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Several language families of northern Europe 3 Germanic, Celtic, and Uralic 3
share phonetic and phonological patterns that are typologically unusual. This
book demonstrates how we can better understand these convergences: they
exemplify the phenomenon of drift. Using the latest advances in theoreti-
cal linguistics, the study of sound change, and language variation, it offers
insights into the development of these features and what they tell us about
past cultural and linguistic contacts. Although the languages are not closely
related, an understanding of drift grounded in the theory of the life cycle of
phonological patterns reveals the workings of convergent developments. Cov-
ering a wide range of vernacular varieties, this book shows how phonological
microvariation is illuminated by an approach grounded in the theory of the life
cycle and historical sociolinguistics. It is essential reading for historical and
theoretical linguists, and anyone with an interest in the cultural and linguistic
contacts across northern Europe.
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Introduction

In 1929, Nikolai Trubetzkoy 3 widely considered one of the founding fathers
of modern Western phonology 3 formulated his 8Proposition 169 at the Interna-
tional Congress of Linguists, introducing the concept of a language area. It is
worth revisiting the quote in detail:

Gruppen, bestehend aus Sprachen, die eine grosse Ähnlichkeit in syntaktischer
Hinsicht, eine Ähnlichkeit in den Grundsätzen des morphologischen Baus aufweisen,
und eine grosse Anzahl gemeinsamer Kulturwörter bieten, manchmal auch äussere
Ähnlichkeit im Bestande der Lautsysteme, 3 dabei aber keine gemeinsame Elementar-
wörter besitzen 3 solche Sprachgrupper nennen wir Sprachbünde1 (Trubetzkoy 1930)

Whilst Trubetzkoy downgraded phonological criteria in the identification of
language areas, Roman Jakobson soon proposed that they could also be
diagnostic for Sprachbünde. He had discussed this possibility previously in
his foundational study of Slavic historical phonology (Jakobson 1929). In
later works devoted specifically to 8phonological language areas9 (Jakobson
1931a,1931b) he suggested several (quite large) language areas on the basis
of phonological properties. Jakobson especially pinpointed two phonological
phenomena: 8tonality9 (Polytonie, as opposed to Monotonie) and the presence
of secondary articulations (8timbre differences9) on consonants (Eigentonkor-
relation). The focus here is on the Eurasian Sprachbund (unsurprisingly, given
Jakobson9s and Trubetzkoy9s involvement with the ideology of 8Eurasianism9),
but Jakobson also lists some areas defined by the presence of tone: South-East
Asia, sub-Saharan Africa, and parts of the Americas. He then goes on to say:

Ebenso bilden die Sprachen des Baltikums einen Sprachbund, den die Polytonie kennze-
ichnet; hierher gehören: das Schwedische, das Norwegische mit Ausnahme der nord-
westlichen Mundarten, die meisten dänischen Dialekte, einige norddeutsche Mundarten,

1 8Groups consisting of languages that show substantial syntactical similarity and fundamental
similarities of a morphological nature, as well as share a large portion of cultural vocabulary 3
and sometimes a superficial similarity in the make-up of their sound system 3 without, however,
sharing core vocabulary, are called language areas [Sprachbünde].9 This translation and all
translations in footnotes are mine.

xvii
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xviii Introduction

das Nordkaschubische, das Litauische und Lettische, das Livische und Estnische. In den
meisten Sprachen und Mundarten dieses Bundes ist die Tonverlaufkorrelation und in
den übrigen ihre Abänderung, die Tonbruchkorrelation, vorhanden. In allen Sprachen
des baltischen Bundes, mit Ausnahme der litauisch-lettischen Familie, ist die Polytonie
eine Neubildung2 (Jakobson 1931b)

The idea of a 8Eurasian9 phonological Sprachbund never gained much traction.
By contrast, many scholars since then have discussed phonological features
shared by languages spoken in the north-west of the European continent. Apart
from the use of tone to implement lexical contrasts, they include preaspiration,
various kinds of 8consonant gradation9, 8excrescent9 (8svarabhakti9) vowels in
sonorant-consonant clusters, and initial 8dynamic9 stress.

