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Introduction 
 

Subversion vs. Convergence and the role of the speaker 
 

• Traditional view (going back to Dante 1303-1305) – substratum influence 
(“subversion”) 

 
– The language of conquerors is considered influenced by the conquered  
 
– Mechanism: “Interference”, “Incomplete Acquisition”, “Structural borrowing”, 

“Code copying” 
 
– The influence is unidirectional 
 
– What happens to the other language is not considered 

 
  



• Hock 2016a, 2016b, 2021 
 
 – In contemporary South Asia, unidirectional interaction does not seem to be the 

norm 
 

– Rather, bi- or multidirectional convergence seems to be the norm 
 
 – Even the interaction between English (the conqueror) and the regional South 

Asian languages (the conquered) has been bidirectional    
 
  



Indian-language influence on English in India 
 

HINDI INDIAN ENGLISH  BRITISH ENGLISH 
 pheko throw  throw it to me 
 
English influence on Hindi  
  
 TRADITIONAL HINDI (RC-CC or CC-RC; no central embedding)  
 [jō laṛkā vahāṁ baiṭhā hai]RC   [vah mērā bhāī hai]CC 

 RP boy    there  sit.PRS.3SG  CP   my brother be.PRS.3SG 
 [vah laṛkā  mērā bhāī  hai]CC   [jō  vahāṁ baiṭhā hai]RC 

CP   boy  my brother be.PRS.3SG RP there sit.PRS.3SG 
 
 INNOVATIVE HINDI (central embedding) 

[ [vah laṛkā  [jō  vahāṁ  baiṭhā hai]RC]NP  mērā bhāī  hai] 
     DEM boy RP  there  sit.PRS.3SG   my brother be.PRS.3SG 
 
 BRITISH ENGLISH (central embedding) 

[ [the boy [who is sitting there]RC ]NP is my brother] 
   

 
 



Additional concerns 
 

– Subversion accounts often ignore or dismiss alternative explanations 
 
– including the possibility of chance similarities 
 
– Problems of chronology tend to be insufficiently addressed 
 
– That is, too much shooting from the hip, not enough gnarly investigation 

 
  



Further considerations 
 

– “Interference”, “Incomplete Acquisition”, “Code Copying” etc. are not 
sufficient to account for the outcome of language contact – Accommodation 
seems to play a major role 

 
– Accommodation takes place between speakers engaged in communication with 

each other; “languages” don’t interact, speakers do 
 
– The Uniformitarian Principle suggests that a convergence approach should 

be preferred in general, not just in contemporary South Asia, but also 
prehistorically and outside South Asia 

 
 
 

  



This talk presents three case studies – 
 

• The issue of Czech-German language contact 
 
• The HAVE perfect in (Western) Europe 
 
• Retroflexion in South Asia 
 

  



Czech and German – “Unidirectional convergence” ?? 
 
  



Striking similarities of Czech with German 
 

• Initial accent 
 
(1) Russian  Czech 
 stárica stárica ‘old woman’ 

stariná stárina ‘ancient times’ 
 
• Diphthongization of high vowels 
 
(2)  OCS Czech 

mūxa moucha ‘fly (insect)’  
 myti [_̄] mejt ‘wash’  

 
(3)  MHG NHG 
  hūs Haus ‘house’ 
  līp Leib ‘body’ 
 
  



• Contraction of ie, uo 
 
(4) OCzech Czech 
 bůh búh <bůh> ‘god’ 
 bielý bílý ‘white’ 
 
(5) MHG NHG 
 guot gut [ū] ‘good’ 
 lieb lieb [ī] ‘dear’ 
 
 
• Czech loss of distinction l’ : ł (Hus: ‘more teutonicorum’) 
  



• Hock (1986, 1999: §16.3.2): “Unidirectional convergence”  
 (similarly Boretzky 1991, Pontius 1997) 
 

‘… beginning with the thirteenth century, the Czechs increasingly came under the 
sway of German-speaking powers. The result was an extended period of 
bilingualism, mainly on the Czech side, which lasted until the 1930s. It is 
therefore possible to argue that the developments … resulted from contact with 
German … ’  

 
  



Problem: No references !! 
 
