The Slavic Languages

The Slavic language group contains three subfamilies: 1) East Slavic, consisting of Russian, Belarusian, and Ukrainian; 2) West Slavic, consisting of Polish, Czech, Slovak, and Sorbian (the latter spoken in Germany and also known as Lusatian); and 3) South Slavic, consisting of Bulgarian, Macedonian, Slovene, and Bosnian/Croatian/Serbian (=BCS, formerly known as Serbo-Croatian). The Slavs are believed to have expanded from an area corresponding to southwestern Belorussia/northwestern Ukraine beginning in the 6th century CE, an event that contributed to the linguistic differentiation of Late Common Slavic (LCS) into the modern Slavic languages. In the late 9th century a Byzantine mission to present-day eastern Czech Republic yielded translations of liturgical texts into Old Church Slav(on)ic, a written language presumed to be very close to LCS. These documents have made it possible for us to reconstruct the history of the Slavic languages quite reliably. Orthography follows religion in dividing the Slavic languages into an Eastern/Orthodox Christian group that uses the Cyrillic alphabet (Russian, Belarusian, Ukrainian, Bulgarian, Macedonian, and part of BCS), and a Western/Catholic and Protestant group that uses the Latin alphabet with the addition of diacritics (Polish, Czech, Slovak, Sorbian, Slovene and parts of BCS).
Phonological history.

Within the Indo-European language family, the closest relatives to the Slavic languages are the Baltic languages (Latvian and Lithuanian). Both Slavic and Baltic are "satem" languages , so-called based on the Avestan word for 'hundred', which identifies the reflex of Proto-Indo-European (PIE) k'>s (and g'>z), as in the Late Common Slavic (LCS) sъto 'hundred'. Peculiar to Slavic (though with some analogues in Baltic and Indo-Iranian languages) is the "ruki" rule sound change, which caused s>(š>)x in positions following r, u, k/g, and i, as in PIE ousos>LCS uxo 'ear'. "Ruki" and "satem" are ancient changes in the development of PIE to Early ProtoSlavic (EPSl). The subsequent era linking EPSl and LCS is marked by sound changes that affected all of Slavic, though their ultimate outcomes are not entirely uniform. Many EPSl>LCS sound changes reflect a phonotactic strategy aimed at creating "ideal" syllables of rising sonority and level tonality, i.e. syllables with CV structure where both the C and V elements had the same (high or low) tonality (also known as "syllabic synharmony"). The conflict between the most normal structure for a root morpheme, which was CVC, and the ideal syllable structure of CV resulted in the great number of morphophonemic alternations so characteristic of Slavic. The last element in a CVC sequence was in a precarious position: either it was assigned to the syllable containing the preceeding CV, in which case sonority constraints made it subject to absorption or loss, or it was assigned to the following syllable, where tonality constraints could subject it to mutation. We will look at each group of sound changes separately.

Rising sonority motivated syllable shape changes CVC>CV and V>CV, which resulted in both loss of final consonants, as in EPSl su:nus (cf. Goth sunus)>synъ 'son', and prothesis, as in EPSl esti (cf. Latin est)>jestь 'is'. If a syllable peak contained a diphthong (a vowel followed by a sonorant: a glide, nasal, or liquid), its sonority rose but then dipped, and this lack of conformity to rising sonority can also motivated changes in syllable structure, mainly monophthongization or metathesis. 

Diphthongs ending in a glide monophthongized to yield new vowels: 

ei>i, as in zeim-> zima 'winter'

åi>ě (known as "jat"), as in måix->měxъ 'fur'

eu>(j)u, as in teu->tjudjь 'alien'

åu>u, as in låu->luna 'moon'

The subsequent development of "jat" is quite diverse in Slavic.

Diphthongs ending in a nasal monophthongized to yield nasal vowels:


e/i+m/n>ę, as in swent->svętъ 'holy'


å/u+m/n>ǫ, as in zåmb->zǫbъ 'tooth'

Polish is the only Slavic language that retains nasality for these vowels (though they have been reorganized: those that developed length became the back nasal ą, whereas those that remained short became the front nasal ę). The remaining Slavic languages denasalized these vowels, with various results. Thus svętъ 'holy' svętъ 'holy'/ zǫbъ 'tooth' yield: Russian sviatoǐ/zub, Polish święty/ząb, Czech svatý/zub, Slovene svet/zob, BCS svet/zub, Bulgarian svet/z"b.


