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Diversity, stability and diffusion in the Hindu Kush region of Inner Asia 
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(Stockholm University) 

The mountainous Hindu Kush, on the northwestern edge of the Indian subcontinent, offers a promising 

“test site” for questions relating to language contact, diffusion and stability, considering its high 

linguistic density and diversity, with languages from six genera: Indo-Aryan, Iranian, Nuristani, 

Tibetan, Turkic and Burushaski (Masica 2001: 225; Liljegren 2017: 107–108). While traces of several 

substrata suggest that the region in a distant past served as an important accretion zone (Tikkanen 

1988: 304), akin to Caucasus (Nichols 2003: 306), the region as of today bears witness of several 

waves of small- or larger scale diffusion (Bashir 2003: 823; Liljegren 2014: 162–167), mainly related 

to Indo-Aryan northward expansion within the last few millennia (Morgenstierne 1932: 51; 1961: 138; 

Strand 2001: 200), and in more recent times by superstratal influences (Bashir 2007) from a few 

languages of wider scope (e.g. Pashto, Urdu and Dari).  

The main question asked in the present study is to what extent properties of some linguistic 

subsystems are more prone to diffuse than others, and whether they cluster similarly (geographically 

or genealogically) or significantly differently. We also ask to what extent individual properties show a 

higher or lower degree of intra-genealogical stability. A set of comparable first-hand data was 

collected from 59 varieties (representing all six genera) in a handful of collaborative workshops held 

in the region. The data was coded and analysed for approximately 50, mainly binary, linguistic 

features belonging to five different subsystems: phonology, word order syntax, grammatical 

categories, simple clause properties, and lexical structure, with an even distribution of features 

belonging to each of these five. In addition, a basic word list was cognacy-coded and used as the basis 

for measuring genealogical relatedness. It was primarily Indo-Aryan, due to its high representation (33 

of the 59 varieties) that was analysed for feature stability.  

The preliminary results, visualized with NeighborNet representations (Huson & Bryant 2006), 

indicate differential clustering depending on subsystem. The clearest examples of diffusion affecting 

substantial parts of the region were found within phonology, word order and lexical structure, while 

simple clause features (alignment in particular) display more limited (subareal) clustering, and 

grammatical categories (especially gender) a relatively high degree of intra-genealogical stability.     

Acknowledgments 

This study is financed by the Swedish Research Council (421-2014-631) under the project 

heading Language contact and relatedness in the Hindukush region. 

References 

Bashir, Elena. 2003. Dardic. In George Cardona & Danesh Jain (eds.), The Indo-Aryan Languages, 

818–894. London: Routledge. 

Bashir, Elena. 2007. Contact-induced change in Khowar. In Heather Bolton & Saeed Shafqat (eds.), 

New perspectives on Pakistan: Visions for the future, 205–238. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press. 

Huson, Daniel H. & David Bryant. 2006. Application of Phylogenetic Networks in Evolutionary 

Studies. Molecular Biology and Evolution 23(2). 254–267. doi:10.1093/molbev/msj030. 



5

8

7 

SLE 2019 Book of Abstracts 

 

 

Liljegren, Henrik. 2014. A survey of alignment features in the Greater Hindukush with special 

references to Indo-Aryan. In Pirkko Suihkonen & Lindsay J. Whaley (eds.), On diversity and 

complexity of languages spoken in Europe and North and Central Asia (Studies in Language 

Companion Series 164), 133–174. Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing Company. 

Liljegren, Henrik. 2017. Profiling Indo-Aryan in the Hindukush-Karakoram: A preliminary study of 

micro-typological patterns. Journal of South Asian Languages and Linguistics 4(1). 107–156. 

doi:10.1515/jsall-2017-0004. 

Masica, Colin P. 2001. The definition and significance of linguistic areas: Methods, pitfalls, and 

possibilities (with special reference to the validity of South Asia as a linguistic area). In Peri 

Bhaskararao (ed.), The yearbook of South Asian languages and linguistics 2001, 205–267. 

London: SAGE. 

Morgenstierne, Georg. 1932. Report on a linguistic mission to North-Western India (Serie C III - 1). 

Oslo: Instituttet for sammenlignende kulturforskning. 

Morgenstierne, Georg. 1961. Dardic and Kafir Languages. Encyclopedia of Islam, vol. 2, Fasc. 25, 

138–139. New Edition. Leiden: E.J. Brill. 

Nichols, Johanna. 2003. Diversity and stability in language. In Brian D Joseph & Richard D Janda 

(eds.), The handbook of historical linguistics, 283–310. Malden, MA: Blackwell Pub. 

Strand, Richard F. 2001. The tongues of Peristân. Appendix 1. In Alberto Cacopardo & Augusto 

Cacopardo (eds.), Gates of Peristan: History, Religion and Society in the Hindu Kush (Reports 

and Memoirs 5), 251–257. Rome: Istituto Italiano per l’Africa e l’Oriente (IsIAO). 

Tikkanen, Bertil. 1988. On Burushaski and other ancient substrata in northwestern South Asia. Studia 

Orientalia 64. 303–325. 

     

 

 

Contact-induced changes in the multilingual area of Western Ingria 

 

Fedor Rozhanskiy & Elena Markus 

(University of Tartu; Institute for Linguistic Studies RAS; & University of Tartu) 

 

Keywords: language contacts, Finnic languages, convergence, borrowings, mixed languages 

 

The proposed paper offers an analysis of contact-induced changes in Finnic languages in Western 

Ingria (the Kingisepp district of the Leningrad oblast, Russian Federation). This multilingual area 

presents a challenging case since it reflects the effects of simultaneous contact between several 

closely-related languages (Votic, Ingrian, Ingrian Finnish, and Estonian) and further contact with the 

unrelated Russian language. Contact between these languages gives rise to various convergent 

processes (in both a strict and broad sense of the term, see Berruto 2005: 82). In fact, the whole 

Western Ingria is definitely a convergence area (in terms of Weinreich 1958: 379).  

While particular aspects of the contact situation in Ingria have been studied (see Haarmann 1984a, 

1984b, Muslimov 2005), there is currently no comprehensive research on the subject. We aim to 

compare the changes that arise due to contact between various Finnic languages on the one hand, and 

Finnic and Russian languages on the other. The analysis is based mainly on the corpus of our field 

materials which consist of about 1200 hours of elicitations and spontaneous speech recorded from the 

speakers of minor Finnic languages. 

Our main conclusions are the following: 


