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Overview

• Introduction: Why is contact linguistics relevant for 
grammar writing and typology

• Contact through a majority language 

• Contact phenomena in the target (minority) language

• Examples from the Caucasus

• Conclusion
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Why is contact linguistics relevant for grammar 
writing and typology
• no language and no linguist can avoid language 

contact, despite ideas of ancient stadia of ‘pure’ 
language

• traces of contact can be found at many levels of 
grammar and lexicon

• authors of grammars have to deal with it
• researchers interested in language contact might 

consult reference grammars for information about 
particular contact phenomena
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Why is contact linguistics relevant for grammar 
writing and typology
• the role of linguistic features (e.g. structural 

similarity due to genetic relationship or typologically 
similar profile) vs. extra-linguistic features (e.g. 
comparable contact situations)

• no systematic comparative studies of how 
typologically and genetically diverse languages 
‘react’ to the impact of one and the same dominant 
contact language
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Example: Borrowing of Russian verbs
 Light Verb strategy: East Caucasian, West Caucasian 

(Adyghe), vast majority of Turkic languages, a few 
others (e.g. Udmurt, Ket)

Direct Insertion: Aleut, the Tungusic languages Even 
and Evenki, Kolyma Yukaghir, different branches of 
Uralic

 Indirect Insertion: the Tungusic languages Nanai and 
Udihe, the Turkic languages Sakha and Dolgan, 
Armenian 
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Grammar writing and language contact

• contact phenomena through the use of a 
common (majority) language

• traces of language contact within the target 
(minority) language 
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Language description and documentation
• grammars of (minority) languages are mostly written by 

researchers from outside

• a majority language is often the working language 

• advantages: 

fast and easy communication

electronic resources

knowledge of grammar, writing and reading practices, 
etc. through formal education
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Language description and documentation

• disadvantages: 

transfer (phonology, morphosyntax, lexicon)

translation of texts

translation of individual sentences in elicitation 

interpreting the own language through the lenses 
of the dominant language 
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Traces of language contact within the target 
(minority) language 

• from a few loan words to mixed languages, attrition, 
incomplete acquisition, shift, etc.

• basic knowledge about language contact is useful

• techniques how to account for instance of language 
contact during data collection, corpus building and 
grammar writing
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Data collection

• who is the speaker

• who makes the recording and who else is present

• who is the likely audience 

(immediately present people, 

other members of the speech 

community, researcher, …)
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Corpus building

• who makes the transcription 

• editing of texts 

• from oral to written mode

• sociolinguistic metadata 
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A case study: Language contact in Sanzhi 
Dargwa 
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Daghestan (Caucasus, Russian Federation)
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Multilingualism in Daghestan
• written languages: Russian, Agul, Avar, Azerbaijani (Turkic), 

Chechen, Dargwa, Kumyk (Turkic), Lezgian, Lak, Nogai (Turkic), 
Rutul, Tabasaran, Tat (Iranian), Tsakhur

• there are more ethnic groups and languages (~ 40-50)
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Ethnic groups in Daghestan (2010) # 2,910,249 %

Avars 850,011 29.21

Dargwa 490,384 16.85

Kumyk 431,736 14.84

Lezgians 385,240 13.24

Azerbaijanis 130,919 4.50
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Asymmetrical vertical 
multilingualism
• highlanders learned larger lowland 

languages for economic purposes (trade, 
labor migration)

• and larger neighboring languages

• for lowlanders there was no need to 
learn highland languages (e.g. Nichols 
2013)

• regular contacts, but not on everyday 
basis (Dobrushina 2017)



Introduction to Caucasian Studies

Ethnic composition in Daghestan
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Sanzhi

Druzhba
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Sanzhi Dargwa
• around 250 speakers from 

the village of Sanzhi
• 1970-1978 moved to 

Druzhba (‘friendship’)
• other ethnic groups in 

Druzhba: Dargwa varieties, 
Tabasaran, Agul, Lezgians, 
Lak, Kumyk, Russians and 
Avars
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Contact languages for Sanzhi 
• surrounding Dargwa varieties (in particular Icari Dargwa)

• Kumyk (Turkic) was the lingua franca in central Daghestan

• indirect contact languages: Arabic, Persian

• heavy influence of Russian, but huge intergenerational 
differences

• one Agul village
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Languages used in a Sanzhi family in Druzhba
• Amatullah and Asabali (oldest                                            

generation): Sanzhi, Icari, (little) Russian

• Hadzhimurad (middle generation): Sanzhi,                       
Russian, Tabasaran, little Standard Dargwa, Agul