But it is an older view, going back to Gebauer 1894 as well as Jan Hus on l; see also 
Havránek 1966 (with some reservations) 
  



Beer (1905) and later Czech scholars – 
 
• The changes can be explained in terms of indigenous developments 
 
• Initial accent also in Slovak, Sorbian 
 
• Diphthongization also in other Slavic languages 
 
• Diphthongization of ý [_̄] (but not [ī]) has no parallel in German 
 



Possible counterarguments – 
 
• Initial accent in Slovak can be explained by proximity to Czech 
 Sorbian and Czech are in closest proximity to German  
  

BUT Problem: Czech, Slovak, and Sorbian have initial accent on all words, German 
does not have it on certain prefix-initial structures 

 
  



• Diphthongizations of the type *ě > ie, *ō > uo are found in NW Slovene and in 
coastal dialects of Štokavian 

 
 But they differ in their outcomes: Czech ū > ou vs. W Balkan Slav. ō > uo  

 
Vermeer (1989): W Balk. Slav. Diphthongization due to neighboring Romance  

  



• Regarding [Ȳ] > [ej], but not [ī] –  
 

– [_̄] was in the process of merging with [ī]; main distinction was absence or 
presence of preceding “softening”.  

 
– German [ī] does not have preceding “softening”, so it’s more similar to *[_̄] … 

  
But this is speculative 

 
  



Preliminary conclusion 
 
 The evidence pro and con German influence is less strong than commonly 

assumed 
 
  



• A real problem – 
 

How does one “borrow” or “transfer” the result of a sound change? 
 
If, say, German has changed ū to ou, why would Czech “copy” a change that is no 
longer active? 
 
Possible solution (Boretzky 1991) – The change itself is transferred, as it is taking 
place variably 
 
This proposal introduces a social context, where (presumably) real speakers accept a 
sociolinguistically conditioned ,variable change taking place among real speakers – 
“Languages” don’t converge, but speakers’ linguistic behavior converges 
 
But this raises a new issue – What do we really know about Czech and German 
speakers in medieval Czechia? 

  



A proposal by Havránek 1966, see also Berger 2003, 2009  
 

• German influence cannot be excluded 
 

• Proposal: German patriciate’s and craftsmen’s language in the cities underwent 
“Tschechisierung” 

 
• Their pronunciation, in turn, spread into Czech because of urban prestige  

 
But do we really know that there was “Tschechisierung” of German city dwellers? Or 
what it looked like? 
 
Detailed research on the speech of both Germans and Czechs at the appropriate time 
frame(s) remains very much a desideratum 
  



Epilogue 
 
Another bone of contention: the use of German werden, Czech být + infinitive as FUTURE 
 
(6)  nyní chleb budete jísti  
  ‘now you will eat bread …’ (Hrozný 1917) 
 
(7)  nun werdet ihr Brot essen 
 
Wiemer & Hansen 2012, after careful examination of different claims – 
 
The case is indeterminate and the possibility of MUTUAL influence should 
not be excluded 
 
– A conclusion that seems to fit the phonological similarities as well 
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A (western) European sprachbund 
 

  



 
 
Haspelmath (2001, w. ref.)  
 

• Arguments for a (Western) European Sprachbund, with French and German as 
core languages 

 
• A synchronic study 
 
• Broad range of evidence 
 
• Acknowledgment that choosing different features might result in different areal 

groupings 
 

• Speculation: The sprachbund most likely reflects contact during the “Great 
Migration” period 

 
  



This presentation – Historical perspective on the present perfect  
 

 
 

 
  



Modern approximate distribution of HAVE vs. BE : HAVE auxiliaries 
 

 
 
(Outline map source: https://simplemaps.com/resources/svg-europe) 
 
 
 
  HAVE perfect 
  HAVE : BE perfect 
 



Drinka (2011, and esp. 2017) 
 
