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W1 

From climate change to language change 

Martine Robbeets robbeets@shh.mpg.edu 

Over the last decades, our Earth has experienced an alarming number of extreme events, such as heatwaves, 

heavy rainfall, flooding, melt events, drought, forest fires, cyclones, etc. With progressing climate change, such 

extreme events can be expected to occur more frequently and potentially become more severe (Martin et al. 

2021). A new field of study has risen from the ashes of these events: Geoanthropology studies present and past 

interactions between humans and the Earth system, integrating fields such as Climate science, Earth system 

science, Ecology, Environmental history, Archaeology, Economics, Law, Anthropology and Political sciences. In 

our panel, we wish to add linguistics to this list and explore the relevance of Historical Linguistics for the field of 

Geoanthropology.  

How do climate and language connect? The link between the two lies in humans and how they respond to 

changing conditions and extreme events. Simply put, climate change can affect speaker populations in the 

following three ways. 

(1) The speaker population declines to extinction 

Disrupting subsistence industries of speakers of endangered languages, climate change is forcing these 
speakers to assimilate to the language and subsistence strategies of more dominant linguistic groups or to 
scatter around the globe, thus threatening linguistic survival. For example, as reindeer populations are 
threatened by climate change, reindeer herders speaking Evenki, a Tungusic language in Northeastern Siberia, 
are shifting not only to jobs in industry but also to the Russian language.  

(2) The speaker population migrates to a new environment 
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By contrast, climate change can also increase linguistic diversity. During the Little Ice Age these Tungusic 
speakers expanded their territory because colder weather appears to increase reindeer populations (Hudson 
2020, Robbeets & Oskolskaya 2022). Moreover, climate change can force populations to move, along with their 
crops and languages to search for a more viable environment. In such cases, we expect language split between 
the part of the speech community that stays and the part that leaves, leading to the development of separate 
daughter languages. The daughter language on the move can either be maintained and interact with contact 
languages at its new destination, or, alternatively, it can be abandoned, with speakers shifting to a new target 
language, spoken by a more dominant speech community in the new environment. For example, a large group 
of Maldivian climate refugees has moved to India or Sri Lanka. Even if the immigrants’ language has received 
substantial influence from Tamil, Hindustani and English, they maintain Dhivehi, spoken in the Maldives, as 
their native language.   

(3) The speaker population adapts to the changing environment 

Even if certain speech communities manage to stay in place and maintain their native language, they will need 
to adapt it to the changing local environment (Frainer et al. 2020). This may involve coining new words, losing 
specific cultural vocabulary, lexical recycling, borrowing from better adapted speakers, etc.  Ongoing climate 
change in Alaska, for instance, created new opportunities for agriculture. In Aleut, the agricultural verbs ‘to 
plant’ and ‘to sow’ are recycled from original hunter-gatherer terminology meaning ‘to drop a fishing line’ and 
‘to distribute sea-catch’ (Berge 2017). 

How can we extrapolate, projecting observable cases of climate-driven language change to reconstruct 
linguistic prehistory? Geoanthropologists use the designation “Anthropocene” as a unit of geologic time, used 
to describe the period when human activity started to have a significant impact on our planet’s climate and 
ecosystems. Other suggestions for the starting date being the Industrial Revolution and the invention of the 
atomic bomb, some researchers argue that the Anthropocene began approximately 8 000 years ago with the 
development of farming and sedentary cultures (Foley et al. 2013; Smith and Zeder 2013, Renn 2020). This falls 
within the time frame that can be investigated by applying the traditional historical-comparative linguistic 
method, the practical cut-off point for this method lying around 10 000 years ago (Comrie 2000; Campbell 
2000). It is no coincidence that many of the world’s major language families started to disperse around the 
Neolithic Revolution. For instance, language families such as Bantu (Philipson 2002) , Semitic (Diakonoff 1998), 
Austronesian (Blust 1995, 2013; Pawley 2002; Bellwood & Dizon 2008), Transeurasian (Robbeets et al. 2021), 
Sino-Tibetan (Sagart et al. 2019, Zhang et al. 2020), Tai-Kadai (Ostapirat 2005), Austroasiatic (Higham 2002, 
Diffloth 2005, Sidwell and Blench 2011, Sagart 2011, van Driem 2017),  Dravidian (Fuller 2002) Arawakan 
(Aikhenvald 1999), Otomanguean (Kaufman 1990, Brown et al. 2013a/b, 2014a/b) are argued to owe their 
primary dispersal to the adoption of agriculture by their early speakers. The link between postglacial warming 
and farming/language dispersals is generally accepted (Richerson et al. 2001, Bellwood 2022: 150) but it 
remains to be investigated how climate versatility and extreme events in specific regions may have influenced 
language loss, change and dispersal.     

Our panel proposes a wide range of questions stressing the need of case studies that illustrate in what 
ways climate reshaped individual languages and  language families across the world. 

Is climate change threatening certain languages and accelerating language loss of already endangered languages? 

Can climate change also have a positive effect on linguistic diversity, leading to the birth of new daughter 

languages? What is the relation between the reduction of biological, cultural and linguistic diversity through 

climate change? What is the reason for/ mechanism behind the correlations? Can the conservation of species be 

expected to lead to the conservation of languages? Can regions that have high biodiversity be linked to the 

development of linguistic diversity? Can we correlate established periods of climate change in a certain region in 

prehistory with periods of linguistic dispersal and language loss? Do dated trees of individual language families 

support such a correlation? Can we extrapolate our understanding of climate-driven language change not only to 

reconstruct the past but also to predict the future? In what way and to which extent did the emergence of the 

Anthropocene impact language loss, dispersal and change? What is the influence of extreme events on 

language diversification? Can the impact of extreme events be modeled, for instance by Dixon’s (1997) 

equilibrium/punctuation model or by Hudson’s (2017) adaptive cycle model?  Are there case studies that 

illustrate the impact of extreme events on language change? What is the impact of time on climate-driven 

language change? Is it reasonable to expect that linguistic diversity will restore at a higher speed than 

biological diversity? What is the role of climate in proposals like “the Farming/Language Dispersal 

Hypothesis” (Bellwood & Renfrew 2002), which posits that many of the world’s major language families owe 

their dispersal to the adoption of agriculture by their early speakers? 

 



Convenor 

Martine Robbeets 

Max Planck Institute for Geoanthropology, Jena  
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W2 

WORKSHOP 
MACRO-LEVEL SOCIAL MOTIVATIONS FOR LANGUAGE CHANGE: 

CONTACT, MIGRATION, AND GLOBALIZATION 
 

Bridget Drinka (bridget.drinka@utsa.edu) 
Terttu Nevalainen (terttu.nevalainen@helsinki.fi) 
Gijsbert Rutten (g.j.rutten@hum.leidenuniv.nl) 

 
In her 1989 article on the role of socio-political forces as motivators of linguistic change, Susan 
Gal noted that the examination of speakers’ micro-level responses to “macrohistorical processes” 
could provide new insights into the operation of contact as a motivator of change (Gal 1989: 357). 
In the years since the publication of this work, historical linguists, sociolinguists, and socio-
historical linguists have grown increasingly aware of the interface between macro-historical 
processes and micro-level responses, as witnessed by paths of inquiry such as the following: 

• The recognition of the role of ecology in establishing the trajectory of early varieties of 
African American English (Mufwene’s 2001, 2008) 

• The identification of population size as a determining factor in the linguistic outcome of 
contact and the level of complexity of contact varieties (Trudgill 2011), with smaller 
populations maintaining more complexity  (Sinnemäki 2020) but also at times showing 
large-scale areal distributions of complexity (Tallman and Epps 2018) 

• The investigation of the role of koineization (Tuten  2003, 2021) and of socio-demographic 
factors  (Sessarego 2019, 2021) under conditions of colonization and contact 

• The development of new tools for the quantitative and qualitative analysis of the role of 
the individual in large-scale language change (Petré and Van de Velde 2018) and the 
mapping of large-scale and genealogical and geographical trends across time and space 
(Nichols 2016, 2020; Bickel 2020) 

• The analysis of the interactive role of migration and urbanization in Africa and Europe 
(Mesthrie 2022; Kerswill & Wiese 2022; Wiese 2022; Mufwene 2022) 

In this workshop, we propose to bring together scholars whose work focuses on macro-level 
motivations for linguistic change to explore how socio-political forces—invasion and migration, 
religious conversion and exclusion, colonization and globalization—have brought populations into 
contact, and what the micro-level effect on the languages of these speakers has been.  

We regard this topic as critical at this moment in history, especially in light of several noteworthy 
trends: 

• Approximately 4% of the world’s population are global migrants:  in 2020, there were about 
281 million migrants in the world. [Migration Policy Institute]; in 2022, those fleeing 
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conflict, violence, and other threats numbered more than 100 million (UNHCR, The UN 
Refugee Agency).  Language contact is a constant among migrating populations.  

• In 1945, about one third of the world’s population (approximately 750 million people) lived 
under colonial rule (United Nations). While this number has diminished greatly in recent 
years, linguistic effects of colonial rule persist. 