• children and grandchildren (youngest                                
generation): Russian, passive knowledge of                          
Sanzhi Dargwa
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The autobiography of Asabali
• recorded in August 2012 in Druzhba

• speaker: Asabali (*1935, no formal 
education, learned Russian during 
military service)

• other participants: his son, Rasul
Mutalov (a speaker of Icari Dargwa, 
the neighboring village), two linguists

• the speaker is encouraged to speak 
Sanzhi



The outcome o

11 nouns
7 particles
3 adverbials
2 verbs
1 adjective
1 pronoun
1 numeral
1 conjunction
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The autobiography of Asabali
• text with 221 words

• 14.93% are Russian borrowings / insertions: 33 
tokens (word forms); 27 types (lexemes)

• similar to established borrowing hierarchies / 
frequencies

nouns > particles > adverbials > verbs > 
conjunction / pronoun / numeral
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Contact-induced effects: Data collection and 
corpus building
• influence of interviewer who speaks a different 

dialect (Icari - Sanzhi)

• influence of outsider 

(researcher): comments or 

summaries in Russian

• influence of transcriber 

(different dialect)
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Contact-induced effects: Phonology

• introduction of new phonemes /o/, /f/ in borrowings

 introduction of /o/ in transcriptions, e.g. aˁʁʷal ‘four’ 
transcribed as oʁal (“our language also has /o/”)

• omission of labialization of velar and uvular stops 
and fricatives in transcription, omission of tense 
consonants (absent in Standard Dargwa)
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Contact-induced effects: Morphosyntax

• use of plural marking of nouns in noun phrases with 
numerals (“you also have to use the plural in 
Russian”)

• constituent order at the clausal adheres to the 
Sanzhi preference for SOV (vs. Russian SVO)
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Contact-induced effects: Morphosyntax

• Russian clause coordination pattern 
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Contact-induced effects: Transfer / calquing

• constituent order (position of relative clause)
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Contact-induced effects: Transfer / calquing

• constituent order (adverbial after verb)
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Dealing with loan words / code switches

• transcription and glossing:

separate alphabet

font: italics, underline, bold face, capital letter, …

other marking: {}

indication in glosses: [Rus], …
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Muhamedowa (2009): Kazakh-Russian

• Standard Russian orthography, indication of Russian 
grammatical categories
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Forker (2019): Hinuq-Russian

• no special transcription, indication of source 
language in glosses, grammatical categories 
according to minority language (Hinuq)
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Nikolaeva (2004): Yukaghir-Russian

• no special transcription, indication of source 
language by means of {}, grammatical categories 
according to minority language (Yukaghir)
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Forker (2018): Sanzhi-Russian

• no special transcription, special font (no italics, no 
bold face), grammatical categories according to 
minority language (Sanzhi)
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Khanina (In Prep.): Enets-Russian

• no special transcription, indication in glosses, 
grammatical categories according to minority 
language (Tundra Enets)
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Dealing with loan words / code switches

• grammar writing ≠ historical linguistics

• Which words can be called ‘borrowings’?

time depth (e.g. German Fenster ‘window’)

code switching vs. borrowing

• source language

direct copy

indirect copy (e.g. Arabic, Persian, Turkic)
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Dealing with loan words / code switches
• examples of borrowings in Sanzhi Dargwa:

Turkic: Kumyk ач-макъ / Azerbaijani aç-maq ‘to open’ > 
Sanzhi ač barqʼij ‘to open’, ačce ‘open’ (adj.), …

Turkic / Persian: Kumyk оьрдек / Azerbaijani ördək; 
Persian اردک ‘domestic duck’ > Sanzhi urdek ‘wild duck’

Arabic / Persian / Turkic: Arabic دنيا (dnyā), Persian دنيا; 
Kumyk дюнья / Azerbaijani dünya > Sanzhi dune ‘world’

German Mundstück / Russian мундштук ‘mouthpiece’ 
> Sanzhi muštukʼ ‘pipe, tube’

Russian конечно > Sanzhi kanišːna ‘of course’
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Conclusion: A wish list from the perspective of 
contact linguistics

• documentation and description of variation

• reasonable indication of borrowings, calques and other 
contact-induced changes 

• detailed account of the general sociolinguistic 
situation and rich metadata 

• …
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Taking into account variation 

• increasing awareness for sociolinguistically-informed 
language documentation (e.g. Childes et al. 2014, 
Marten & Petzell 2016, Meyerhoff 2017)

• contact-induced language change leads to variation

• variationist sociolinguistics provides methods that 
can be employed for language documentation, 
grammar writing, and the study of language contact 
(e.g. Meyerhoff 2009)


