
Contrast Shift as a Type of Diachronic Change 

We argue that contrast shift, a change in the contrastive organization of the phonemic inventory of a 
language, is an important type of phonological change. The insight that phonological change may involve 
a reorganization of the phonemes of a language goes back to Jakobson (1931); to the extent that 
phonemes are contrastive units, contrast shift can be viewed as an inevitable consequence of a 
structuralist/generative approach to phonology. However, we argue that the true dimensions of contrast 
shift are revealed when we assume the hypotheses in (1): 
1. Hypotheses about contrastive features 
 a. The Contrastivist Hypothesis  (Hall 2007): Only contrastive features are active in the phonology. 
 b. The Contrastive Feature Hierarchy (Dresher 2009): Contrastive features are assigned by 

language-particular feature hierarchies.  
The hypotheses in (1) predict that contrast shift will have observable consequences for patterns of 
phonological activity. A simple example is a series of diachronic changes from Classical Manchu to 
modern Manchu dialects (Zhang 1996; Dresher & Zhang 2005). Classical Manchu had a six-vowel 
system governed by the contrastive hierarchy in (2): 
2. Classical Manchu feature hierarchy: 4. Spoken Manchu feature hierarchy: 
 [low] > [coronal] > [labial] > [ATR]   [low] > [coronal] > [labial] 
    [syllabic]        [syllabic] 
            qp            qp  
       [low] (non-low)      [low]      (non-low) 
  ru                     ru      ru                    ru 
 [labial]    (non-lab)       [coronal]   (non-cor)  [cor]       (–cor)             [cor]          (–cor) 
    /ɔ/           ty              /i/          ty    /ɛ/        ty          ty        ty 
             [ATR] (non-ATR)          [ATR] (non-ATR)          [lab] (–lab)    [lab] (–lab)  [lab] (–lab) 
   /əә/          /a/         /u/           /ʊ/              /ɔ/      /a/        /y/       /i/      /u/       /əә/  
Zhang (1996) supports the contrastive features in (2) by noting the facts in (3): 
3. Phonological activity: Classical Manchu 5. Phonological activity: Spoken Manchu 
  a. ATR harmony: triggered by /u, əә/, not /i/.  a. No ATR harmony 
 b. /əә/ patterns as a low vowel.  b. /əә/ is high, with allophones [ɤ], [ɯ]. 
 c. Labial harmony: triggered by /ɔ/, not /u, ʊ/.  c. Labial harmony: triggered by /u, ɔ/. 
 d. /i/ is the only [coronal] vowel.  d. New coronal vowels /ɛ/ and /y/. 
Following the Classical period a sequence of changes occurred. First, /ʊ/, already marginal, was lost 
completely. Now the [ATR] contrast would have been limited to /a/~/əә/, which was reanalyzed as a height 
contrast, with the consequences that /əә/ became a high vowel and [ATR] was no longer contrastive. Now 
/əә/ had to be distinguished from /u/, which took on a contrastive [labial] feature. This led to /u/ becoming 
active in labial harmony, and to the creation of a new [coronal, labial] vowel /y/, formed from the 
combination of /i/ and /u/. Although /əә/ and /u/ are common to both Classical and Spoken Manchu, their 
changes in contrastive status, illustrated by the tree in (4), led to the new phonological patterns in (5) in 
the modern Manchu dialects, exemplified here by Spoken Manchu (Ji et al. 1989, Zhao 1989). 
Apart from the loss of [ATR] as a contrastive feature, the feature hierarchy of Manchu remained the 
same, and this conservatism is characteristic of the Manchu-Tungus family. However, contrast shift can 
also involve change in the hierarchical ranking of features. In a survey of diachronic changes in the vowel 
systems of Algonquian languages, Oxford (2012) shows the dramatic effects of such a change. He 
proposes that Central Algonquian has the vowel feature hierarchy in (6), which continues the Proto-
Algonquian (PA) system. Oxford observes that two groups of changes are particularly common in Central 
Algonquian (7); these changes are consistent with (6) on the assumptions that (a) contrastive sisters are 
the most likely merger partners, and (b) palatalization is triggered by a contrastive feature, here [coronal]: 
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6. Central Algonquian feature hierarchy: 8. Eastern Algonquian feature hierarchy:  
         [labial] > [coronal] > [high]      [high] > [labial] > [coronal] 
             [syllabic]        [syllabic] 
  qp           qp  
 [labial]                     (non-lab)   [high]    (non-high) 
   */o/             wo      ty                    ri 
        [coronal]            (non-coronal)  [labial] (non-lab)       [coronal] (non-cor) 
                     ty                      */a/                     */o/           */i/                */e/          */a/  
         [high]  (non-high)     
              */i/         */e/  
7. Mergers and palatalizations characteristic of the Central Algonquian languages 
 a. */e/ regularly merges with */i/: Partial or complete mergers of short */e/ > /i/ occur in Fox, 

Shawnee, Miami-Illinois, Ojibwe-Potawatomi, and Cree-Montagnais-Naskapi. Long */eː/ 
completely merges with /iː/ in Woods Cree and Northern Plains Cree.   

 b. Palatalization always includes */i/ as a trigger: PA */t, θ/-palatalization is triggered by */i, iː/; 
Montagnais */k/-palatalization is triggered by */i, iː, eː/; Betsiamites Montagnais /t/-palatalization 
is triggered by /iː/.  

Oxford (2012) proposes that in Eastern Algonquian (EA) the feature [high] was promoted to the top of the 
hierarchy, as shown in (8). Though the features in play remain the same, the new order leads to 
dramatically different patterns of merger and palatalization (9): 
9. Mergers and palatalizations characteristic of the Eastern Algonquian languages 
 a. */e/ merges with or shifts to */a/: Partial or complete mergers of PA short */e/ or its PEA reflex 

*/əә/ with */a/ occur in Abenaki, Mahican, Mi’kmaq, and Maliseet-Passamaquoddy; PEA long 
*/eː/ shifts to /aː/ in Massachusett and merges with */a/ in Western Abenaki; long and short */e(ː)/ 
shift to /a(ː)/ in Cheyenne; and vowel harmony involves */e(ː)/ and */a(ː)/ in Arapaho.  

 b. Palatalization is triggered by */e(ː)/ but  excludes */i/: in Massachusett */k/-palatalization is 
triggered by PEA */eː/ but not /iː/; Cheyenne “yodation” (*/k/ > /kj/) is triggered by */e(ː)/ only. 

More radical contrast shifts occur in the development of the Mansi and Khanty vowel systems from 
Proto-Ob-Ugric. Harvey (2012) shows that one can make sense of these changes by keeping track of the 
changes in their contrastive hierarchies, as revealed by changing inventories and patterns of activity. He 
argues that contrast shifts describe phonological events that can be shared and borrowed by neighbouring 
speech communities, and plotted as isoglosses. For example, front-back ([coronal] vowel harmony is 
retained in some Mansi and Khanty languages and lost in others. Harvey shows that harmony is lost in 
dialects where the ranking of [coronal] as a contrastive feature is lowered to the bottom of the hierarchy, 
and that this change appears to have originated in Northern Mansi and spread along the major regional 
rivers to both Mansi and Khanty dialects (which excludes the possibility of this being a genetic change). 
As the Manchu-Tungus, Algonquian, and Ob-Ugric examples show, viewing phonological change in 
terms of contrast shift accounts for large-scale typological patterns that are hard to explain any other way. 
These developments in turn lend support to language-particular contrastive feature hierarchies as an 
organizing principle of individual phonological systems.  
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