• Closely tied to colonization is globalization, defined by Vignouroux and Mufwene (2008: 
4) as “the worldwide network of economic interconnectedness and interdependencies.”   
English and other European languages continue to exert influence in the realm of 
commerce, academics, and popular culture. 

Such macrohistorical pressures continue to leave their mark on the languages of the world today, 
and on the linguistic choices that each individual speaker makes. 

What we hope to accomplish in this workshop is an in-depth examination of the mechanisms 
through which these and other macro-level processes have influenced the language of speakers. 

In order to achieve this goal, we invite submissions focusing on the following research questions 
or other related issues: 

• To what extent are macro-level motivations responsible for the creation of linguistic areas? 
• What new methodologies can be employed to map the effects of past macro-level 

influences?  What kinds of remnants of past influence persist, and how can we analyze and 
interpret these most effectively? 

• Do some demographic features turn out to be more influential in contact situations than 
others? Are some of these features intersectional in their influence? 

• What role does contact play in determining the level of complexity in larger or smaller 
speech communities?  

• Is koineization to be found in languages around the world, or only in those which have 
experienced particular macrohistorical pressures? 

• To what extent do changing social hierarchies and political and religious ideologies impact 
patterns of change? 

• What role does prestige play in setting up superstratal influence and roofing effects? How 
do such factors influence the actual language of speakers? That is, to what extent do these 
factors illustrate micro-level responses to macro-level processes? 

• Are some traditional examples of language change better explained as having been 
motivated by macrohistorical processes or, more generally, by contact?  
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Workshop: Computational models of diachronic language change 
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While the study of diachronic language change has long been firmly grounded in corpus data 

analysis, it seems fair to state that the field has been subject of a ‘computational turn’ over the 

last decade or so, computational models being increasingly adopted across several research 

communities, including corpus and computational linguistics, computational social science, 

digital humanities, and historical linguistics.  

The core technique for the investigation of diachronic change are distributional models (DMs). 

DMs rely on the fact that related meanings occur in similar contexts and allow us to study 

lexical-semantic change in a data-driven way (e.g. as argued by Sagi et al. 2011), and on a larger 

scale (e.g. as shown on the Google NGram corpus by Gulordava & Baroni 2011). Besides count-

based models (e.g. Hilpert & Saavedra 2017), contextualized word embeddings are increasingly 

employed for diachronic modeling, as such models are able to encode rich, context-sensitive 

information on word usage (see Lenci 2018 or Fonteyn et al., 2022 for discussion). 
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In previous work, DMs have been used to determine laws of semantic change (e.g. Hamilton et 

al. 2016b, Dubossarsky et al. 2017) as well as develop statistical measures that help detect 

different types of change (e.g. specification vs. broadening; cultural change vs. linguistic 

change; Hamilton et al. 2016a, Del Tredici et al. 2019). DMs have also been used to map change 

in specific (groups of) concepts (e.g. ‘racism’, ‘knowledge’; see Sommerauer & Fokkens 2019 

for a discussion). Further studies have suggested ways of improving the models that generate 

(diachronic) word embeddings to attain these goals (e.g. Rudolph & Blei 2018). 

Existing studies and projects focus on capturing and quantifying aspects of semantic change. 

Yet, over the past decade, DMs have also been shown to be useful to investigate other types of 

change in language use, including grammatical change. Within the computational and corpus 

linguistic communities, for example, Bizzoni et al. (2019, 2020) have shown an 

interdependency between lexical and grammatical changes and Teich et al. (2021) use 

embeddings to detect (lexico-) grammatical conventionalization (which may lead to 

grammaticalization).  Within diachronic linguistics, the use of distributional models is focused 

on examining the underlying functions of grammatical structures across time (e.g. Perek 2016, 

Hilpert and Perek 2015, Gries and Hilpert 2008, Fonteyn 2020, Budts 2020). Specifically 

targeting historical linguistic questions, Rodda et al. (2019) and Sprugnoli et al. (2020) have 

shown that computational models are promising for analyzing ancient languages, and 

McGillivray et al. (2022) highlight the advantages of word embeddings (vs. count-based 

methods) while also pointing to the challenges and the limitations of these models.  

A common concern across these different communities is to better understand the general 

principles or “laws” of language change and the underlying mechanisms (analogy, priming, 

processing efficiency, contextual predictability as measured by surprisal, etc.).  In the proposed 

workshop, we will bring together researchers from relevant communities to talk about the 

unique promises that computational models hold when applied to diachronic data as well as 

the specific challenges they involve. In doing so, we will identify common ground and explore 

the most pressing problems and possible solutions. The program of the workshop will include 

talks by both invited speakers and open call for paper presentations.  

 

Specific questions will concern: 

Model utility: How can we capture change in language use beyond lexical-semantic 

change, e.g. change in grammatical constructions, collocations, phraseology?  

Model quality: How can we evaluate computational models of historical language stages 

in absence of native-speaker ‘gold standards’? To what extent does the quality of historical 

and diachronic corpora affect the performance of models?  

Model analytics: How do we transition from testing the reliability of models to employing 

them to address previously unanswered research questions on language change? How can 

we detect and “measure” change? What are suitable analytic procedures to interpret the 

output of models?  
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There is general agreement on the fact that ambiguity is abundant in language, and is 

present in all linguistic domains. That is, as Felser (2017: 271) points out, “strings of human 

speech sounds (or strings of graphemes) may be compatible – at least, temporarily – with 

more than one possible phonological, morphological, syntactic, semantic or pragmatic 

representation”. In the linguistic literature, most attention so far has been paid to lexical 

and structural ambiguities, such as e.g. garden path sentences or PP-attachment. The role of 

ambiguity in language change has been extensively discussed in the literature, specifically its 

role as a crucial factor in both syntactic and semantic reanalysis (e.g. Evans & Wilkins 2000; 

Traugott 2012; Traugott & Trousdale 2013; Denison 2017; Felser 2017). Ambiguous 

instances are here often considered as ‘bridging contexts’, triggering new analyses of a 

structure or word if ambiguity is prevalent enough (cf. Winter-Froemel 2021: 12-14, positing 

a threshold of 50% of ambiguous contexts needed to instigate reanalysis). However, these 

assumptions have been criticised as ‘logically flawed’ (De Smet 2009: 1728), as ambiguity is 

the result rather than the motivation of reanalysis – in order for ambiguities to arise, the 

target interpretation must already be given (De Smet 2009: 1729). Despite calling for 

caution in attributing causal force to ambiguity and viewing it as the ‘spark’ of change, De 

Smet & Markey (2021: 21) nevertheless show that ambiguity can act as ‘fuel’ in the diffusion 

of innovations, as they may “spread more easily to contexts where the innovation is less 

conspicuous”. 

A related, yet slightly different question is the role of ambiguity avoidance as a cognitive 

pressure in language use and change (e.g. Stefanowitsch 2021): Studies into syntactic 

phenomena such as differential object marking (Fedzechinka et al. 2012; Iemmolo 2013; 

Levshina 2020; Tal et al. 2022), argument structure (e.g. Flack 2007; De Swart et al. 2008; 

Lamers & de Swart 2012 or MacWhinney et al. 2014; Kittilä et al. 2011; Kulikov et al. 2006), 

as well as e.g. Temperley (2003) on relative clauses suggest that there is a cross-linguistic 

tendency for ambiguity to be resolved, with ‘trade-offs’ between disambiguation strategies 
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being frequently observed. A well-known example for such trade-offs is the history of 

English argument structure, where the decreasing disambiguation power of case marking 

appears to correlate with an increasing reliance on constituent order for identifying ‘who 

did what to whom’. Explorations of the role of ambiguity avoidance in morphonotactic 
histories of languages (e.g. Baumann et al. 2019) as well as lexical and morphological 
homophony avoidance (e.g. Baermann 2011; Munteanu 2021) suggest that similar 
tendencies could be given in other domains. 

Although such explanations are intuitively appealing and seem to hold in specific cases, 

they have not been extensively tested against empirical data, and existing results are 

somewhat inconclusive (cf. e.g. Fedzechinka et al. 2012; Levshina 2021; Zehentner 2021; De 

Cesar & Demske 2022). Furthermore, the cross-linguistic commonness of ambiguity as 

discussed by Wasow (2015) or Piantadosi et al. (2012) as well as the synchronic evidence 

(e.g. Ferreira 2006, 2008; Ferreira & Dell 2000; Ferreira et al. 2005; Roland et al. 2006, 

among others) call into question whether ambiguity avoidance can be considered a general, 

strong, potentially universal and stable cognitive mechanism in the first place, or whether it 

may only come into play in relatively restricted areas and under specific circumstances. 

The present workshop aims to provide a platform for discussing both the role of 

ambiguity in language change as well as the role of ambiguity avoidance as a cognitive 

pressure triggering and/or shaping diachronic change. In particular, the workshop 

addresses the following questions (among potential other issues): 

 

- Do ambiguous (bridging) contexts serve as (a) triggers of change, (b) the fuel for change, 
facilitating or accelerating change once an innovation has emerged, or (c) instead as the 
result of change (cf. De Smet 2009; De Smet & Markey 2021)? 

