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Introduction

Given: Old Irish underwent massive morphological and
phonological changes

Changes occurred ‘disturbingly’, perhaps unbelievably, quickly
(Armstrong 1976, Koch 1995)

Many Old Irish developments are mirrored in 20th century
Nishnaabemwin

(aka ‘Odawa’, Algonquian, USA & Canada)

Cusp of rhythmic syncope in early 1900s (Transitional Odawa)
Subsequent cohort changed language (New Odawa, Bowers
2019):

leveled out alternations
changed prefix inventory, distribution

Such radical, rapid change means similar change in Irish is
plausible

External support for early obsolescence theory of Irish syncope
(Armstrong 1976, McCone 1985)
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Irish Alternations

Key Irish analogue: prototonic-deuterotonic alternations
‘fall’ (deuterotonic) ‘fall’ (prototonic) McCone (1996:202)
do:ro-chratar :torchartar Orthography
/do-ro-xaratar/ /X-do-ro-xaratar/ UR
do-("roxa)(­ratar) X-("doro)(­xara)(­tar) Stress
do-("rox )(­ratar) X-("dor )(­xar )(­tar) Syncope
[do-"rox ­ratar] X-["dor ­xar ­tar] SR
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Loss of Alternations

Key Irish analogue: demise of the alternations

‘Dummy’ prefixes in deuterotonic contexts without alternations:
‘desire’ /di-fo-trac/ Armstrong 1976:57-8
Prototonic → dia-n-:duthraccar Wurzburg 14b6
Deuterotonic → do:duthrac Wurzburg 26b1

‘avoid’ /imb-uss-gab-/
Prototonic → :("im )(­caib) Wurzburg 28c24
Expected deut 9 *im:("ocaib) Armstrong 1976:65
Actual → imma-n:("im )(­caib) Wurzburg 30d20

New simple stems also built from prototonic stem/verbal nouns
without dummy prefixes (McCone 1996 §XII.5.2)
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Transitional Odawa
–1930s Adults–

-Cusp of Syncope-
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Phonetic Reduction

Odawa had iambic stress (typical in Ojibwe dialects)
Iterative feet from left-right
Word-final degenerate foot allowed
Only long-vowels count as heavy

Bloomfield (1957:5) reports strong reduction in 1938:
“The reduced vowels are rapidly spoken and often whispered or
entirely omitted”.
(m2źI)(n2ṔI)(g2́n)→ (m@źI)(n@ṔI)(g2́n) ‘book’

Cusp of rhythmic syncope, will assume perceived as
categorically deleted
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Incipient Alternations

Person prefixes shifted foot boundaries

This introduced active alternations
Reminiscent of prototonic-deuterotonic alternations in Irish

‘book’ ‘my book’
/m2zIn2PIg2n/ /nI-m2zIn2PIg2n/ UR
(m2źI)(n2ṔI)(g2́n) (nIm2́)(zIn2́)(PIg2́n) Stress
(m@źI)(n@ṔI)(g2́n) (n@m2́)(z@n2́)(P@g2́n) Reduction
[m@źIn@ṔIg2́n] [n@m2́z@n2́Pg2́n] SR

Robust lexical evidence for alternations:
˜40% of stems began with at least 1 light σ
˜25% began with more than 1 light σ
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Local Summary

Old Odawa

Increased Reduction

Transitional Odawa

17th - 19th centuries
(Baraga 1878, Blackbird 1887)

1912
(Sapir, in Rhodes 2008b)

1938
(Bloomfield 1957)

Vowels “are never silent” (Baraga 1878:4, emph. orig.).

“The reduced vowels are rapidly spoken and often whispered or
entirely omitted” (Bloomfield 1957:5).
Language at cusp of rhythmic syncope
Children just need to turn gradient reduction to full deletion
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New Odawa
–1930s Children–
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Murmurs of Change

“Odawa has added a rule fairly recently, which deletes
unstressed vowels . . . It would be interesting to speculate about
the ultimate impact of this rule on Odawa phonology”

Kaye (1974b:148-9)

“The grammar of older speakers has undergone (or, rather, is
undergoing) considerable modification in the grammar of
speakers who are in the mid-thirties and under.”