 • Major focus on the HAVE perfect as common (western) European feature 
 

• There is also a core area of French, German, Italian, which HAVE and BE  
 

• The spread of the HAVE perfect reflects elite “roofing” dominance of Biblical 
Latin  

 
• The BE perfect is an innovation in the core area of the Carolingian Empire 
 
• The latter claim seems to be supported by the modern isogloss evidence 

  



Modern approximate distribution of HAVE vs. BE : HAVE auxiliaries 
 

 
 
(Outline map source: https://simplemaps.com/resources/svg-europe) 
 
 
  HAVE perfect 
  HAVE : BE perfect 
  



Problems (see also Hock 2021) 
 

(Late) Imperial Latin has BE vs. HAVE in the perfect, not limited to Biblical contexts 
 
a. INTRANSITIVE 

diplomata   quorum    praeteritus 
certificate.NOM.PL.N QP.GEN.PL.N  pass.TPPL.NOM.SG.M 
est   dies   non debent  in usu 
be.PRS.3SG day.NOM.SG.M NEG must.PRS.3PL in use.ABL.SG.M 
‘… certificates, whose day has/is passed, should not (be) in usage.’ (1st/2nd c. AD) 

b. TRANSITIVE 
quem ad modum  de ea re      supra    
as    about this matter.ABL.SG.F above  
scriptum     habemus 
write.TPPL.ACC.SG.N  have.PRS.1PL 
 ‘As we have written above on this matter’ (1st c BC) 

 
 
 
 

  



With some variation, this is also found in early Western Romance and in all of 
Germanic  

 
  



OLD SPANISH 
a. INTRANSITIVE  

venido    es    a moros 
come.TPPL.SG.M be.PRS.3SG  to Moor.PL.M 
‘(El Cid) has come to the Moors’ 

 b. TRANSITIVE 
grand aver    avemos    preso  
great treasure.SG.M  have.PRS.1PL  take.TPPL.SG.M 
‘We have taken great treasure.’ 
 

 
OLD GALLEGO-PORTUGUESE  

BE with intransitives 
des que  foi    passada 

 after  be.PRET.3SG pass.TPPL.SG.F  
deste mund’   e    juntada   com   El … 
from this world be.PRS.3SG join.TPPL.SG.F  with  him 
‘After she (Mary) had passed from this world she has joined with Him.’ 

  



OLD ENGLISH (BEOWULF) 
a. INTRANSITIVE RESULTATIVE-STATIVE 

nu  is    se dæg    cumen 
now be.PRS.3SG that day.NOM.SG.M come.PFV.PPL 
‘Now is that day come; now that day has arrived/is here’ 

 b. INTRANSITIVE EVENTIVE 
syððan  hie    togædre  gegan  hæfdon 
since he.NOM.PL.M together go.PFV.PPL have.PST.3PL 
‘since they had come together’  

c. TRANSITIVE 
hæfde   se goda … |   cempan   
have.PST.3SG  that good.NOM.SG.M warrior.ACC.PL.M  
gecorone 
choose.PFV.PPL.ACC.PL.M 
‘That good man had chosen warriors.’ 

 
  



Conclusions – 
 
• The existence of a BE : HAVE distinction in BC and very early AD Imperial Latin 

argues against a “roofing” effect of Biblical Latin 
 
• A vernacular origin is more likely 
 
• This perspective places the focus on actual, ordinary speakers – in bi- or 

multilingual contact 
 
  



• The peripheral Romance and Germanic languages lost the BE : HAVE distinction – 
apparently independently 

 
• The existence of the BE : HAVE distinction in the central area (including French, 

German, Italian) is a retained archaism  
 
• If the Carolinguian Empire had any effect, it would have been in the form of 

reinforcing retention in the “core” area 
 
• Implications for the dialectology of convergence areas 

– The normal assumption is that dialect areas are defined in terms of innovations, 
not retentions  
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Issues in South Asian language contact 
 

The case of retroflexion 
 
 
  



Retroflexion –  
 
• Contrast between dental and retroflex 
 
• A major feature defining the South Asian convergence area 
 
• Exceptions (Northeast): Indo-Aryan, Austro-Asiatic, Daic, most Tibeto-Burman  
 

 



 
Retroflexion in South Asia (approximate distribution) 



• Retroflexion is commonly attributed to Dravidian influence on Indo-Aryan 
 

– Starts with Pott 1833, 1836 
 

–  Major recent proponents: Kuiper 1967 and especially Emeneau 1956, 1980, etc.  
 