- Does ambiguity (avoidance) affect different linguistic levels in similar ways, or are there 
differences between e.g. ambiguity effects in phonology versus syntax, or between the 
role of structural versus semantic/ lexical ambiguity (e.g. Winter-Froemel 2021)? 

- Which changes are particularly prone to be affected by ambiguity (avoidance)? Is there 
a difference between linguistic phenomena at the same linguistic level? 

- How does ambiguity affect comprehension and (how) are comprehension effects 
reflected in production? 

- What is the role of the (individual) speaker or hearer regarding language change and 
ambiguity and how conscious/ unconscious are these processes? 

- Are both ambiguity and ambiguity avoidance stable and quasi-universal factors in 
language change or does their effect interact with other factors impacting language 
change, both social and cognitive ones? For example, how does mode interact with 
ambiguity? 

- How does ambiguity relate to vagueness and/or fuzziness, and where does this 



distinction come into play in regard to language change (cf. e.g. Denison 2017)? 

 

While we welcome more theoretically-focused contributions of such issues to the workshop, 
one main goal for the workshop is to discuss the role of ambiguity (avoidance) on the basis 

of empirical data, as well as possible methodological challenges. That is, we particularly 
invite empirical (corpus-linguistic or other) contributions on the impact of ambiguity in 
change, aiming to also address questions such as: 

 

- How can we operationalise ambiguity (avoidance) in historical data? Which 
methodological problems may arise in data extraction and analysis in diachronic studies 
of ambiguity? 

- What are possible options to assess the impact of ambiguity(avoidance) on specific 
changes, and how can we empirically address the question of causality in particular 
instances of change (cf. Winter-Froemel 2021; Zehentner 2021)? 

 

Finally, the workshop intends to cover an as broad as possible range of languages and time-
depths beyond Germanic/ Indo-European languages, and is neither restricted in terms of 

linguistic level of analysis nor regarding theoretical framework.  
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Abstract 

In cognitive linguistics, the term "conceptual metaphor", or "cognitive metaphor", refers to the 

understanding of one idea, or conceptual domain, in terms of another. The source domain is usually 

more concrete, relating to basic human experience and perception, the target domain is usually more 

abstract, e.g. time conceptualized in terms of space (“the days ahead of us” like “the road ahead of 

us”). The research paradigm took off with Lakoff & Johnson 1980, who investigated the persistent use 

of metaphorical language in all areas of human experience, such as love conceptualized as a journey. 

Among the cases studied most in cognitive linguistics literature is the concept of anger conceptualized 

as a hot fluid in a container, e.g., "You make my blood boil", "He’s just letting off steam" (cf. e.g. Lakoff 

1987: 380ff., Kövecses 1986, Kövecses 1998, Stefanowitsch 2006:92, etc.). This specific metaphor has 

been claimed not to be a universal based on the general physiology of humans, but rather a historically 

contingent feature of languages and cultures influenced by the Ancient Greek Hippocratic theory of 

humors that was further developed in early modern Europe (Geeraerts & Grondelaers 1995). While 

the basic point that the history of ideas must be taken into account in cognitive studies is well made 

(as e.g. in studies like Brock 2013 on Greek political imagery), Geeraerts and Grondelaers did not 

discuss similar metaphors in non-European languages such as Sanskrit and in pre-Hippocratic European 

traditions, e.g. Classical Greek and Latin. Indeed, early evidence for anger as a pressurized fluid may 

be found, for instance in the etymology of Latin furor 'anger' (Kölligan 2020). 

Conceptual metaphors have now been applied to (and described for) most languages spoken today, 

and also to some for the ancient and medieval languages (e.g., Cairns 2016; Forte 2018; Horn 2016; 

Zanker 2019 for Greek; Short 2013 for Latin; Izdebska 2016 on Old English). At the same time, attempts 

are being made to compare metaphors from different Indo-European languages, and to reconstruct 

specific metaphors for Proto-Indo-European (e.g., van Beek 2017 on metaphors for 'law' and 'justice', 

Bartolotta 2018 on the deixis of past and future events based either on absolute positioning or one 

relative to ego, Johnson 2019 et al. on metaphors for 'succeed, be successful' based on the notion of a 

motion forward as in Lat. mihi succedit etc.). The analysis of conceptual metaphors may also support 

or undermine specific etymological reconstructions (Kölligan 2022). 

The workshop invites papers discussing the applicability of conceptual metaphor theory to historical 

language data, asking what is universal and what is historically contingent, whether and how 

conceptual metaphors may help us in judging etymologies, and inviting cross-linguistic and diachronic 

comparisons. 
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Although the form, meaning, and ontological status of “categorizing” (“stem-forming”) morphology 

have received some attention in the typological and theoretical literature on word classes (e.g., Vogel & 

Comrie 2000, Baker 2003, Knobloch & Schaeder 2005, Panagiotidis 2011), its diachrony remains 

understudied: It is unclear how and why new categorizers arise historically and what “mechanisms” of 

change are responsible for the rise of new categorization devices. Do new categorizers arise due to 

semantic bleaching/grammaticalization (e.g., nominal diminutives > nominalizers), reanalysis of 

functional heads in the context of decategorial (“secondary”) derivation (nominalizers > verbalizers, 

e.g., Grestenberger forthcoming), the need for “compensation of phonological reduction” (Haspelmath 

1995), or is there no uniform diachronic path that gives rise to these grammatical categories?  

The goal of this workshop is to discuss the diachrony of categorizing morphology with the aim of 

establishing cross-linguistic regularities and generalizations concerning the rise, function, and 

development of nominal, verbal, and adjectival stem-forming morphology. Examples include the 

reanalysis of nominalizers as verbalizers, (1), of adjectivizers as verbalizers, (2), or of adjectivizers as 

participial affixes, (3), but also a variety of phenomena usually classified as “grammaticalization” (e.g., 

the reanalysis of nominal second compound members as nominal or adjectival suffixes).  

1) n → v : Ancient Greek [basil-eú]n-s ‘king’: [[*basil-eú]n-j]v-ō ‘am/act as king’ →  Modern 

Greek stóx-os ‘target’  [[stox]n-év]v-o ‘to aim at’; Pre-Proto-Algonquian  *[api]v-hm]n ‘sitting 

place, seat’, *net-[[api]v -hm]n-ena∙n ‘where we sit; our sitting place’ → Proto-Algonquian  

*net-[[api]v-hm]v?-ena∙n (ma∙hi) ‘we sit over there’ (Oxford 2014: 14-15) 

2) a → v : Gm. Kraft ‘strength’: [[kräft]n-ig]a ‘with strength, strong’; [[[kräft]n-ig]a-en]v/T[-fin] ‘to 

strengthen’ → Pein ‘pain’ : [[[pein]n-ig]v-en]T[-fin] ‘to torture’ (*pein-ig ‘painful’) 

3) a → v/ptcp : Sanskrit áśva‑ ‘horse’: [[aśv]n-ín]a‑ ‘possessing horses’ → √yaj ‘sacrifice’: [yāj-

ín]ptcp‑ ‘sacrificing’ 

We especially welcome papers that bring specific predictions from theoretical approaches to bear on 

these issues and/or that adduce novel empirical arguments to the debate. Contributions could address 

(but are not limited to) the following issues: 

● What role do morphological reanalysis and resegmentation, especially mechanisms such as 

“affix telescoping” (Haspelmath 1995) play in the establishment of new categorizers, and what 

is the role of “phonological erosion” or loss of phonological material in these processes? 

● How does categorization interact with morphosyntactic features such as number or classifier 

morphology and gender (on n) or Aktionsart on v? Which diachronic generalizations as to these 

interactions are possible? For example, in Distributed Morphology, roots only receive their 

categorization in the course of the syntactic derivation by combining with the categorizing heads 

v (verbalizers), n (nominalizers), and a (adjectivizers or “stativizers”). Categorization is thus 

fundamentally syntactic, and the extent to which categorizers are also associated with 

syntactico-semantic “content” such as definiteness (in the nominal domain) or Aktionsart (in 

the verbal domain) is debated (Panagiotidis et al. 2017). In (broadly) lexicalist approaches, on 

the other hand, “stem classes” or “conjugational classes” are treated as properties of words and 

hence, the lexicon. These approaches also differ in how conjugational class elements such as 

“theme vowels” are treated both from a synchronic and from a diachronic perspective (cf., e.g., 

Calabrese 2019, Bertocci & Pinzin 2020), and with respect to the analysis of change in classifier 

systems and their connection to (noun class) categorization (e.g., Craig 1986). 

● Are there unambiguous diagnostics for distinguishing between categorizing morphology and 

derivational morphology in the more technical sense, that is, category-changing morphology 

with specific (argument- and event-structure changing) functions, e.g., agent noun- and verbal 

abstract-forming morphology in the nominal domain or causativizing and applicativizing 

morphology in the verbal domain? Empirical arguments in favor of separating “low” 



categorizing morphology from “higher” functional, category-changing projections come from a 

variety of different theoretical and typological perspectives (e.g., Himmelmann 2005, Marantz 

1997, Borer 2015; Panagiotidis et al. 2017), but these have not yet been connected to the 

diachrony of these entities in a systematic way. 