Tantalizingly, some of these features are fairly rare in the European context,
and indeed in a wider cross-linguistic pespective. Even more tantalizingly, the
languages in question 3 Germanic, Celtic, Baltic, and Uralic 3 are either unre-
lated, or related at a time depth too great to allow the possibility of common
inheritance. Moreover, in many cases the rise of the shared features clearly
postdates the break-up of the languages9 common ancestors. With inheritance
seemingly ruled out, how could one explain these similarities?

This book addresses the nature and history of this northern European Sprach-
landschaft, or 8philological province9 (Tolkien 1963). We will trace the ebb and
flow of explanations of these tantalizing similarities in their sound patterns,
from grand theories positing large-scale 8landscapes9 and unknown substrates,
the pendulum swung towards relative oblivion, and then back to an emphasis
on language contact, in light of the renewed interest in contact-driven change.

Much recent work has reaffirmed the importance of language contact. It is a
necessary corrective to an over-emphasis on endogenous explanations for lan-
guage change, which all too often plays on tropes of purity and contamination
that obscure the past and present of the languages and their users. Still, we
must be able to convincingly place contact-based accounts in an appropriate
context, reconciling 8internal9 (structural) and 8external9 (sociohistorical) evi-
dence. My focus in this book is in developing a more sophisticated approach
to the structural analysis of phonological phenomena that incorporates current
understandings in both theoretical phonology and historical sociolinguistics.

A theoretically informed approach will allow us to better understand if the
phenomena are as unusual and as uniform as previously thought, and to develop
better reconstructions of their historical development. My chief contention is

2 8Also the languages of the Baltic form a language area characterized by tonality. The following
languages belong to it: Swedish, Norwegian with the exception of north-western dialects, most
dialects of Danish, some northern German dialects, northern Kashubian, Latvian and Lithua-
nian, Livonian and Estonian. In most languages and dialects of this area we find a tone trajectory
contrast, and in the other we find its further development, a tonal break contrast. In all lan-
guages of the Baltic area, except the Latvian-Lithuanian group, the tonality is an innovation.9
[translation and emphasis mine]
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Introduction xix

that an understanding of phonological change as arising from the pool of var-
iation within a community, now standard in accounts of actuation of sound
change, also holds the key to the study of parallel and convergent develop-
ments. In particular, a more realistic view of the systems that were in contact
in the past must hold that systematic variation was part of the contact situation,
not least in the kind of settler or diaspora scenario common in the linguistic
history of northern Europe. It is to the nature of this variation and its conse-
quences for future developments that we must turn in order to understand areal
developments in phonology.

I use this approach to re-evaluate the case for contact and conclude that the
case for contact-induced genesis of many relevant sound changes, whilst diffi-
cult to conclusively reject, is significantly weaker than previously considered.
The body of the book concentrates on preaspiration of 8voiceless9 stops; the
extra chapter, available online, offers a shorter case study of the 8preocclusion9
of sonorant consonants. In both cases, I argue that the observed convergences
are caused by the confluence of two independent factors. The first is pre-ex-
isting similarities in the languages9 phonologies, and in particular the promi-
nent role of metrical structure, especially moraic trochaic feet. The second
is the regular course of phonological change, which I frame within the model of
the life cycle of phonological processes. I argue that, given similar initial states,
the life cycle creates a kind of 8path dependency9, which accounts for conver-
gent developments. The overall effect is reminiscent of 8drift9 in the sense of
Sapir (1921), even though it occurs in unrelated languages.

In Chapter 1 I present some potentially areal phenomena in northern Euro-
pean phonological systems and discuss the sociohistorical background, high-
lighting the history of contact. Chapter 2 contains a survey of earlier work
on language contact and areality in northern Europe, with a focus on phonol-
ogy. I then describe the theoretical and conceptual background to the study in
Chapter 3.

An extended study of stop preaspiration makes up Part II. Chapter 4 offers
a detailed discussion of this phenomenon, which has often been considered
something of a northern European 8specialty9. Chapters 5 to 7 contain the de-
tailed case studies of preaspiration in the North Germanic, Celtic, and Sámi
languages, and Chapter 8 evaluates the arguments for its contact-based origins.
Chapter 9 offers a brief conclusion and some prospects. Finally, chapter O1,
available online, considers a different phenomenon 3 the 8preocclusion9 or
8prestopping9 of sonorant consonants 3 in the same theoretical framework.
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