– See also Krishnamurti 2003, Subrahmanyam 1983, Thomason & Kaufman 
1988  

 
• Dissenting voices 
 

– Bühler 1864 
 
– Konow 1906, Bloch 1925, 1929 (but Dravidian influence a contributing factor) 
 
–  Hock 1975, 1984, 1996, 2021 

 
 
  



Some general problems and concerns 
 
• Chronology 
 

– Earliest Indo-Aryan ca. 1500 BC 
– Earliest Dravidian (Tamil) ca. 1st c. BC 

 
• Time difference between earliest Indo-Aryan and Dravidian – ca. 1,500 years  
 
• In Indo-Aryan, major linguistic changes happened over this time stretch 
 
 Sanskrit  Prakrit 
 patati  pa(y)aï  ‘falls’ 
 dṛṣṭa-  diṭṭha- ‘seen’ 
 enam  ṇaṁ  ‘him (CLIT)’ 
 
• It is hardly likely that Dravidian would have remained unchanged over the same 

time spread 
 
• Comparing early Dravidian with early Indo-Aryan, separated by some 1,500 years, 

is problematic 
  



• Chance similarities 
 
• Bühler, Konow  
 

– More recently, Norwegian and Swedish varieties have acquired retroflexion 

– No contact with Dravidian  

 
  



• Additional evidence 
 

– Several Central Kuki-Chin languages have retroflex ṭ (contrasting with dental 
t), where closely related Kuki-Chin and also some Naga languages offer a 
cluster – tr (or ts)  

 
LANGUAGE  CLASSIFICATION 
Hmar t  :  ṭ Central Kuki-Chin 
Bawm t  :  ṭ Central Kuki-Chin 
Lushai = “Mizo” t  :  ṭ Central Kuki-Chin 
Paang  t  : ts Central Kuki-Chin 
Laizo t  : tr Northern Kuki-Chin 
Thado t  : ts Northern Kuki-Chin 
Tiddim t  : ts Northern Kuki-Chin 
Mzieme t  : ts Naga 
Tangkhul t  : ts Naga 
Yimchungrü t  : tr Naga 

 
 Retroflex : dental contrast in some Kuki-Chin languages (Hock MS) 

  



• Hock 2020: tr > ṭ – common change; parallels in other Tibeto-Burman languages, 
including early Chinese 

 
• Neighboring Indo-Aryan (and Tibeto-Burman) languages have no dental : retroflex 

contrast, including Chakma (regional Bengali dialect, link language) 
 
  



• Conclusion – 
 

– The Kuki-Chin development is indigenous and cannot be attributed to external 
contact 

 
– The similarity between Kuki-Chin and other South Asian languages must be 

accidental 
 
– Chance similarities, thus, are found even in “retroflex-happy” South Asia 

 
 
 
 
 
  



Structural concerns (Bloch, Hock) 
 
• Phonological systems of Sanskrit and reconstructed Dravidian are more different 

than expected if there had been Dravidian substratum influence on Sanskrit/Old 
Indo-Aryan 

 
 SANSKRIT PROTO-DRAVIDIAN 

________________________________________ 
 DENT. ALV. RETR. DENT. ALV. RETR. 
STOP   t  ṭ t ṯ ṭ 
SIB.   s  ṣ 
NAS.   n  ṇ n ṉ ṇ 
LIQU.  l    ḻ ḷ 
       r   r r̤ 

 
Figure 1: Comparison of Sanskrit and reconstructed Dravidian 

 