● What role does language acquisition play in the diachronic development of categorizing 

morphology? For example, syntactic change has been argued to proceed via “upwards 

reanalysis” (Roberts & Roussou 2003) of lexical projections as higher functional projections, 

and this is compatible with L1 acquisition evidence of how children acquire, for example, 

epistemic modal verbs by overextending their functional domain “upwards” (Cournane 2014). 

However, it has not been tested with regard to how children acquire categorizing morphology. 

Do they overextend the uses of categorizers, and does this overextension parallel the changes 

we see in the historical record? That is, is categorizer change inherently directional? 
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It is well known that the elements of a language acquired through contact preserve traces of the past 

socio-cultural interactions of the communities that used it. This observation is particularly interesting 

when dealing with pre- and proto-historic realities, because it implies that these elements can be 

used to build bridges between languages and between language families, which in turn can be 

extremely useful in contextualizing such languages and family, in highlighting their positions in cross-

linguistic networks, and in better locating them in relation with other languages, and thus both in 

space and time. 

These linguistic concepts have been known for decades. However, recent developments in ancient 

genetics have introduced completely novel frameworks for investigating contacts between human 

populations in the past (Haak et al. 2015, Allentoft et al. 2015), which in turn have stimulated new, 

fresh debates about the possibility to combine ancient genetics, archaeology, and historical 

linguistics for the study of pre- and proto-historic realities. 

As a result, new increasingly robust and sophisticated reconstructions of the social ecology of whole 

language families are being formulated (Sagart et al. 2019, Robbeets et al. 2021, Narasimhan et al. 

2019, Rocha & Fehn 2016), and historical linguistics has witnessed a renewed interest in issues of 

contacts between pre- and proto-historic speech communities (and proto-languages). This new trend 

is well represented by various research projects on these topics that have been launched in the past 

few years, such as the recent ERC project by Guus Kroonen and his team, based in Leiden, which 

focuses on language contacts in prehistoric Europe in the context of Indo-European linguistics. It is 

also worth noting that this renewed interest is not limited to Europe and the Indo-European 

language family, but extends beyond it: good examples touching on different regions are the ongoing 

project of Wolfgang Behr based at the university of Zurich on pre- and proto-historic Wanderwörter 

in Central and East Asia, the recently concluded project by Federico Giusfredi on language contacts in 

pre-/proto-historic Anatolia, the recently (2022) launched project by Koen Bostoen at Ghent 

University on prehistoric contacts between Bantu and Khoisan languages, or the also recently (2022) 

launched project by Marwan Kilani at the university of Basel on linguistic interactions and 

Wanderwörter in Bronze Age Egypt and the Levant, just to name but a few.  

These projects (and the work of several other scholars) are opening new avenues of research, are 

making new data available, and are suggesting new methodological approaches. Nevertheless, the 

work is far from over. On the contrary, the research developed in recent years has already yielded 

fruitful linguistic and historical insights, but it has also raised new questions and new methodological 

needs. First and foremost, there are theoretical questions that need to be discussed. While research 

on language contacts in modern languages has a long and established tradition, the systematic study 

of linguistic contacts in ancient languages is still in its infancy, especially outside the Indo-European 

reality. Moreover, while the analytical frameworks developed to explore contacts in modern 

languages are undoubtedly valuable, the nature of the available evidence for ancient and proto-

languages raises unique questions that require specific theoretical and methodological approaches to 

be answered satisfactorily. The fact that the data attesting prehistoric contact situations is usually 

limited and often difficult to substantiate by the comparative method alone, makes the need for 

solid, commonly agreed means to assess the veracity of hypotheses even more pressing. Moreover, 

the question of if and how linguistic data can be correlated with archeological and genetic evidence is 

becoming increasingly relevant, and sound discipline-specific methodologies (in our case, on the 

linguistic side) are a crucial basis for a constructive interdisciplinary dialogue. 

It is thus clear that the question of language contacts and language interactions in pre- and proto-

historic societies can be approached in multiple different ways, which we believe makes it an ideal 

topic for a conference such as this one. 



First and foremost, we are aiming at gathering contributions that address methodological issues and 

offer new approaches to tackle them. We aim to have a good representation of research that focuses 

on non-European regions and/or deals with non-Indo-European languages, as we believe that a 

broader scope is essential to identify patterns and specificities. Discussions of specific case studies 

(whether based on single language-to-language interactions, or involving large geographical areas or 

longue durée approaches) is also welcomed and encouraged: good theory can only be developed on 

the basis of a careful and systematic investigation of real cases. 

As mentioned above, several projects have emerged in recent years that aim to explore contact 

phenomena from different angles, often using interdisciplinary approaches that combine linguistic 

data with archeological and genetic evidence. Papers arising from such projects or presenting interim 

or final results are also welcome. 

We welcome discussions of contact phenomena touching on any linguistic level (phonology, 

morphology, lexicon, etc.), and we are especially interested in realities involving multiple languages. 

In this respect, we are particularly interested in contributions dealing with Wanderwörter that 

permeate several languages and distinct language families. Recent scholarship (Boutkan & Kossmann 

2001, de Vaan 2008, Antonov & Jacques 2011, Haynie et al. 2014, Piispanen 2020, Peyrot 2016, Bjørn 

2020, 2022, etc.) has focused on the specificities of Wanderwörter, highlighting how Wanderwörter 

are like breadcrumbs attesting ancient (and often pre- and proto-historic) networks of interlinguistic 

and intercultural interactions. Furthermore, Wanderwörter are characterized by two features that 

make them particularly interesting for the study of pre- and proto-historic contacts, namely their 

datability and their multiple interfaces. These two features can provide crucial insights into the 

historical and cultural contexts in which the words were transferred, thus making Wanderwörter a 

valuable tool for the investigation and contextualization of ancient interactions, of the participating 

speech communities, and of the history of the items they denote. Therefore, we believe that the 

analysis of Wanderwörter provides a very attractive topic for this conference. 

Finally, we believe that there are several other types of language contact phenomena that deserve 

renewed scrutiny in light of recent and emerging research on prehistory, including but not limited to 

calques (e.g. Puhvel 1993), areal phenomena (e.g. Peyrot 2019), and extinct substrate languages (e.g. 

Lubotsky 2001). Papers focusing on these topics are also welcome. 
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Research into the prehistory of Iranian languages is a field doubly blessed: (1) there is a fairly large 

corpus of Old Avestan dating back between the 1st and 2nd millennia BCE and a small corpus of Old 

Persian dating back as far as the 6th century BCE (Skjærvø, 2017, 471). Because of the corpora, much 

is known about Old Iranian, and Old Iranian has played an important role in the reconstruction of 

Proto-Indo-European (PIE). (2) The modern languages of the greater Iranian world are diverse and 

numerous, preserving features of PIE already lost in the extant Old Iranian texts (e.g., the retention 

of PIE laryngeals in New Iranian languages following Kümmel, 2014). Despite these archaisms, many 

of these languages have changed radically and independently along what Stilo (2008) has deemed 

the reduction and innovation axes. They have lost case and innovated it anew. They have lost gender 

in all but a few facets of the grammar and renovated it anew (Karim, 2021, ch2 and ch4). These 

radical transformations lead to the inevitable question: what would our picture of Old Iranian be 

without the extant Old Iranian texts, and to what extent does our reliance on Old Iranian bias our 

analysis of New Iranian languages? None of the New Iranian languages is the direct descendant of 

any of the Middle or Old Iranian languages except for New Persian (< Middle Persian < Old Persian 

following Korn, 2017, 609). 

Additional issues affecting the historical analysis of Iranian languages are that Iranian populations 

were largely nomadic in their early history, and there has been massive borrowing between 

genetically related languages (Korn, 2017, 611). This situation invokes the analogy of the Rubik’s 

cube: As each group migrates to a new region, its contact languages change, and those languages 
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undergo sprachbund-like shared changes, “mirror[ing] the multilingual situation of the vast majority 

of speakers of Ir. languages in past and present times” (Korn, 2017, 611). The existence of many 

phonological convergences due to borrowing suggests that Iranian historical linguists should prefer 

morphological innovation over regular sound change. Korn (2019, 268) uses morphological isoglosses 

to develop the current best understanding of the genealogy of Iranian, following Clackson's (2007) 

assertion that “It is now generally agreed among linguists that the most certain sub-groups are 

constructed on the basis of unique shared morphological innovations.” This runs contrary to the 

typical methods of historical linguists that begin with sound change because of Neo-Grammarian 

regularity; “[s]ound change I, in so far as it takes place mechanically, takes place according to laws 

that admit no exception” (zosthoff and Brugmann, 1878, apud Hock & Joseph, 1996). Recently work 

by Gholami has suggested that phonological changes cannot be dismissed a priori despite the 

difficulty in establishing cognacy. Additionally, it is hard to compare constructions across the Iranian 

languages because the pioneering work on many varieties was conducted by scholars with little to no 

linguistic training. The ultimate result is inconsistent and innovative terminology being used to refer 

to well-understood linguistic concepts. For instance, there are at least four terms for definite articles: 

“definite”  (Mackenzie, 1961; MacKenzie, 1966; Mahmoudveysi & Bailey, 2013; Mahmoudveysi, 

Bailey, Paul, & Haig, 2012; Opengîn, 2016, etc.), “demarcative” (McKinnon, 2011), “determinative” 

(Windfuhr, 2012), and “deictic” (Windfuhr, 1991) appear in the literature (Karim, 2021, 217);  three 

terms for applicatives: “applicatives” (Karim & Salehi, 2022), “placeholder constructions” (Jügel, 

2016), and “absolute prepositions” (Mackenzie, 1961); and there is idiosyncratic terminology for 

adjectives, possessives, etc. 

