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The Mixtec (Tu’un Savi) languages 
of southern Mexico

Campbell 2017 Lang. Linguist. Compass 11(7)
(based on Kaufman 2006, 1988)

Geography Genealogy

Aguilar Sánchez 2020:24. Ñuu Savi: Pasado, presente y futuro. Diss U Leiden
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Mixtec (Tu’un Savi) classification 

Campbell 2017. Lang. Linguist. Compass 11(7)
(based on Kaufman 2006, 1988)

3



The dialect area ‘problem’

Josserand 1983. Mixtec dialect history. Diss. Tulane U

“El problema es la aparente violación o 
infracción de las expectativas ideales del 
método comparativo en la linguística 
histórica (…). Pero este modelo 
presupone una efectiva separación de los 
grupos, después de un cambio que los 
divide. En contraste, en la Mixteca (…) 
vemos una situación más dinámica en el 
desarrollo de las familias lingüísticas.” 
(Bradley  & Josserand 1982: 303. Anales de Antropol. 19(2))
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Tackling sound change in Mixtec

`dialect conAnuum/area/chains’:
▸ wave-like (not tree-like) pa1erns
▸ contact among related languages
▸ challenges to applying the 

compara:ve method (Ross & Durie 
1996, Kalyan & François 2018)

comparaAve method:
▸ regular sound change
▸ language rela:onships & 

subgrouping
▸ inheritance vs. contact

sound change 
in Mixtec?

5Kalyan & François 2018. Senri Ethn. St. 98 | Ross & Durie 1996. The Comp. Method Reviewed. OUP
Image sources: https://de.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Datei:Schleicher_Tree.jpg | Kalyan et al. 2019:2. JoHL 9(1)

https://de.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Datei:Schleicher_Tree.jpg


Tackling sound change in Mixtec
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Proto-Mixtec reconstrucAons 
and sound changes:
▸ Mak & Longacre 1960
▸ Bradley & Josserand 1982
▸ Josserand 1983
▸ Dürr 1987
▸ Swanton & Mendoza 2021
▸ Swanton 2021



Tackling sound change in Mixtec
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Proto-Mixtec reconstructions 
and sound changes:
▸ Mak & Longacre 1960
▸ Bradley & Josserand 1982
▸ Josserand 1983
▸ Dürr 1987
▸ Swanton & Mendoza 2021
▸ Swanton 2021

Goal:

compile comprehensive, bottom-
up data base of Mixtec sound 

change
to

investigate the patterns and 
distributions



Sampled languages

105 varieties
covering all subgroups*

*Auderset et al. 2023. Journal of Lang.  EvoluJon 8



Workflow – data base construcBon
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AUTOTYP principles:
▸ autotypology 
▸ modularity & connectivity
▸ separation of definition & 

coding files 
▸ late aggregation

Witzlack-Makarevich et al. 2022. in: Open Handbook of Ling Data Managment. MIT



Workflow input: subset of annotated cognate sets in IPA from Auderset et al. 2023

establish sound correspondences, propose/revise proto-forms
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cognates sets

proto-forms

AUTOTYP principles:
▸ autotypology 
▸ modularity & connectivity
▸ separation of definition & 

coding files 
▸ late aggregation



Workflow

AUTOTYP principles:
▸ autotypology 
▸ modularity & connectivity
▸ separation of definition & coding 

files 
▸ late aggregation
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defini:on file

coding file



Structure of the data base
metadatabibliography

cognate sets

coding filesdefinition files

proto-forms

@phdthesis{josserand1983mixtec, …}
@book{pensinger1974diccionario, …}

DOCULECT

DOCULECT

SOURCE

COGID

JosserandSetID

ChangeID
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Current state of the data base

metadatabibliography

cognate sets

coding filesdefinition files

proto-forms

@phdthesis{josserand1983mixtec, …}
@book{pensinger1974diccionario, …}

DOCULECT

DOCULECT

SOURCE

COGID

JosserandSetID

ChangeID

§ 256 reconstructed proto-forms
§ > 14’000 lexical entries 

§ 245 sound changes identified 
§ 227 used in analysis:

§ 110 vowel changes
§ 117 consonant changes

§ >25’000 data points (= coded 
sound changes)

§ 105 varieAes
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Wave-like processes
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Map displaying the percentage of 
changes present per variety
calculated as:

(total number of changes) – (NA)

(changes present)



Tree-like processes
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colors represent 
subgroups



Tree-like processes
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colors represent 
subgroups



Beyond trees and waves: PCA 
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Beyond trees and waves
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comprehensive database of sound changes coded in a bocom-up, fine-grained way
reveals both tree-like and wave-like processes in the Mixtec language family

LimitaAons and future work:
▸ tone change
▸ relaAve chronology 
▸ correlaAons between changes ~ 

chain shifs
▸ generalizaAons
▸ revision and expansion of the data 

base with new cognate sets
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comprehensive database of sound changes coded in a bottom-up, fine-grained way
reveals both tree-like and wave-like processes in the Mixtec language family

Limitations and future work:
▸ tone change
▸ relative chronology 
▸ correlations between changes ~ 

chain shifts
▸ generalizations
▸ revision and expansion of the data 

base with new cognate sets

Outlook:
▸ making sound change & 

reconstrucAon more explicit, 
accessible, and re-usable

▸ applicaAon to other language 
families

▸ long run: typological data base of 
sound change but bocom-up
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vowel changes

consonant changes

all changes



Global reflexes of 
PM *tʃ
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Wave-like processes
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environments that condiAon 
palatalizaAon of proto-Mixtec *t



Beyond trees and waves: CorrelaBons
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each point = sound change

teal =  correlation with subgroups by 
Auderset et al. 2023
purple = correlation with dialect areas 
by Josserand 1983

Cramer’s V (correlation measure)
> 0.6 strongly correlated
0.3-0.6 moderately correlated
< 0.3 weakly/not correlated


