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1. Preliminaries 

The concept and terminology of “languages in contact” developed by various structuralist schools 
since Weinreich's time is undoubtedly a great advance over the neogrammarian viewpoint of the 
traditional comparative linguistics. As for the neogrammarians, they considered the phenomena of 
mutual influence between languages to be a sort of “dustbin”, where exceptions and complications, 
impossible to be explained by internal laws of historical development of genetic language trees 
were to be laid off. That is why the generation of Weinreich has proposed to analyse this field in the 
light of two (or more) contacting language structures. 

Yet, this very term and concept of “contact linguistics” –  though formulated in opposition to the 
traditional language trees of the comparativist past –  was itself coined under the symbolic influence 
of the comparativist terminology and concepts. Whereas the neogrammarians were influenced by 
analogies with trees and branches of Darwin’s biology and Linné’s botany, the concept of 
languages in contact was also under the influence of figurative thinking, that of the science of man, 
antropology. In fact, while the neogrammarians presented languages in the light of their analogies 
with plants and animals, the early structuralist and even post-structuralist approach since 
Weinreich’s and Haugen’s time presented languages as human individuals in contact. Hence, 
though critically opposing the neogrammarians’ analogies, this approach built its own theoretical 
position under the unnoticed, but heavy influence of the same type of methodical parallels rooted in 
the figurative thinking of another discipline. 

2. Contacts of speakers and interference of language systems 

Just as no language tree nor any of the branches thereof has ever actually existed in the pragmatic 
sense, neither has any “contact of languages” nor any situation of two or more “languages in 
contact” ever been a pragmatic reality, since neither languages as abstract communication codes nor 
their whole historical or areal branches can ever contact, i.e. touch one another, in a strictly physical 
sense. The topic that authors of the Weinreich and post-Weinreich periods have in mind, is the 
                                                 
1 The author wishes to express his thanks to Robert Nicolaï and Jirí V. Neústupny for inspiring him to write 

this paper. I am indebted to the former for pushing me to write this paper. As for the latter, he insisted on the 
Weinreichian “languages in contact”, and provoked me thus indirectly towards looking for new arguments 
of my way of thinking. 

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:04:11PM
via free access



102 Petr Zima  

Journal of Language Contact  – THEMA 1 (2007) 
www. jlc-journal.org 

contact of languages “in the minds” of their speakers/listeners as human individuals participating in 
common communication processes. Any speakers/listeners of any language may obviously use 
different communication codes, some of them being shared by certain among them. 

Thus, we intend to show that certain speakers/listeners use two or more codes, occasionally 
switching from one code to another (hence the figurative sense of “languages in contact” presuming 
the usage of an inventory of two or more codes shared by individual speakers/listeners who become 
bilingual, trilingual or even multilingual). However, we have to bear in mind that even such a 
figurative comprehension of the concept and term “languages in contact” is far from correct, as the 
inventory of the codes coexisting in the mental capacities of the speakers or listeners (or better in 
their competence and performance of in Chomsky's terminology) consists of various codes of a 
different nature. Moreover, the opportunity of choice between different natural languages (or even 
their varieties) coexists, within the given speaker's or listener's idiolect with his capacity to use 
extralinguistic and paralinguistic codes for communication either as complements or as supplements 
to the linguistic ones. In such cases, the degree and extent of the complementarity of the linguistic 
and non-linguistic codes may change in time, the non-linguistic codes being more universal than the 
linguistic ones, and thus prevailing in the early periods of communication in contact situations of 
two or more different languages. 

 

Remaining in the non-figurative world, we must presume that the common denominator of any 
“contact situations of languages and the non-linguistic communication codes” is the contact of 
human beings using the available codes in definable contact communication situations/models. 
Thus, the area defined for many decades as the study of language contacts concerns not “languages 
in contact/contacts” in the primary sense, but the human individuals in contact situations 
communicating with each other. Hence, methodologically speaking, this analytical field concerning 
primarily the contacts of men and their communication is to be considered within the context of the 
anthropology of communication, its affinities to linguistics being defined by just a part of that field, 
concerned with the coexistence of natural languages with other, non-linguistic and paralinguistic 
codes in the process of communication. 

Any such coexistence of different code structures whatever their natures or origins in the 
competence and performance of any human individual involved in contact communication 
situations in the sense described above, obviously opens up possibilities for interference among all 
codes used in such communication. If two (or more) codes are used by any individual for 
communication at the same time, then the probability of switching between them is high, be it 
within two different utterances of a given individual, or be it within one and the same utterance. 
Such an interference may concern both the non-linguistic and the linguistic codes (studied often as a 
complex of communication codes). Methodologically, this research is an integral part of the theory 
of communication, if all communication codes are concerned in general. If natural human languages 
are concerned, such research is situated fully within the scope and the field of linguistics.  