These issues, migration and borrowing, combined with a lack of documentation and inconsistent 

terminology, make the study of the genealogical relationships between the New Iranian languages 

opaque. Originally, the Iranian languages were divided into four geographical distinctions 

Northwestern, Southwestern, Northeastern, and Southeastern (Schmitt, 1989). These designations 

were fraught from the beginning, with Northwestern languages like Balochi spoken in the far 

southeast of the greater Iranian world and Ossetian (NE) spoken in the far northwest. The geographic 

designation, long-recognized as inadequate,  was most recently challenged by Korn, who proposes a 

Central Iranian core with Bactrian, Sogdian, and Parthian (traditionally NE, NE, and NW) along with 

the entire Northwestern group (Korn, 2016, 2019). The rest of the Iranian languages form peripheral 

groups that resist further subcategorization.  

In this workshop, we do not make any prescriptions as to historical approaches. Comparative, socio-

historical, and computational approaches are to be given equal consideration, as well as 

multidimensional analyses that combine multiple approaches. The goal of this workshop is to 

reexamine the validity of previous approaches and established methods as applied to the diachronic 

study of Iranian languages and, when necessary, to develop new approaches that address the 

difficulties presented by the unique socio-linguistic situation in the greater Iranian world. 

Papers presented in this workshop will focus on: 

--- Establishing cognacy despite massive borrowing from genetically related languages 

--- The significance of isoglosses (phonological, morphological, syntactic, and semantic) 

--- Relation models within the Iranian family 

--- Waves of contact and migration across time and space in the Iranian world 

--- The reciprocal influence between Iranian and non-Iranian minority languages 

--- Innovative methods in historical reconstruction. 



Languages represented: 

This workshop favors submissions that feature data from and analyses of endangered, minoritized, 

and understudied languages or those spoken by displaced peoples. Submissions are welcome from 

all languages with a presence in the greater Iranian world regardless of their genealogy, i.e., papers 

on Iranian, Neo-Aramaic, Dravidian, Armenian, Turkic, etc. are welcome as long as the paper’s aims 

match the goals of the workshop. (C. van der W. Anonby, 2019; E. Anonby & Taheri-Ardali, 2019; 

Borjian, 2015; Bulut, 2019; Dron & Khan, 2012; Gholami, 2011, 2014, 2018b, 2018a; Haig, 2019b, 

2019a; Karim, 2022; Key, 2008; Khan, 2007, 2019; Korn, 2003, 2008, 2011; Korn & Olsen, 2012; 

MacKenzie, 1999b 1999a; Mahmoudveysi & Bailey, 2019; Noorlander & Stilo, 2015; Öpengin, 2019; 

Paul, 1998, 2003, 2019; Sims-Williams, 2011; Stilo, 2018a, 2018b; Stilo & Noorlander, 2015; 

Wendtland, 2011; Werner, 2018) 
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Opengîn, E. (2016). The Mukri variety of Central Kurdish : grammar, texts, and lexicon. Reichert Verlag. 

Öpengin, E. (2019). Accounting for the combinations of clitic and person markers in Central Kurdish. In S. 

Gündoğdu, E. Öpengin, G. Haig, & E. Anonby (Eds.), Current Issuses in Kurdish Linguistics. Bamberg: 

University of Bamberg Press. 

Paul, L. (1998). The position of Zazaki among West Iranian languages. Proceedings of the Third European 

Conference of Iranian Studies: Held in Cambridge, 11th to 15th, 1995: Part 1 Old and Middle Iranian 
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“Your birch-bark bag has something” – 

Grammaticalization and diachrony of locative, existential and possessive predication 

Chris Lasse Däbritz (University of Hamburg) 
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It is widely known that locative, existential and possessive predications are closely related in 

many languages of the world (see Lyons 1967, Clark 1978, Freeze 1992, Hengeveld 1992, Koch 

2012). In what follows, I conceive locative and existential predications as expressing the 

temporary presence or absence of a figure (a.k.a. theme, pivot) in a ground (a.k.a. location, 

coda), their difference lying in perspectivization (Hengeveld 1992: 94–100; Creissels 2019: 

37).  The prototypical instances of locative and existential predications are clauses like (1a) and 

(1b), respectively. In turn, predications which either express the permanent presence/absence 

of a certain referent (1c) or lack a specified location (1d) represent a different, though often 

formally similar, type of predication. Following Koch (2012), I call the former bounded 

existentials and the latter generic existentials. Possessive predication expresses an asymmetric 

and usually unidirectional relation of two entities, the possessor and the possessee, whereby the 

possessee belongs to the possessor (1e).  

(1a) The book is on the table. (LOCATIVE) 

(1b) There is a book on the table. (EXISTENTIAL) 

(1c) There are many lions in Africa. (BOUNDED EXISTENTIAL) 

(1d) There are many unhappy people. (GENERIC EXISTENTIAL) 

(1e) Bill has a book. (POSSESSIVE) 

Given the overlap of the functional domains expressed, it is not surprising that many languages 

use similar or even the same linguistic structures to express the predications of type (1a) to (1e) 

(Hengeveld 1992: Ch. 5.1.3; Heine 1997: Ch. 2). Whereas this can be described on a synchronic 
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level from various perspectives, it has also diachronic implications given that languages evolve 

during time and linguistic structures may spread from one functional domain to another.  

Within the realm of possessive predication, the grammaticalization of so-called habeo-verbs is 

a classical instance. They often have their lexical source in verbs like get, grab, take, obtain, 

hold, carry or alike, as e.g. the Dullay (< Eastern Cushitic < Afro-Asiatic) verbal root -sheeg- 

‘have; carry on one’s head or shoulder’ or the Khanty (< Uralic) verb taj- ‘have; hold; carry’ 

(Heine 1997: 47–48; Honti 2008: 172). Additionally, as shown by Koch (2012: 572–575) and 

Creissels (2019: 70–76), habeo-verbs can appear in existential clauses, like in Greek (< Indo-

European) (2); the distinguishing criterion of a possessive (2a) and existential (2b) reading is 

the locative coding of the “possessor” in (2b). The Mansi (< Uralic) example (3) shows a 

sentence, structurally ambiguous between the two readings, but the semantics of the “possessor” 

rather favour an existential reading.  

(2a) Ta chōriá den échoun dáskalous. 

 the villages NEG have.PRS.3PL teachers.ACC 

 ‘The villages don’t have teachers.’ 

(2b) Den eíche dáskalous sta chōriá.  

 NEG have.PST.3SG teachers.ACC in.the villages 

 ‘There were no teachers in the villages.’ 

 (Greek (< Indo-European); Creissels 2019: 71) 

(3) Pajp-ən matər oːnsʲ-i. 

 birchbark.bag-POSS.2SG something have-PRS.3SG 

 ‘There is something in your birch-bark bag.’ ~ 
?‘Your birch-bark bag has something.’ 

 (Mansi (< Uralic); Kannisto & Liimola 1956. OUDB Northern Mansi Corpus. Text 

ID 1235, 211) 

Besides that, existential predications of the type (1b) show a wide variation of potential source 

structures, as shown by Creissels (2019). E.g., Icelandic (< Indo-European) shows a 

construction, which formally resembles identificational clauses (4a). In Nganasan (< Uralic), a 

similar construction seems to have developed further on the grammaticalization pathway: 

Existential clauses are formed with the existential verb təisʲa, lexicalized from the combination 

of the demonstrative stem tə- and the copula verb isʲa (Wagner-Nagy 2019: 354; example 4b). 

(4a) Það eru mys í baðkerinu. 

 that are mice in bathtub 

 ‘There are mice in the bathtub.’ (lit. ‘That are mice in the bathtub.’) 

 (Icelandic (< Indo-European); Creissels 2019: 79) 

(4b) tahari͡ abə təndə sʲiti bəŋgüɁtüə təi-ču. 

 now there two burrow EX-AOR.3SG 

 ‘Now, there are two burrows.’ (< lit. ‘Now, that is two burrows there.’) 

 (Nganasan (< Uralic); Wagner-Nagy 2019: 355) 

Finally, Hengeveld (1992: 238–240), Newman (2002) and Ameka & Levinson (2007), among 

others, account for the grammaticalization of posture verbs like stand, sit, lie as copula elements 



in locative and existential predication. As a case in point, Mbay (< Nilo-Saharan) uses, among 

others, the posture verb tèn ‘lie’ in existential clauses (5).  