Piggott (1974 [1980]:2)
Missing vowels “easily resupplied” by older speakers, not by
younger speakers

Rhodes (1975:130):, see also Rhodes (1976:5-6)
i.e. The vowels are gone for younger speakers

Kaye and Piggott gathered most of their data in 1968-70

Early childhood of mid-30’s consultants coincides with
Bloomfield.
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Prefix Restructuring

Rhodes (1985) identifies a major change in person prefixes
See also Kaye (1974a)

Expected person prefixes:
Pre-Consonantal Pre-Vocalic
1 2 3 1 2 3

nI- gI- U- nId- gId- Ud- Old Odawa
n- g- ∅ nd- gd- d- New Odawa

Innovative prefixes became productive
1 2 3 (New Odawa)

nd2- gd2- d2-
ndI- gdI- dI-
ndo:- do:- do:-
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New Prefixes Spread

New prefixes displace old prefixation pattern across lexicon
‘He has a close call’ ‘I have a close call’ (T. Odawa)
/b2ZIne:/ /nI-b2ZIne:/ UR
(b2ŹI)(né:) (nIb2́)(ZIné:) Stress
(b@ŹI)(né:) (n@b2́)(Z@né:) Reduction
[b@ŹIné:] [n@b2́Z@né:] SR
[bŹIné:] [nb2́Zné:] Likely Percept

New Odawa: [bZIne:], [nd2-bZIne:]

Note: stem alternations are gone too!
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New Prefix Origins

New prefixes arose via reanalysis of Transitional Odawa short
vowel-initial words:

‘He hangs’ ‘I hang’ (T. Odawa)
/2go:

>
dZIn/ /nI-2go:

>
dZIn/ UR

— nI[d]2go:
>
dZIn Hiatus Resolution

(2gó:)(
>
dŹIn) (nId2́)(gó:)(

>
dŹIn) Stress

(@gó:)(
>
dŹIn) (n@d2́)(gó:)(

>
dŹIn) Reduction

[@gó:
>
dŹIn] [n@d2́gó:

>
dŹIn] SR

[gó:
>
dŹIn] [nd2́gó:

>
dŹIn] Likely Percept

A plausible mis-analysis (repeatable for [I, U], see Bowers 2019):
go:

>
dZIn ‘He hangs’

nd2 go:
>
dZIn ‘I hang’
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>
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dŹIn) Reduction

[@gó:
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Perhaps Attrition?

There may be conservatively syncopating ‘younger’ speakers
i.e. maintain stem alternations, prefer original prefixes
Valentine (1994; 2001, p.c.)

Perhaps New Odawa is just something attrited speakers/second
language learners do

To find out: surveyed 20 speakers on Manitoulin Island and
Walpole Island

14
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Surveys
–1930s Children (now elders)–
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Surveys and Participants

20 first-language speakers
(8 males, 12 females)
All born during heyday of strong reduction

61-87 years old

Includes highly competent translators, instructors, activists

3 surveys:
1 Prefix intuitions only (no stem-internal alternations)

Forced Choice: Which prefix do you prefer?
Rating: How much do you like each prefix?

2 Do you prefer [ndo:-] or [n-]? (words with stem-internal
alternations)

3 Can you pick the right prefixed stem allomorph? (words with
stem-internal alternations)
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Prefix Survey Task

Target question 1: which prefix do you prefer?
Target question 2: how much do you like each prefix?

nd2-, ndo:-, ndI-, n- + da:ba:n ‘my car/vehicle’

plus nd- for vowel-initial words

All words underlyingly began with ((2,I,U)C)VV

Equal numbers of 2C, IC . . . , words were drawn
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nd2-/ndo:- preferred except for highly familiar words
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Prefix Summary

Conservative prefixation chosen at more than chance rate
But short of a preference

Across proficiency levels, nd2-/ndo:- rated above conservative
form

Conservative form surpasses nd2-/ndo:- for most widely familiar
words

New pattern + familiarity boost→ historical forms are irregulars
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Leveling Survey Task

Target question: do you prefer [ndo:-] or [n-]?
n-m2kzIn vs ndo:-mkIzIn ‘my shoe’

Mixed in up to 5 fake conservative forms
(To keep participants alert)

*n-mUkzIn vs ndo:-mkIzIn ‘my shoe’
Words varied in number of alternating syllables (1-5)

n-m I Si:mIn ‘my apple’ (1)
n-m 2 k ∅ zIn ‘my shoe’ (2)
n-b 2 d ∅ k 2 Sk ∅ P I g2n ‘my pitchfork’ (5)
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Preference for Non-Alternation
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Leveling Survey Summary

Might have expected the opposite results!
Binary choice between clearly conservative vs innovative

Real shock: speakers dislike lots of alternating vowels
n-mISi:mIn (1) > n-m2kzIn (2), n-b2dk2SkPIg2n (5)
The big alternations are the hallmarks of rhythmic syncope!

If fooled by foils, conservative forms chosen more

Maybe participants just aren’t very familiar with conservative
forms . . .