Contrast Figure 2 
 
 INDO-ARYAN DRAVIDIAN 

____________________________________________ 
  DENT. ALV. RETR. DENT. ALV. RETR. 
 STOP t  ṭ t  ṭ 
 SIB.  s   s 
 NAS.  ṉ ṇ  ṉ ṇ 
 LIQU.   ḻ (ḷ)  ḻ (ḷ) 
    r   r  

 
Figure 2: Comparison of modern Indo-Aryan and Dravidian in central South Asia 

 
 



 
Map 2: Modern relic areas with ṣ and  r̤  



• Indo-Aryan retroflexion can be explained through internal 
changes 

 
PIE  PIIr  pre-Skt. I  pre-Skt. II Sanskrit 

*wiḱos wićas viśas     viśas ‘clan GEN.SG’ 

*wiḱto wišta viṣta   viṣṭa   viṣṭa  ‘entered’ 

*liǵhto liždha liẓdha  liẓḍha  līḍha ‘licked’ 

*wiso wiša  viṣa      viṣa  ‘poison GEN.SG’ 

*nizdo nižda niẓda  niẓḍa  nīḍa  ‘abode’ 

*vidos vidas       vidas ‘knowing.GEN.SG’ 
 
  



Hock 1984 et alibi – 
 

• The fact that Sanskrit/Indo-Aryan retroflexion can be derived through internal 
developments further weakens the arguments for Dravidian substratum  

 
• The Dravidian Substratum Theory cannot be considered established beyond a 

reasonable doubt 
 
Thomason & Kaufman 1988 – 
 

•  The “reasonable doubt” criterion is too strict 
 
Reply – 
 

• The criterion has the heuristic advantage that it forces us to either find 
additional evidence in favor of the theory or to look for alternative explanations  

 
Result: A standstill – 
 

• Proponents of the Dravidian Substratum Theory remain unconvinced but do not 
come up with new evidence or arguments 

  



A “gnarly” alternative proposal 
 
• Retroflex ṣ played a crucial role in the development of Sanskrit retroflexion (ṣt > ṣṭ 

etc.) 
 
• It was part of a rich system that distinguishes three sibilants – palatal ś, retroflex ṣ, 

and dental s  
 
• Reconstructed Dravidian does not have any sibilants 
 
• But the triple sibilant system is found in the northwestern transition area between 

South Asia and Central Asia (Hock 2015; similarly Tikkanen 2008, Liljegren 2017)  
 
 
 



 
The northwestern transition area between South Asia and Central Asia  
(Modern area in red, Early Middle Indo-Aryan in blue, Middle Iranian Saka and Tocharian in 
purple) 



 
• The area includes not only Indo-Aryan but also Iranian languages, Tocharian, 

Burushaski, and some neighboring Tibeto-Burman languages 
 
• The area includes not only modern languages but also older ones 
 

– Early Middle Indo-Aryan (Aśokan Prakrit and Gandhari) 
– Middle Iranian Saka  
– Tocharian (roughly contemporary with earliest Dravidian)  
– Avestan (roughly contemporary with early Vedic)  

 



 
Approximate modern distribution of sibilant contrasts in the Northwest (š = ś) 



 
• Remarkably, different languages arrived at the triple sibilant contrast 

through different sound changes. 
 
 
  



NW Middle Indo-Aryan 
 s, ṣ, ś remain 
 sr > ṣ 
 śr > ṣ 
 
Saka (Eastern Middle Iranian) 
 *š, (*ćr >) sr > ṣ 
 (*ćy >) sy > ś 
 *ć > s (if not palatalized) 
 
Tocharian 
 *sy > ṣ 

(*dy >) tsy > ś 
*s > s (if not palatalized) 

 
Avestan (with four distinctions!) 