(5) mbētē lì-í lā tèn. 

 book POSS-you LOC lying 

 ‘Here is your book.’ 

 (Mbay (< Nilo-Saharan); Newman 2002: 10, cit. from Keegan 1997: 76) 

This non-exhaustive sketch already shows that many synchronically observed overlaps in the 

realm of locative, existential and possessive predication are connected to diachronic 

developments. Having in mind the similar, if not identical, underlying semantic structure of the 

discussed predication types, this does not surprise.  

The aim of this workshop is to bring together researchers working on various aspects of the 

named functional domain and to discuss the role of diachrony and grammaticalization processes 

within it. Therefore, contributions may take any theoretical perspective and deal with single 

languages or work cross-linguistically, granted that they somehow acknowledge the diachronic 

perspective of the conference. Additionally, it is desirable that the presented work relates to the 

theoretical understanding of locative, existential and possessive predication. Finally, 

contributions to this workshop should not interfere with eventual contributions to the SLE 

workshop on core and periphery in locative and existential predication.  

For indicating your interest in participating in the workshop, please send a one-page (+ 

references) abstract by January 1st, 2023, to chris.lasse.daebritz@uni-hamburg.de.  
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In spite of its tenacious reputation of being a monolingual country, Japan is actually home to a variety 

of languages that reflects a rich and complex linguistic history. Although this diversity is now finally 

starting to be acknowledged and protected, most of the minority languages of Japan are now severely 

endangered (Moseley, 2009). 

 Thus, this workshop aims at embracing this diversity and at fostering multiple and 

interdisciplinary approaches to the questions regarding the linguistic (pre)history of Japan. 

 In this perspective, we will try to bring together researchers of diverse backgrounds and 

expertise, and to stimulate a discussion about the interactions of various approaches and scales of 

consideration. 
 

Context 

Over the past decades, a lot of research has been conducted on the history of the languages of Japan, 

and substantial advances have been made on the interaction between archaeological, genetic and 

linguistic data (for instance, Lee and Hasegawa, 2011; Jarosz et al. 2022). 

 However, the hypothesis of a possible relatedness of the Japonic language family with any 

other neighbouring language families (and most notably with Koreanic) remains controversial (see for 

instance Vovin, 2010 vs Robbeets, 2005). 

 On an inner Japonic level, since the seminal works of Kindaichi Haruhiko and Hattori Shirō, the 

past decades have seen a spectacular surge of dialectology, which allowed new discoveries regarding 

the inner classification of Japonic (Kibe et al. 2021; Igarashi, 2021), even though the classification of 

some famous “language islands” such as Hachijō are still a matter of debate (see Kupchik, 2011: 7; vs 

Pellard, 2015: 15 or 2018: 2). 

 In the meantime, Japan also saw important development in sociolinguistics (Heinrich and 

Ōhara, 2019; Asahi et al. 2022), which allowed to observe a lot of recent and ongoing language shifts, 

and especially the importance of new language contacts (ex: Long, 2018). 

 On a philological scale, the numerous studies conducted recently on Eastern Old Japanese 

(Kupchik, 2011; Vovin, 2021), on Old Okinawan (Tawata, 2010; Lin, 2015; Serafim and Shinzato, 2021), 

and the publication of the Oxford-NINJAL corpus of Old Japanese (NINJAL, 2020) have dramatically 

transformed the access to ancient language data. 

 Similarly, a lot of progress has been made on the reconstructions of proto-languages, following 

the works of Martin (1987) and Thorpe (1983), and their revisions by Miyake (2003), Shimabukuro 

(2007) and Frellesvig and Whitman (2008). Intermediary proto-languages have also started to be 

reconstructed, for instance Proto-North-Ryukyuan (Lawrence, 2009) and Proto-South-Ryukyuan 

(Jarosz, 2019). However, in this perspective, one can but lament the lack of a proper etymological 

dictionary of the Japonic languages, since, sadly, Alexander Vovin could not complete his ambitious 

project during his lifetime. 

 On another note, a lot has also been uncovered on the (pre)history of Ainu languages since 

Vovin’s seminal work (1993), but a lot of questions still remain. Most notably, there is still no consensus 

regarding the origin of the Ainus, and Ainu can still not be classified as anything but an isolate. In 

parallel, however, the question of the contact and loans between Ainu and Japonic varieties has 

become a very active field of research (e.g.: Vovin, 2009; Kupchik, 2021). 
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 Finally, based on Supalla’s works on the linguistic history of the American Sign Language, 

Japanese Sign Language also has recently become an object of historical and comparative research  

(Nakamura, 2006; Sasaki, 2007; Kanda and Osugi, 2011). Since that research, the critically endangered 

indigenous sign languages of Japan such as Amami Sign Language and Miyakubo Sign Language are 

also gaining rising attention (Kanda and Kimura, 2016). However, there is still a lot to be discovered on 

the origin and evolutions of sign languages in Japan. 

 

Research questions and goals: 

Our workshop aims at studying the history and prehistory of all indigenous languages of Japan. Those 

include discussions on the proto-languages, as well as the ancient and modern forms of all the 

following: 

• mainland Japanese varieties 

• Hachijō language 

• Ryukyuan languages 

• Ainu languages 

• ‘contact languages’, such as Bonin English and Ogasawara Japanese 

• sign languages: Japanese Sign Language, Amami Sign Language, Miyakubo Sign Language 
 

 Furthermore, we wish to study those languages from several perspectives. Thus, we welcome 

contribution propositions that may discuss (but need not be limited to): 

• the prehistory of the languages of Japan and of their speakers 

• the history of those languages 

• the changes in the “linguistic ecology” of Japan 

• the ongoing changes in the synchrony of the languages of Japan 

• the languages of Japan outside of Japan, as heritage or migrant languages (for instance, in 
Hawai'i, in South America, etc.) 

• the implementation of recent concepts and of new technologies to the historical linguistics of 
those languages 
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Context and background 

Tone, that is the use of pitch to distinguish lexical and/or grammatical forms, is an integral 

feature of many—possibly a majority of—languages across the world (Yip 2002). Despite this, 

tonal phenomena are conspicuously absent from most studies on language change, so that 

interest and progress in the understanding of the origins and evolution of suprasegmental 

contrasts lags behind that of segmental contrasts (Janda & Joseph 2003, Dockum 2019, 

Campbell 2021). 

Nevertheless, starting in the latter half of the 20th century, steady progress has been 

made in the investigation of tonogenesis, i.e. in the emergence of tonal contrasts. This research 

has identified various pathways for a language to acquire tonal contrasts from segments. 

Haudricourt’s (1954) model of tonogenesis in the so-called Sinospheric Tonbund (Matisoff 

2001) connects the emergence of tonal contrasts with originally segmental material and 

processes of simplification of syllable structure. Similar progressions, from segmental contrast 

to tonal, can be observed in other languages and language families, such as Athabaskan 

(Kingston 2005), Mayan (see discussion in Bennett 2016, 497-499), Uto-Aztecan (Manaster-

Ramer 1986; Guion et al. 2010), Punjabi/Northwest Indo-Aryan (Baart 2014; Evans et al. 

2018), Malagasy (Howe 2017), and Afrikaans (Coetzee et al. 2018), among others. Prosodic 

contrasts can also give rise to tones, as in Cushitic (Kießling 2004). Formerly predictable stress 

patterns, for which pitch has become salient, became unpredictable in conjunction with syllable 

or word structure reduction. Tonal contrasts can also be acquired through contact and 

bilingualism of a non-tonal language with a tonal one. Such developments have been observed 

in languages such as Southern Qiang (Evans 2001) and Mal (L-Thongkum & Intajamornrak 

2008), for example. 

There are, however, language families in which tonality has such a long history that its 

origins might not ever be discoverable. This is the case in Otomanguean, where all the daughter 

families are reconstructed as tonal, e.g. proto-Mixtecan (Longacre 1957) and proto-Mixtec 

(Dürr 1990), proto-Chinantec (Rensch 1968), proto-Oto-Pamean (Bartholomew 1965), proto-

Mazatec (Gudschinsky 1958; Kirk 1966), proto-Popolocan (Gudschinsky 1959), proto-Zapotec 

(Benton 2001), and proto-Chatino (Campbell 2013). It is thus assumed that proto-Otomanguean 

also had tonal contrasts (Rensch 1976, Kaufman forthcoming). Proto-Niger-Congo has also 

been reconstructed with tonal contrasts (Hyman 2016). Tone change per se is much less well 

studied than tonogenesis, and often not addressed even in language families with old tone 

systems. This can be at least partially attributed to impressionistic statements on the volatility 

of tones (Ratliff 2015; Cahill 2011; Beam de Azcona 2007; Morey 2005; Dürr 1990, among 
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others), leading to the assumption that tones play at best a minor role in unraveling the history 

of a language family.  