Diphthongs ending in a liquid differed in the presence or absence of an initial consonant and in whether the vowel was a "full" vowel or a reduced vowel ("jer"), and are refered to as ORT (for orC- and olC-), TORT (for CorC, CerC, ColC, and CelC), and TъRT (for CъrC, CъlC, CьrC, CьlC). Overall, these are referred to as the "TORT" phenomena, and the results (particularly in terms of vowel quality) are quite varied across Slavic. The examples represent only a fraction of the relevant data:


ORT reflexes show metathesis: orstъ 'growth' > Russian rost, Polish –rost, Czech růst, BCS rast, Bulgarian rast.


TORT reflexes show an epenthetic vowel in Russian (pleophony, creating two syllables from one), and metathesis elsewhere: gordъ 'enclosure' > Russian gorod, Polish gród, Cz hrad, BCS grad, Bulgarian grad.


TъRT reflexes are the most varied and hard to characterize by rule: vьlkъ 'wolf' > Russian volk, Polish wilk, Czech vlk, BCS vuk, Bulgarian v"lk.


Syllabic synharmony was violated when a low tonality consonant was followed by a high tonality vowel (or sonant), or when a high tonality consonant was followed by a low tonality consonant. The solution in both cases was to raise the tonality of the low tonality segment. Raising the tonality of consonants yielded the postalveolar fricatives and affricates conspicuous in the Slavic languages, resulting from the palatalizations of velars. In the first palatalization, k>č, g>ž, x>š before a front vowel or j uniformly throughout Slavic: plåkjåm>plačǫ ‘I weep’, gen->žena ‘woman’, du:xe:tei>dyšati ‘breathe’. The second (and third) palatalization of velars took place in two environments: after a high front vowel (or diphthong containing one) or before åi. This palatalization yielded k>c, g>z (dz in Polish), x>s (š in West Slavic): åtikås>otьcь ‘father’, kåinå:>cěna ‘price’, kuningås>kъnęzь ‘prince’ (cf. Polish ksiądz ‘priest’), någåi>nozě ‘leg’D/Lsg (cf. Polish nodze), vixås>vьsь ‘all’ (cf. Czech všechen), xåir->sěr- ‘gray’ (cf. Czech šerý). The velar palatalizations show a loss (except for Polish) of the stop quality of g, and this was part of a larger phenomenon which included the lenition of g in all positions to a velar or uvular fricative in East Slavic (except Russian), Czech, Slovak, and Upper Sorbian. Dentals followed by j (and similar clusters) were subject to similar sound changes. Throughout Slavic sj>š and zj>ž: peisjå:m>pišǫ ‘I write’, må:zjå:m>mažǫ ‘I smear’. Original dj(also deu and gti)/tj(also deu and kti), as in LCS medja ‘boundary’/světja ‘candle’ yielded a variety of reflexes: Russian mezha/svecha, Polish miedza/świeca, Czech meze/svíce, Slovene meja/sveča, BCS međa/svijeća, Bulgarian mezhda/sveshch. The various palatalizations occur both in roots and at morpheme boundaries, where they occasion various morphophonemic alternations of consonants in Slavic languages. The principle of raising the tonality of a consonant followed by a high tonality vowel has been further continued in some languages: Russian has developed phonemic palatalization, such that all non-palatal consonants are opposed hard to soft, except the dental affricate ts; in Polish this goes one step further and dentals are palatalized to palatals (t/d/s/z/n>ć/dź/ś/ź/ń) before front vowels. 

A low-tonality vowel following a high-tonality consonant (usually j) was also subject to the adjustment of syllabic synharmony, and this resulted in the fronting of back vowels: mårjås>morje ‘sea’, sju:tei>šiti ‘sew’.


Vowel distinctions. EPSl had four vowels, all of which could be long or short: i, u, e, å. These vowels were reinterpreted as eight LCS vowels, differentiating the long and short vowels qualitatively. Thus long i:>i, u:>y, e:>ě, å:>a and short i>ь, u>ъ, e>e, å>o.   