Thus, research in contacts concerns human individuals, particular sets of human individuals or 
even whole communities of human individuals taking part in communication situations/models. 
These individuals use a rich scale of communication codes including natural languages. The 
interference of the communication codes (including the systems of natural languages) used in such 
contacts concerns the systems of codes used for communication by these very individuals in 
contact. That is why we prefer to talk about the research field dealing with the languages and 
contacts, refusing (in our times of pluridisciplinarity) to define this field -as languages in contact 
(despite a certain tradition that has developed since the 1940's). 
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3. The aims of this paper  

The aims of this paper are twofold. 

First, to reformulate the concept of contact and interference, stressing the fact that we are dealing 
analytically with two related, but conceptually and hence even methodically different fields: the 
contacts of speakers/listeners (as phenomena of the anthropology of communication, however much 
oriented on languages they might be), on the one hand, and the interference of language systems as 
communication codes (as phenomena of linguistics, though much linked with contact of human 
individuals they might be), on the other. Hence, the study of contacts and languages is the 
multidisciplinary field which covers both certain aspects of anthropology as a science of men (in its 
specialised field of the anthropology of communication, as formulated by such authors as Lohisse 
1998), and linguistics (in its specialised field of interference linguistics, as formulated by different 
generations of linguists since Schuchardt’s time).  

As contacts may occur both between genetically related and genetically unrelated language 
speakers, this concept stressing the difference of approach towards contacts between the human 
speakers/listeners and the resulting interference of linguistic codes of communication may throw 
more light on the possible interrelationship of the genetics of speakers as human beings to the 
genetics of the languages they use, as communication codes. We intend to demonstrate elsewhere 
(Zima, forthcoming 2), that paying insufficient regard to the difference between men as human 
beings and a living part of the nature in the biological sense on the one hand, and human languages 
as abstract communication codes on the other, is one reason behind many problems in this field. In 
fact, specialists in this field, attempting even to define the traditionnal genetic tree-branches 
classification in a more precise way, pretending to combine the biological genetics of men as human 
beings with that of the traditionnal comparativism of genetic linguistics ( as e.g. Cavalli-Sforza 
(1996: 620 - “Comment obtenir un arbre?”) are confronted with such problems as the questions of 
the characteristics of the “Semitic” populations of Ethiopia or that of the Lapon (Samo) population 
in the extreme North of Europe. In fact, in both cases, the traditionnal trees and branches of their 
origins, as defined in terms of biological genetics and linguistic genetics indicate different affinities. 
While in the latter case, the actual differences of the genetic information in terms of human biology 
and language offers a bilateral choice, in the former case the differences of the two genetic 
approaches apparently suggest an even more “chaotic” picture: the traditionnal genetic affinity of 
the given languages is clearly Semitic-Afroasiatic, while the biological genetics of their speakers 
indicate much broader affinities with possible ties even to that of the San populations. We think that 
in such cases, Jakobson’s 1963 remark should be quoted that: 

The role of comparison in linguistics became vastly expanded and diversified when the 
traditional preoccupation with the inherited communalities (Sprachfamilien) was supplemented 
by a vivid concern with the affinities acquired (Sprachbünde, in Trubetzkoy's coinage), and thus 
time and space found their intrinsic place in the means-ends model of language. 

Second, in the light of this analytical reformulation of our concept of human contacts and 
language interference, we shall present preliminary typologies of the analysed features both at the 
level of contact situations and at that of language interference. Thus, basic types of contacts in 
communication are presented. Such a typology of contact models in communication is deemed 
necessary for any anthropology of communication serving the basis for any study of language 
interference. Thus building upon such a typology of contact models in communication, we proceed 
towards a sort of typology of language interference rooted methodically in linguistics as a science of 
language systems.  

In our opinion, it has been the analytical disregard of the different nature of contact as the 
phenomena of language speakers/listeners and that of interference as the phenomena of abstract 
language systems, that has given rise for such a conceptual vagueness and variation. The absence of 
structural approach, both in analysing contacts as phenomena of the anthropology of 
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communication and language interference, as linguistic phenomena is rooted in the fact that 
languages and contacts were erroneously analysed as languages in contact. 