There is thus a considerable gap in the field of historical linguistics when it comes to 

the diachronic study of tones. A welcome exception to this is the recent collected volume on 

tone neutralization and phonetic tone change, Kubozono and Giriko 2018, and see also the 

overview by Yang & Xu (2019) of existing tone change work in Asia. This gap also applies to 

computer-assisted methods, such as automatic alignment and cognate detection (List et al. 

2018), and quantitative methods, such as Bayesian phylogenetics (Greenhill et al. 2020), which 

have gained traction in the field over the past two decades. Studies using such methodologies 

have been applied to few language families with tonal contrasts (e.g. Sagart et al. 2019 and 

Zhang et al. 2019, both on Sino-Tibetan) and none have addressed tone, despite evidence of 

historical tone categories having significant phylogenetic signal (Dockum 2019). 

 

Workshop content and goals 

As a result of the issues mentioned above, comparatively few linguists focus on the diachronic 

study of tone. Individual specialists tend to sort themselves into regional and language family 

niches, leaving the field fragmented with little dialogue or cross-pollination between interested 

scholars. Given that the diachronic study of tone is in need of intensified research, the absence 

of exchange between scholars creates a further impediment to progress in this area. 

Our workshop aims to address this by bringing together linguists from different regions 

and language families who work on tone diachrony and initiating an ongoing dialogue. Our 

goal is to form and strengthen collaborations between participants and attendants to advance 

this research area in the future. Another outcome of this workshop would be a new collected 

volume of work on tone diachrony, focusing on representation of each area of the world with a 

high concentration of tonal languages. We have received an expression of interest from 

Diachronica for a special issue on the topic, for which the workshop presentations would form 

the basis. 

Presentations for this workshop should address topics in the diachronic study of tone, 

either in a language (sub-)family, a geographical region, or cross-linguistically. Topics include 

but are not limited to: 

● phonological environments that condition the emergence of tone contrasts or tone 

changes in existing tones; 

● morphosyntactic patterns involving the innovation of new tone contrasts or changes to 

existing tone contrasts; 

● underlying articulatory, acoustic, and perceptual mechanisms of tonogenesis and/or 

tone change; 

● methodological considerations in the study of tone diachrony, e.g. the comparability of 

tonal systems in the absence of detailed phonetic studies, and the creation of reusable 

datasets and databases; 

● addressing similarities and differences, both theoretically and empirically, in the study 

of tonal and segmental change; 

● the contribution of tone to our understanding of the linguistic past, including 

subgrouping and classification in a language family, explaining historical contact 

phenomena between languages and language families, etc.; 



● the relationship of historical tone studies with language documentation and description 

of tonal languages and language families; 

● descriptions of tone change in under-described languages 

Abstracts for this workshop should be one page, plus references, and clearly state the topic and 

how it is related to the workshop content, the language(s) involved in the study, the source of 

data, and (preliminary) results. 
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Demonstratives are generally seen as deictic elements, which are primarily used to point to a 

referent, focusing the hearer’s attention on an entity (Diessel 1999). However, their nature, 

their inner possible classifications, and their grammaticalization processes from and towards 

such a category have long been topics of debate. With respect to the sources of 

demonstratives, there is a well-known discussion regarding whether demonstratives can or 

cannot develop from lexical sources. Thus, Heine et al. (2020: 421) claim that “there are at 

least three main lexical sources that may lead to the emergence of demonstrative categories. 



But these sources do not seem to exhaust the range of pathways”, contra Diessel (2006: 481), 

who believes that “demonstratives are so old that their roots are not etymologically 

analyzable”.  

As for the grammaticalization processes that start with demonstratives, it has been 

noted that demonstratives can develop into complementizers, conjunctions, copulas, definite 

articles, focus, third person pronouns, relatives and subordinators, among others. As Diessel 

(1999) shows, the targets may vary according to the syntactic classification of the source 

demonstratives. As well, demonstratives are not restricted to one single path of 

grammaticalization. Among examples of different targets that stem from the same source, 

there is the case of Latin ille, which develops both as a definite article (el) and as a third person 

personal pronoun (él) in Spanish (see e.g., Giusti 2001, Roca 2009, and van Gelderen 2011), 

probably depending on the different contexts.  

Particularly, the connection between demonstratives and personal pronouns through 

grammaticalization processes is still a field of fruitful discussions, and one may wonder 

whether demonstratives may develop as 1st, 2nd, and 3rd person pronouns: there is plenty 

of evidence of 3rd person pronouns derived from demonstratives, (see e.g., Heine and Kuteva 

2002), while there is no evidence of 1st person pronouns, and scarce evidence of 2nd person 

pronouns, as is the case of anata in Japanese (distal demonstrative > 2nd sg. person pronoun, 

see Ishiyama 2012 and Ishiyama 2019). 

Regarding grammaticalization processes within the category of demonstratives, there 

is also an ongoing debate on whether exophoric uses (this is, in speech act situations) 

necessarily precede or not anaphoric or discursive uses. This debate has a direct implication 

to the question of unidirectionality of grammaticalization (see, e.g., Stavinschi 2012). 

Lastly, recent cognitive investigations on the selection and use of demonstratives can 

shed light of possible explanations for the development of demonstratives. Thus, for instance, 

Peeters et al. (2021), among others, show that the selection of specific demonstratives may 

be determined by the communicational situation and the perception of the speaker-

addressee relationship, and not only by the proximity or distance of the object. Such 

synchronic observations may lead one to wonder what cognitive factors are behind the 

grammaticalization of demonstratives towards new functions. 

The purpose of this workshop is to invite scholars working on different aspects of the 

grammaticalization of demonstratives and from diverse theoretical frameworks, in order to 



jointly elaborate a more complete map of possible developments of demonstratives and their 

related aspects that have taken place or are still taking place in languages of the world. As 

suggestions, some topics that will be welcomed are: 

- New proposals for the origin of demonstratives 

- New proposals of grammaticalization processes from demonstratives 

- Processes with more than one result, e.g. Lat. ille > Sp. él and el. 

- Cognitive processes involved in the grammaticalization of demonstratives from cross-

linguistic perspectives. 

- New approaches from diverse linguistic areas (sociolinguistics, pragmatics, among 

others) that help us understand the processes involved in the grammaticalization of 

demonstratives. 
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While historical linguistics is traditionally known to suffer from a “bad data problem” (Labov 1994: 

11), the field has seen a surge in the development of (annotated) data collections and computational 

tools to trace quantitative changes throughout the history of languages, allowing researchers to get more 

out of the (often sparse) data than ever before. This availability of data opens up many new avenues for 

research, in particular in explaining the cognitive mechanisms behind language change. In this workshop 

we want to bring together researchers working in different disciplines to discuss novel empirical 

methods that allow us to investigate the relation between the structural changes we observe in historical 

texts and the factors which arguably led to these changes. We aim to do this by focusing on a) how 

historical corpus data can be related to models of language learning, b) contemporary 

psycholinguistic models and c) how we can deal with the heterogeneity of historical data in relation 

to these models. 

Historical linguists have discussed the link between historical change and changes in the input and have 

proposed models that make use of psycholinguistic explanations, especially in terms of language 

acquisition (e.g. Lightfoot 1999, 2017). However, a challenge for the study of the role of language 

acquisition in language change is that there is no direct access to the input for past stages of languages. 

Approximating the input by using corpora of child-directed speech (e.g. CHILDES) for contemporary 

languages has resulted in the development of learning models, which may also be informative for the 

historical stages. For instance, Yang’s (2016) Tolerance Principle has been shown to work effectively 

with small amounts of data, making it very attractive for historical work (Kodner 2020, 2022; Dresher 

and Lahiri 2022, Ringe and Yang 2022, Trips and Rainsford 2022). However, the application of such 

models on corpus data requires careful consideration of how the data obtained from corpora can be 

compared to the input a child received (cf. Trips and Rainsford 2022 for discussion). One potential 

solution is to compare the frequencies of the most common verbs in a corpus to the most common verbs 

in a sample of child-directed speech, as Kodner (2019) demonstrates that there is a substantial overlap.  

  

From both a psycholinguistic and historical linguistic perspective the relationship between language 

change and mechanisms of language processing has only rarely been explicitly addressed (for 

exceptions, see Jäger & Rosenbach 2008; de Smet & de Velde 2017; see also the contributions in Hundt 

et al. 2017 and the ongoing work by the the DFG Research Unit SILPAC (FOR 5157)). Notably, some 

authors have recently pointed to the importance of cross-linguistic and within-language structural 

priming and syntactic adaptation for studies of (contact-induced) language change (e.g. Pickering & 

Garrod 2017; Kaan & Chun 2018; Kootstra & Şahin 2018; Kootstra & Muysken 2019). Effects of 

priming may be observable in historical corpora in the form of persistence of linguistic forms (see Ecay 

and Tamminga 2017; also Gries 2005; Szmrecsanyi 2006). From a Uniformitarian perspective (see 

Bergs 2012, Walkden 2019 for discussion), it follows that psycholinguistic processes active in language 

change should not differ fundamentally across languages or language stages. Methodologically, changes 



observed in diachrony could in principle also be elicited in psycholinguistic experiments and the results 

and methods of psycholinguistic experiments could inform historical corpus analyses.   