22



Transitional Odawa New Odawa Surveys Prefixes Leveling Alternations Comparison to Irish Conclusion References

Leveling Survey Summary

Might have expected the opposite results!
Binary choice between clearly conservative vs innovative

Real shock: speakers dislike lots of alternating vowels
n-mISi:mIn (1) > n-m2kzIn (2), n-b2dk2SkPIg2n (5)
The big alternations are the hallmarks of rhythmic syncope!

If fooled by foils, conservative forms chosen more

Maybe participants just aren’t very familiar with conservative
forms . . .

22



Transitional Odawa New Odawa Surveys Prefixes Leveling Alternations Comparison to Irish Conclusion References

Leveling Survey Summary

Might have expected the opposite results!
Binary choice between clearly conservative vs innovative

Real shock: speakers dislike lots of alternating vowels
n-mISi:mIn (1) > n-m2kzIn (2), n-b2dk2SkPIg2n (5)
The big alternations are the hallmarks of rhythmic syncope!

If fooled by foils, conservative forms chosen more

Maybe participants just aren’t very familiar with conservative
forms . . .

22



Transitional Odawa New Odawa Surveys Prefixes Leveling Alternations Comparison to Irish Conclusion References

Leveling Survey Summary

Might have expected the opposite results!
Binary choice between clearly conservative vs innovative

Real shock: speakers dislike lots of alternating vowels
n-mISi:mIn (1) > n-m2kzIn (2), n-b2dk2SkPIg2n (5)
The big alternations are the hallmarks of rhythmic syncope!

If fooled by foils, conservative forms chosen more

Maybe participants just aren’t very familiar with conservative
forms . . .

22



Transitional Odawa New Odawa Surveys Prefixes Leveling Alternations Comparison to Irish Conclusion References

Alternation Survey Task

Target question: Can you pick the right prefixed stem allomorph?

n-m2kzIn vs *n-mIkzIn ‘my shoe’

23
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Preference for Correct Historical Form
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Alternation Survey Summary

Motivating concern: speakers just pick innovative because
conservative is unfamiliar

Speakers substantially above chance when conservative vs foil
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Local summary

New Odawa has been embraced across community

Speakers prefer new prefixes (survey 1)

Speakers prefer new prefixes + leveled paradigm (survey 2)

Do so despite familiarity with conservative forms (survey 3)
→ They know the conservative forms, but converged on innovation

All in the space of a generation
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Fast enough?

Usual question: did Irish change disturbingly or impossibly fast?

(Armstrong 1976:46, Koch 1995:46)

In light of Odawa: did Irish change fast enough?
Goal: reconcile Irish timeline with Odawa rapidity

Publically available timeline:

6th century onset (McManus 1983; 1991)
Mistakes start to appear in early 8th century → obsolescence
(Armstrong 1976, McCone 1985)

Thin data pre-8th century→ events may have moved more
quickly

27
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6th Century Start

Claim: first omissions are inconsistent (McManus 1991:96)
Deletion not regular at earliest attestation

Similar inconsistency was recorded by Sapir in 1912

Odawa Elicited Text Irish Stone Inscriptions

n I nd-a:d ∅ so:ka:n CAT ∅ VVIRR MAQI LUG U VVEC
gi:-d I NgISk ∅ wa:n VER ∅ GOSO MACI LLOM I NACCA
gi:-bo:kwa:k I g2me:Sk ∅ wa:d LUG U AEDON MACCI MEN ∅ VEH

Irish variability could be anything if viewed in isolation

Parallels with reduction-phase Odawa→ inscriptions reflected
reduction

28
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Intuited Presence

Key claim for reduction: vowels are not really gone

1975 “Among older speakers [. . . ] the deletion seems to be a [. . . ]
casual speech phenomenon, and the vowels can be easily
resupplied (Rhodes 1975:130)

1975 “. . . Younger speakers [. . . ] cannot resupply the vowels”
7th c Poets treat missing vowels opportunistically (Carney 1971,

Sims-Williams 2016)
/σ1σ2σ3σ4σ5/→[σ1 σ2 σ3] = 3
/σ1σ2σ3σ4/→[σ1 σ2σ3] = 3
/σ1σ2σ3/→[σ1 σ2] = 3
Even /σ1CCσ2/→[σ1σ2] = 3!

→ Early reduction consistent with /σ1σ2σ3/→[σ1 σ2] = 3
Mistakes like /σ1CCσ2/=3 could indicate early restructuring

29
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Comparison with Odawa: Reduction Timeline

NB: reduction can persist for >50 years before triggering
restructuring

←1887 “I once met an [Odawa] Indian who called himself a ‘Taw-wah’
[. . . ] I had him repeat the word several times, and at length
discovered an almost silent vowel before the T” (Wilson 1887).