4. Typology of language contacts 

If we accept that contacts of human individuals as speakers/listeners result from any basic situation 
of their communicating one with another, then the anthropology of communication has not to deal – 
apart from very special cases dealt with in §3.1. – with single human individuals and their idiolects 
as its basic methodological platform. Rather, in our concept, it is the minimal contact 
communication community of speakers that represents such a basic methodological concept. The 
nature of such contacts is to be classified in terms of intensity and quantity on the one hand and 
quality on the other hand: 

4.1 Intensity/Quantity 

Obviously, the intensity of contact in communication is related to the inventory of speakers/listeners 
and to the volume of information being communicated in the given situation. We believe that the 
quantitative inventory of the participants in the given contact situation and that of the volume of 
information communicated in the given situation may (but not must) be interrelated. Thus, taking 
into account both the quantity of speakers/listeners and the volume of information exchanged we 
distinguish three basic types of contact situations with respect to the criteria of intensity/quantity: 

- zero contact, 

- minimal contact, 

- extended contact. 

Zero contact in communication is primarily that of a given single speaker not communicating 
with anybody else, apart from himself. Hence the classical situation of soliloquies. Speaking in 
terms of zero contact, the communication situation of more than one human individual keeping 
absolute silence is complementary, but not identical to that of the soliloquy. Owing to the natural 
speaker-listener “feedback” of any healthy human individual, to the interference of the language 
communication codes with the extralinguistic and paralinguistic codes available to human 
individuals, the absolute zero communication situation is rare, if ever existing as far as fully 
developed and healthy adult speakers are concerned. Moreover, in most of such situations, the 
tendency towards transition from such a zero communication situation towards other contact types 
always develops. A frequently analysed type of such a transition from zero towards restricted 
communication is the situation of one individual correcting his own “soliloquies”, and its 
contemporary variety represented by one individual listening and re-listening to his tape-recorded 
soliloquies2 The cases of various types of real communication situations parallel to the “break of 
continuity” resulting in pidgin/creole development of languages are also close to this type. This is 
the well-known situation of communities of speakers who – though using their fully developed 
native languages – are still in a zero contact situation, because their native tongues are 
incomprehensible to one another, and totally dissimilar/unrelated in their structures. This happens in 
the original phase of such “breaks of linguistic continuity” (prior to the development of any 
pidgin/creole). Such a transition from zero towards minimal contacts is often characterised by a 
gradually arising non-linguistic communication turning sooner or later towards the newly emerging 
lingua franca. The incipient stages of pidgin/creole communication in these situations should be 

                                                 
2 If non-linguistic codes were to be included into such a situation, the person listening to or tape-recording 

his/her soliloquium should either observe him/herself in a mirror or turn and re-look at his/her video-
recorded soliloquium. 

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:04:11PM
via free access



 Why languages and contacts ? 105 

Journal of Language Contact  – THEMA 1 (2007) 
www. jlc-journal.org 

analysed as a specific transition from zero towards minimal contact communication as far as 
language communication and choice are concerned. 

Speaking in general terms, the minimal contact situation involves both the minimum of 
speakers/listeners (two) or the minimum of data communicated between more than two speakers, 
these two parameters often being complementary. The minimal community of two speakers may 
serve as the basis of more extended communication models, if the volume of exchanged 
information increases. The other way round, quantitatively more extended communities of more 
than two speakers may also offer models of minimal communication in contact, if the volume of 
exchanged information comes close to zero. This may be predictable in terms of the anthropology 
of communication of the given set of speakers: their psychology, sociology, economy, culture and 
the character of their possible/necessary interaction may be responsible for it, resulting in more or 
less necessary contacts both within the given minimal community and across its limits. 
Alternatively, it might be predictable in terms of the subject of their communication. 

The extended contact situations appear to be the classical and the most dynamic communication 
models of such a quantitative typology. They involve usually more than two speakers/listeners 
exchanging dynamically differing volumes of information, shifting often between various non-
linguistic, paralinguistic and linguistic codes. A certain complementarity between the number of 
participants, and the volume of communicated data is possible, again, but owing to the extended 
numbers of participating speakers, the volume of exchanged communication data may 
paradoxically, under certain conditions, be reduced, by the increasing number of the participants. 
This sometimes happens when communications are taking place under conditions of complete 
liberty (or perhaps even anarchy), of speech resulting in an overlapping of utterances produced by 
different speakers. As the analysis of video and tape recordings of such contact situations reveals, 
the overlapping of different utterances produced by different participants at almost identical or 
identical time may reach such an intensity that one utterance effectively “jams” the others. Thus, 
larger numbers of speakers and higher volumes of information data offered for exchange, if 
spontaneous and unguided, can paradoxically produce lower volumes of data really being shared 
and exchanged. This concerns to a higher degree the linguistic communication codes, and to a lesser 
degree the non-linguistic codes of communication, possibly due to the fact of the more complicated 
nature of the distinctive features of the former, in contrast to the simpler nature of the distinctive 
features of the latter. Thus, e.g. several speakers simultaneously using threatening gestures towards 
one another do not “jam” the exchange of information in their extended communication situation. 
However, if the same type of communication situation occurs with several speakers simultaneously 
exchanging verbal threats with “polished smiles”, the “jamming” may be almost total, up to a 
degree of total or partial misunderstanding with tragic consequences. 