ḱ > s 
ḱ / __ C and from s by RUKI > š  
čy > š́  
rt > š ̣(under certain conditions) 

 
  



Summary and conclusions 
 
• The northwestern transition zone between South and Central Asia appears to be a 

convergence area with with a triple sibilant contrast ś : ṣ : s 
 
• Where historical evidence is available, the contrast in the different language groups 

arose from different kinds of sound change 
 
• The outcome is phonological convergence  
 
• There is no evidence that would point to one or another language as originator of the 

triple contrast 
 
• The contrast has all the appearances of being ancient, since it is already found in Rig 

Vedic Sanskrit and in Avestan  
 
• The speakers of Indo-Aryan must have come through this area before reaching 

peninsular South Asia, and picked up (or introduced?) the triple sibilant contrast 
 
• The development of retroflex stops must have taken place later  
 
  



Dravidian reconsidered 
 
• The triple stop contrast retroflex : alveolar : dental ( ṭ : ṯ : t ) appears to be innovated  
 
• Morphophonemic alternations (e.g. Zvelebil 1970 and Krishnamurti 1961, 2003)  
 
 kal ‘stone’ + tūṇ ‘pillar’   : kaṯṯūṉ   ‘stone pillar’ 
 kaḷ ‘booze’ + tantāṉ ‘gave’   : kaṭṭantāṉ  ‘gave booze’ 
 
i.e.   ḻt > ḻṯ > ṯṯ 
  ḷt > ḷṭ > ṭṭ 
 
  



• Evidence of semantically related forms (Zvelebil 1970)  
 
 Tam. kāl ‘air, wind’    :  kaṯṯu ‘air, wind’    (< *kal-tu) 
 Tam. uruḷ ‘to roll (itr.)’    :  uruṭṭu ‘to roll (tr.)’ (< *uruḷ-tu) 
 
  



• Many similar sets of forms (Hock 1996), such as 
 
 Tam. il ‘house’ (494)     :  iṯai ‘eaves of a house …’ (528)  
 Tam. āḷ ‘man …’ (399)    :  āṭṭi ‘woman …’ (400)  
 Tam. cil ‘some, few, small’ (1571) :  ciṯu ‘small, etc.’ (1594)  
 Tam. col ‘fine rice’ (Zvelebil)  :  cōṯu ‘boiled rice’ (2897)  
 Tam. neru-nal ‘yesterday’ (3578)  :  neṯṯu ‘recently’ (ibid.)  
 Tam. pāṇ ‘song, melody’ (4068)  :  pāṭu ‘sing, chant …’ (4065  
 Tam. paḷḷi ‘hamlet’ (4018)   :  pāṭi ‘town, city, hamlet’ (4064) 
 
  



• Tikkanen 1987 and Hock 1996: All early Dravidian alveolar and retroflex stops 
resulted from assimilation to preceding alveolar or retroflex sonorants, no matter 
whether they are synchronically recoverable or no longer recoverable  

 
• This account can explain that alveolar and retroflex stops occur only in non-initial 

position – clusters of liquid + stop, the input to these stops, are limited to non-initial 
position. 

 
• Dravidian scholars, e.g. Krishnamurti 1961, Subrahmanyam p.c. 2017, reject this 

proposal – instances of alveolar and retroflex stops not supported by alternations 
must be reconstructed to the proto-language 

 
• That is, a dual origination of alveolar and retroflex stops – assimilation for some 

instances, inheritance from Proto-Dravidian in others 
 
• A prima-facie violation of Occam’s Razor 
 
• Especially since, over the long prehistory of Dravidian, many alternations would 

have become opaque through lexical loss  
 
 
  



Putting two and two together 
 

  ORIGINAL FORM ASSIMILATION    FINAL OUTCOME 
DRAVIDIAN 
 i.  ALVEOLAR *lt    > lṯ   > ṯ(ṯ) 

*rt    > rṯ   > ṯ(ṯ) 
 ii. RETROFLEX  *ḷt    >  ḷṭ   > ṭ(ṭ) 

*r̤t   >  r͍ṭ   > ṭ(ṭ) 
 
INDO-ARYAN/SANSKRIT 
 RETROFLEX *ṣt   > ṣṭ   > ṣṭ 
     *ẓd(h)  > ẓḍ(h)  > ḍ(h) (with comp. length) 