 

Applying psycholinguistic methods and learning models to historical data also requires us to think 

critically about the nature of our data and how informative they are about the actual linguistic 

environment in which language acquisition and change takes place. Historical corpora may be 

heterogeneous in nature, consisting of many different genres (e.g. legal prose, narrative verse, etc.), 

which may not all be equally representative of a language user’s input. Some types of text, e.g. theatrical 

texts, conversation manuals, direct speech in verse narratives, etc. have been argued to be particularly 

close to spoken language in the past (Ernst 1980, Ayres-Bennett 2000); also, it has been shown that 

language change does not proceed at the same rate in all text genres (Whitt 2018). However, it is not 

clear whether a restrictive approach to selecting corpus texts is preferable to one which instead draws 

on as much data as possible, using statistical techniques to evaluate the effect of genre. A further open 

question is the extent to which the writers of historical texts are themselves influenced by mechanisms 

such as priming, whether it is self-priming within a single text, between the two writers in private 

correspondence or even between two languages in translations. Similarly, it is not always clear what the 

impact of the linguistic background of individual authors is on the output – are they, for instance, 

monolinguals, early bilinguals, or possibly late bilinguals writing in their first language or late bilinguals 

writing in their second language? 

  

In this workshop, we aim to compare different types of historical corpus data not only with each other, 

but also with the input to language acquirers and with data elicited in psycholinguistic experiments in 

order to develop novel methodologies bringing the fields of historical linguistics, psycholinguistics and 

language acquisition closer together. We invite contributions which answer or relate to the following 

research questions and topics: 

  

• How can models of learnability be applied to historical data?  

• What are the psycholinguistic processes behind historical language change? 

• Which insights does historical linguistics provide for the study of these psycholinguistic 

processes? 

• Which methods and resources are the best to use if we want to relate historical data to language 

learner input and which are best for researching the relationship between experimental data and 

historical data? 

• Which additional data types/methodologies can contribute to bridging the gap between the 

disciplines of historical linguistics, acquisition studies and psycholinguistics, e.g. artificial 

language studies, longitudinal studies, computational models of language change, etc.? 

• How can insights from historical sociolinguistics and philology contribute to a better 

understanding of the heterogeneity of historical corpus data and the linguistic background of 

individual authors? 

• To what extent are the writers of historical texts themselves influenced by mechanisms of 

language processing, such as intra- and interindividual priming in monolingual and bilingual 

situations? How can we use notions such as persistence in historical corpora to tap into the 

cognitive processes behind the text production of medieval authors?  
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Introduction 

Computational approaches play an increasingly important role in mainstream historical 

linguistics. Along with these contributions, we note an increased need for standards which drive 

the curation and sharing of data in historical linguistics (annotated texts, wordlists, collections 

of structural data, information on phylogenies, etc.). While there have been attempts towards 

standardization in the past, most prominently reflected in the Cross-Linguistic Data Formats 

initiative (Forkel et al. 2018), which has been adopted by several teams working on 

computational and quantitative approaches in the field of historical linguistics, there are still 

many types of data for which no standards and examples of best practice exist, although they 

serve frequently as input or output of studies in historical linguistics (e.g. language phylogenies 

as collected in Greenhill’s (2022) “Phlorest collection”). Considering in addition that many new 

data collections have been published lately (Dellert et al. 2020, List et al. 2022, Kaiping and 

Klamer 2018), it seems about time to consolidate and discuss which methods we have at our 

disposal in order to explore highly standardized collections of cross-linguistic data. 

The workshop intends to bring together scholars from three different backgrounds: those who 

work actively on the development of new standards for cross-linguistic data in historical 

linguistics in particular and comparative linguistics in general, those who design new methods 

and workflows to explore and exploit standardized data, and those who conduct full-scale 

analyses of standardized data in order to address concrete scientific problems. 

https://doi.org/10.5334/gjgl.888


Expected Topics 

We expect a wider range of contributions on diverse topics. The following three key topics 

highlight directions we envision, but we explicitly encourage colleagues to submit their work 

on topics related to the general theme of exploiting standardized data in historical linguistics 

which may not be covered here. 

1 Standards for Cross-Linguistic Data in Historical Linguistics 

Contributions related to this key topic will present existing standards for linguistic data that 

have not yet been introduced in historical linguistics, propose new standards for those cases in 

which standards are lacking, and discuss the role that standards could or should play in historical 

linguistics (their use, their limits).     

2 Methods and Analyses for the Exploitation of Standardized Cross-Linguistic Data  

This key topic will invite contributions that present new methods by which standardized cross-

linguistic data can be explored as well as new full-fledged analyses in which specific research 

questions are addressed by means of workflows that involve standardized cross-linguistic 

datasets.  

3 Research Questions Requiring New/Better Data 

In this key topic, we expect broader discussions on particular research questions that cannot yet 

be solved but might be solved in the future if sufficiently standardized cross-linguistic data 

would be available. 
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The intent is to bring scholars together to discuss or argue how, in the absence of corpora, the 

following constitute apt methodologies (along with the questions they raise) through which to 

reconstruct change, whether it be straightforward grammatical change, or change resulting from 

(socio)linguistic variation. Our focus will be on the applicability of these methodologies vis-à-vis 

Arabic, with evidence from additional Afroasiatic languages in the Middle East and North Africa.  

1. Relying on previous older descriptions (even if snippets) of a particular dialect or speech 

community and then generalising for a wider area while making use of synchronic data from a 

other varieties of the language. 

2. Can we consider recent discoveries of Arabic texts (e.g., North Arabian/Safaitic inscriptions, 

Old Christian Palestinian Arabic manuscripts) reliably indicative of generalised older phases 

of Arabic, or should they be viewed as representative precursors solely of their own respective 

dialectal groups? 

3. How much do we necessarily need to rely on what we may know from neighbouring 

languages outside of Arabic (e.g., Aramaic, Amazigh languages) to be able to reconstruct 

change (e.g., reference to zero-marking of definiteness)? 

4. Alternatively, in the absence of cues from diachrony, what limitations associate with 

comparative dialectal observations to try to have access to some diachronic information of 

what could have been, given factors that pertain to sociolinguistic variables and varied contact 

scenarios. E.g., if feature X is present in the grammar of a particular dialect, how can it be 

used as a means to tap into a generalised past, if it so happens that that particular dialect’s 

sociolinguistic characteristics cannot be deemed generalisable for the whole system? 

5. What is the utility of old dialect atlases and other cartographic compilations (e.g., Bergsträßer 

1915, Cantineau 1940)? 

 

Two examples that illustrate the issue at hand from: (1) lexical and (2) lexical-grammatical diachronic 

perspectives, yet both tapped into from synchronic grammaticalised end-points: 

 

1. zey lit. ‘as, like’ in Djidjelli Algerian is reported by Marçais (1954) as an ‘appear, seem’-type 

predicate. zey as a preposition is not synchronically used in the area, where kīf is commonly 

used instead. Yet to try to account for the diachronic development of a predicate meaning 

‘seem’ out of something that meant ‘like, as’, which is something not unheard of 

crosslinguistically, requires us first to have some sort of diachronic evidence that zey existed 

as an erstwhile preposition in the grammar of the area. The attested use of the lexical function 

of zey as a preposition comes from, e.g., Marçais’s (1908) descriptive texts of Saida Algerian 

bedouins. The closest synchronic attestations also come from synchronic Egyptian 

grammaticalised forms such as: izzaayyik ‘how are you?’, etc. –which in turn also requires 

some grammatical decoding to be done. Yet the relation between ‘as’ and ‘how’ is much 

closer. The question we would be asking, therefore, is whether such a mix of synchronic and 

diachronic evidence, even from varied linguistic communities which may not have a direct 

import on the target dialect and the data therein, constitutes proper evidence on the basis of 

which to work one’s way backwards to try to reconstruct the change and how it may have 

taken place. 

2. In a similar vein, while zey and miṯil (and variants thereof) are the more widespread 

prepositions meaning ‘as, like’ in Egyptian and the Gulf, for example, it may well be the case 

that something akin to *ka ‘like’, otherwise attested in Classical Arabic, could have been 

available in dialectal speech, at some point. The way one may want to go about testing this 

hypothesis is by looking at reflexes of this in certain grammatical(ised) forms, such as the 



complementiser kaʾinn ‘as though’. On a view that this complementiser must have come about 

as a result of the univerbation of the complementiser ʾinn ‘that’ with the erstwhile preposition 

*ka ‘as, like’ (very much in parallel to, e.g., killi in Algerian in its composition, but not so in 

terms of meaning), the questions to ask include: Is this a good enough piece of evidence on the 

basis of which one could then argue that some sort of ka lexical item meaning ‘as, like’ 

existed in the dialect data, before its supplanting by other lexical items? What would be the 

relation between ka and kīf; would they have shared a source? Or not? Alternatively, could it 

be the case that ka never existed in the dialects and what may have been borrowed from 

another system is just the function word, such that the function word within the dialectal 

system would wrongly lead us to assume that some preposition ka once existed in the dialects 

too? 
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