The LCS era (and the law of rising sonority) comes to an end with the loss of the two short high vowels, ь (“front jer”) and ъ (“back jer”) in weak positions, commonly known as “the fall of the jers”. A jer was strong in a syllable preceding a syllable with a weak jer; all other jers were weak. Weak jers were lost, but strong jers attained the status of full vowels. The fall of the jers created new closed (CVC) syllables, new consonant clusters, and many vowel/zero morphophonemic alternations. In these examples, the strong jers are underlined: LCS sъnъ/sъna ‘dream’Nsg/Gsg yields Russian son/sna, Czech sen/sna, BCS san/sna.

Prosody. LCS had a system of phonemic pitch and subphonemic stress. Although length had been lost in the reinterpretation of vowels, it was subsequently re-established in parts of the Slavic territory. Russian, Belarusian, Ukrainian, and Bulgarian have phonemic stress. BCS and Slovene have phonemic pitch and length. Polish and Macedonian have fixed stress on the penultimate and antepenultimate syllables, respectively. Czech and Slovak have phonemic length and fixed stress on the initial syllable. 
Morphological history.

Declension. LCS was, and Slavic languages for the most part remain, highly synthetic, with distinct inflectional desinences and as well as derivational suffixes and prefixes affixed to roots. EPSl declensions were based mostly on stems with theme vowels, with a few consonantal stems. By the LCS period the declensions moved toward association with genders, and the theme vowels have been absorbed by sound changes into synthetic desinences that mark case, number, and gender. LCS had three numbers, singular, dual (with restricted case distinctions), and plural, but all the modern languages except Slovene and Sorbian have lost the dual. Slavic maintained much of the PIE case structure, though it merged the ablative with the genitive (restrictive), to yield: Nominative, Genitive, Dative, Accusative, Vocative, Locative and Instrumental. The case distinctions (all but the Vocative) were subsequently lost in Macedonian and Bulgarian, and the Vocative was lost in Russian, Slovene, Slovak, Lower Sorbian, and Belarusian. In addition to the three genders (masculine, feminine, and neuter), an animacy distinction developed within masculine during LCS, marked by the substitution of the Gsg inflection for the Asg. Animacy is realized in the plural only by a few languages, in particular Russian and Polish (where it marks only male humans), plus Czech (where it is available only in the Npl and D/Lsg). In LCS Slavic adjectives were enlarged by the affixation of the corresponding pronominal forms, to create compound adjectives, which initially signalled definite, as opposed to the shorter “indefinite” adjectives). BSC and Slovene continue this distribution of long vs. short adjectives. Polish, Czech, and Russian expanded the long compound adjectives, and have restricted the short adjectives to predicate position. Bulgarian and Macedonian maintained only the short adjectives, and developed a postposed article to mark definiteness. The LCS personal pronouns had both long (emphatic) and short (enclitic) forms, and the West Slavic and South Slavic languages continue this distinction.
Conjugation. The most important development for verbs is the evolution of Slavic aspect, which is peculiar because it obligatorily distinguishes perfective from imperfective in all verbal forms, and because the imperfective is more complex and unmarked (whereas it is the marked category in most other languages with this distinction). Aspect is expressed in simplex stems, and via an elaborate system of derivational prefixes and suffixes. The PIE supine, middle, subjunctive, and perfect disappeared in Slavic (but Bulgarian and Macedonian have a new perfect), and the LCS aorist and imperfect tenses have been lost in both East Slavic and West Slavic (except Sorbian). The only two tenses that the modern languages all share are a past (derived from a resultative participle) and a non-past (usually interpreted as a future if perfective, but as a present if imperfective). Bulgarian and Macedonian lack an infinitive. The Slavic imperative has been innovated from the PIE optative, and the conditional is expressed paraphrastically using an auxiliary from byti ‘be’. LCS had no distinct future tense, but used instead the perfective non-past or an auxiliary verb with a participle or infinitive. LCS had a system of four participles expressing present vs. past and active vs. passive; these survive in their entirety only in Russian. Like its nouns, EPSl verbs were inflected by combining a stem with a theme vowel and a desinence (with the exception of five “athematic” verbs), and again sound changes obliterated the distinct role of the theme vowel by LCS. In the modern languages verbs express aspect, tense, person, number, and in certain forms gender.