  
• Parallelism 
 

– In both cases, dental stop assimilates to a preceding retroflex (or alveolar) segment, 
followed by developments that make the outcome contrastive 

  



• Unless we choose to attribute this remarkable parallelism to chance, we will have to 
attribute it to convergence 

 
• As in the case of the Northwestern triple sibilants, there does not seem to be any 

evidence that would favor one language over the other as source of the changes 
 
• That is, as in the Northwest, there is no evidence for unidirectional substratum 

influence 
 
• Bi- or multidirectional convergence is a viable alternative 
 
  



Conclusions (South Asia) 
 
• The fact that even in a “retroflex-happy” area like South Asia, some occurrences of 

retroflexion are accidentally similar to the rest of the area (Kuki-Chin) suggests that 
we need to exercise caution in accepting proposed contact explanations of South 
Asian retroflexion 

 
• Further caution is warranted given the uneven chronological attestation of the 

different languages and language families in South Asia 
 
• Such caution should – and can – lead to exploring alternative accounts 
 
  



• The proposed account – 
 

– A first step, in the northwestern transition zone between South and Central 
Asia, introduces to Indo-Aryan a triple sibilant contrast that prominently 
includes a retroflex sibilant 

 
– The second step introduces retroflex stops through assimilations of dental stops 

to preceding retroflex sibilants and subsequent loss of conditioning 
environments 

 
– This development is mirrored in the Dravidian development of alveolar and 

retroflex stops through similar changes involving dental stops and preceding 
alveolar or retroflex liquids 

 
– A likely explanation: There was a bidirectional interaction between prehistoric 

Dravidian and Indo-Aryan, without any cogent evidence as to who gave what 
and to whom 

 
– Such bidirectional action seems to be widespread in South Asia, and it is also a 

feature of the northwestern transition zone between South and Central Asia  
 
 



 
 

General conclusions and outlook 
 
• The fact that Kuki-Chin languages developed retroflexion independently 

from the “retroflex-happy” general South Asian subcontinent shows that 
similarities between languages in the same general geographic area are not 
necessarily the result of language contact 

 
• In many cases, “gnarly” investigations show that proposed historical 

accounts are not as strong as assumed (e.g. the Czech-German case, or the 
Dravidian Substratum Theory) or are factually incorrect (the case of the 
HAVE and BE perfects in Europe) 

 
• In many cases, linguistic interaction is not of the unidirectional substratum 

type but operates in bi- or multidirectional fashion such that it is difficult to 
tell who gave what to whom (e.g. Czech and German, V2 in medieval 
Europe, the triple-sibilant contrast in the transition zone between South and 
Central Asia) 



• In principle, in all cases of proposed convergence areas (or Sprachbünde) 
we should not be satisfied with accounts that do not meet the “beyond-
reasonable-doubt” criterion. In the case of South Asia, adopting this 
criterion has led to a more nuanced alternative – a two-step account, the first 
step of which must have taken place in the transition zone between South 
Asia and Central Asia, before Indo-Aryan speakers entered the 
Subcontinent 

 
 
  



• A specific aspect of the developments in the transition zone between South 
and Central Asia is the fact that different languages, through different 
changes, seem to have “conspired” to bring about the same result – a triple 
contrast between palatal, retroflex, and dental sibilants 

 
• Notions such as structural borrowing or code copying fail to provide a 

convincing explanation, since no specific items are borrowed or copied. 
Interference and incomplete acquisition likewise do not provide satisfactory 
explanations 

 
  



• A plausible explanation is the assumption that the driving force behind the 
developments is accommodation under bi- or multilingual conditions 

 
• Accommodation has been shown to be at work synchronically in 

conversational interaction; see e.g. Pardo 2006, Pardo et al. 2013 
 
• Accommodation may have favored the adoption of converging 

phonological variants that made it easier for speakers to engage in bilingual 
communication  

 



Placing convergence in the communicative interaction between speakers 
in local settings, in fact, would seem to be the right approach, because 
that’s where there is agency (Joseph 2007, Hock 2016a) – “Languages” 
don’t interact, speakers do!  
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