect them to display similarities in terms of the distribution of and constraints on 

the FTR variants. For the bilingual speakers, this would imply that the FTR systems of each 

of their languages are equated and function in the same way and that, for monolingual French 

speakers in younger generations, this is the French system that they acquired in the 

transmission process; the Gascon-French bilinguals in this study did not behave any 

differently from French monolinguals when speaking French, as evidenced by the non-

significant result for bilingual status in the regression analysis (p = .223). When speaking 

Gascon, however, the bilinguals’ variant choice was not constrained by verb stem regularity, 

as it was in French, but the temporal distance constraint was similar in both languages, as we 

have seen. The overall frequency of the FTR variants appears different in French and Gascon, 

with higher rates of the analytic form in Gascon, but more Gascon data are needed to confirm 

this. What is not clear is whether the PF was adopted in Gascon due to pervasive contact with 

French (as in Picard) or whether it was pre-disposed to this particular synthetic-to-analytic 

change. In situations of language obsolescence such as these, it is not always possible to 

make a distinction between internal and external motivators for change, due to the lack of a 

monolingual control group (for Gascon).  

From the perspective of the Speech Learning Model, there is not sufficient evidence 

in these data to say that the FTR systems of French and Gascon are stored in a common 

grammatical space for bilingual speakers, resulting in convergence of their grammatical 

systems for each language. Indeed, the French system used by Gascon-French bilinguals and 

French monolinguals is the same but the Gascon system lacks one constraint used in French, 

indicating that the languages have separate grammatical systems and that variability in FTR 

is not constrained in the exact same way in both languages. Overall, the grammatical systems 

of French and Gascon are relatively aligned with respect to the temporal distance constraint 

on FTR choice, though we cannot posit that they share the same grammatical system for the 

bilingual speakers in this study or that the variants are equated as cognates in both languages, 

without exploring a larger Gascon data set. For these bilingual speakers, it does not seem 

appropriate, in the case of the FTR variable at least, to speak of a single bilingual grammar, 

in which the grammatical systems of French and Gascon are equated in the same abstract 

mental representation (a ‘common grammatical space’); the similarities between the 

grammatical systems, however, certainly warrant further investigation, ideally including 

other varieties of Occitan and southern French from other regions.  

 

20.8 Conclusion 

This chapter has examined the expression of future temporal reference (FTR) from a 

variationist perspective in two related varieties of Gallo-Romance, non-standard southern 

regional French and Gascon, a dialect of the langue d’oc. By examining both ‘native’ and 

‘new’ Gascon-French bilinguals and monolingual French speakers, the analysis found that, in 

both languages, FTR variant choice is constrained by an effect of temporal distance, with the 

periphrastic future (PF) used for imminent and proximate events, and the inflected future (IF) 

used for more distal events. While the grammatical systems of both languages in contact 

shared the temporal distance effect, the French system used by both monolinguals and 

bilinguals also favoured the use of the PF for verbs with regular verb morphology in the 

future stem; this independent variable was not returned as a significant predictor of variant 

choice for Gascon. As such, the grammatical systems used for FTR in the contact language 



are not the same, contradicting to some extent the hypothesis that the variables are equated in 

a single bilingual grammar (by bilingual speakers) and that constraints on the variability in 

each language are stored in the same abstract mental representation, or a ‘common 

grammatical space’. The constraint ranking for the primary ‘temporal distance’ effect in each 

language is markedly similar; however, it warrants further investigation using an expanded 

data set in future studies.  
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