Contemporary publications do not omit vowels (Baraga 1878,
Blackbird 1887)

1912 Sapir records pervasive reduction (see Rhodes 2008a)
1938 Bloomfield documented extreme reduction in 1938

Generational divide starts around here (Rhodes 1975, Piggott
1980)

→ Irish reduction could have snowballed well into 7th century
before triggering restructuring
Reduction may not be extinguished for ∼ 100 years

Pre-tipping point speakers were >40 in 1970’s (Rhodes 1975,
Piggott 1980)
Presumably continued to live for some time after.
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8th Century End

Given Odawa, expect to see restructuring around 7th/8th century

Wurzburg, Milan, St. Gall have further similarities to New
Odawa: haywire deletion

(Thurneysen 1946:68-69, Armstrong 1976, McCone 1985)
New Odawa alternations→ derived by phonotactically
conditioned deletion

‘Delete so long as resulting cluster is acceptable’
X /mkIzIn-2n/→ [mkIz n2n] ‘shoes’
X /mnUpgUzId/→ [mnUpgUzId] ‘If he tastes good’
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Phonotactic deletion

Phonotactic deletion does not obey rhythmic pattern

→ Double syncope (Thurneysen 1946:69, Reta Sands, p.c.)
Expected Observed

Irish :(tar 1)(ti2sset) :tar 1t 2sat
Odawa ("mo:)(n 1"P22S)(k 3"kI4)(we:) mo:n 1 2Sk 3 4we:

→ Vacillation in syncope sites

Odawa (Field Notes) Irish (Wurzburg)
/da:Nn-Id I z U -wIn/ /:tom o n i tis/

[. . . -Id I z -wIn]∼[. . . -Id z U -win] :tom o n tis ∼ :tom n i tis
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Nish-Irish Connection

Miracles happen once, but patterns repeat
Immediate chaos in Odawa and Irish→ rhythmic syncope trips
up learners

Odawa, Irish children thoroughly restructured lexicon and
grammar

UR ‘shoe’ ‘my shoe’ Irregular
T. Odawa /m2kIzIn/ [ mkIzIn ] [ nm2kzIn ] —
New Odawa / mkIzIn / [ mkIzIn ] [ndo:- mkIzIn ] [ nm2kzIn ]

Same story for Irish
Leveling pivot = prototonic forms . . . prototonic forms are model
for restructured URs
Conservative deuterotonics thus irregular, eventually replaced

→ Middle Irish by time of Wurzburg and Milan! (McCone 1985)
→? Never an Old Irish golden age of regularity, passed straight to

silver age of restructuring
(David Stifter, p.c.)
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Future Work

Staggering prospects for explaining how restructuring unfolded

Nature of phonotactic constraints on restructured deletion

And interaction with consonant cluster simplification

Establish transition between reduction and deletion
‘Dummy’ prefixes fine, but prefix reduplication!?
Explaining different alternation removal coping mechanisms
(McCone 1996 §XII.5.2)

‘Extracting new simple stem from prototonic form of compound’
Dummy prefixes
Denominalized verbs

Thank you!
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Prefix Survey Results

Target question: which prefix do you prefer?

C 2C UC IC VV

n- 27 8 15 8 3
nd2- 33 49 16 29 34
ndo:- 23 25 53 21 32
ndI- 17 17 15 42 4
nd- — — — — 27

nd2-, ndo:- favorites in columns (always combine to ≥ 50%)

Conservative prefixes (n-, nd-) never even a plurality
But, historically attested gets a boost (largest in row)

But nd2-/ndo:- are always acceptable
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Comparison with Odawa: Persistent Alternations

Wurzburg, Milan and St. Gall glosses are generally conservative

In Odawa, despite preference for leveling, conservative forms
can appear

E.g: 6 syllable stems had large alternations
‘If he plays a game’ ‘We play a game’
/d2n2k2mIgIzI-d/ /nI-d2n2k2mIgIzI-mIn UR
(d2"n2)(k2"mI)(gI"zId) (nI"d2)(n2"k2)(mI"gI)(zI"mIn) Stress
(d "n2)(k "mI)(g "zId) (n "d2)(n "k2)(m "gI)(z "mIn) Syncope
— (n "d2)(n "k2)(m "gI)(z "mI) Other
[dn2kmIgzI-d] [n-d2nk2mgIz-mI] SR

‘Too much syncope’ (Mary Ann Corbiere, p.c.)

Yet, recent text has ndan’kamgizmi ‘we play a game’ (Panamick
2015)

Strong Irish literary tradition→ conservative texts unsurprising
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