Transitions from the extended contact situation to its quantitative extreme, labelled mass contact 
communication were in evidence already many centuries ago, and their pertinence is linked with the 
pertinence of the contrast between the oral and the written forms of language texts. Witnessed in its 
oral forms by the development of rhetorics in Ancient Greece, Rome, etc., mass oral 
communication of public speakers attempting to influence huge crowds coexisted, in those 
historical periods, with much more restricted readership communities of written documents. Mass 
communication was evidently limited to the field of oracy only, at that time. Comparable contact 
situations may also be exemplified in different types of purely “oral” civilisations and cultures. In 
Europe and in certain other regions and cultures using both oracy and literacy for centuries, if not 
for millennia, the first periods of really extreme forms of mass communication are linked with the 
technical progress of printing. In its early and late 19th century forms, the mass character of literacy 
in the Euro-American technical civilisation clearly exceeded the possibilities of the more ancient 
mass oracy; hence the increasing power of newspapers in late 19th and early 20th century Europe and 
North America, and (subsequently) in the areas under their administrative, economic and cultural 
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influence (hence the concept of the newspaper media as “the seventh great power”). However, the 
subsequent period of mass recording and broadcasting of oral texts has brought a further turn in the 
contact situation, at least within the Euro-American societies and cultures. One cannot foresee the 
limits of this pendulum, turning in favour of a new mass supremacy of oracy, again, in the Euro-
American zone , today. Nevertheless, the retreat of mass literacy in favour of the new wave of mass 
oracy has clearly re-started in this area, again. Mass recordings, re-playings and telediffusion, 
invented and applied in the conditions of the Euro-American technical civilisation over the last few 
decades, have considerably reduced the mass character of literacy in many aspects in this area. This 
implies the more limited power of newspapers in the socio-political public life, the replacement of 
printed textbooks and literacy by oral and visual recordings and broadcastings at all levels of 
education, with the same process even starting in literature itself. 

An interesting phenomenon, closely linked with such a “pendulum” development between the 
mass-extended-restricted (-zero) quantitative levels of contact in oracy and in literacy is the current 
popularly discussed topic of economic and cultural globalisation. Superficial observation of the 
supremacy of technical “globalisation” may lead towards the simplified conclusion that areas where 
oracy prevailed at least until the mid-19th century (such as many regions in Sub-Saharan Africa, 
Oceania, and parts of original American cultures) have to follow the globalising Euro-American 
trend in mass literacy too. However, more detailed study of communication in the latter areas 
reveals notable differences. Obviously, the Euro-American technical pressures introduced various 
sorts of literacy and literature campaigns in those previously purely oral areas, especially since the 
end of the 19th and the first decades of the 20th centuries. Such attempts at imposing literacy are 
perhaps comparable to those which previously developed in the Euro-American relations. True, 
such campaigns did succeed in initiating a non-negligible literacy in these previously purely oral 
cultures. At first restricted, then more extended in their intensity, they covered various areas and 
functions. However, recent decades have brought a sort of feedback: in large areas of formerly 
purely oral cultures of Africa south of the Sahara, where literacy (apart from a few industrialised 
and urban regions) never reached the truly “mass” character that had been reached by the early 2Oth 
century Europe and parts of the Americas are apparently retreating from the imposed literacy 
towards new mass oracy. Thus, the development of most printed newspapers in several regions of 
Sub-Saharan Africa never reached that stage as realised in the classical regions, and it is threatened 
by new mass oracy in forms of broadcasting, TV and videos to an extent as yet unobserved in the 
classical regions. The question of language choice may partly be responsible for this, because the 
printed media attempting at mass distribution in the urban areas, use mostly imported languages of 
globalisation, while the oral media – taking into account the quantity of illiterate listeners in rural 
areas isolated from the influence of languages coming from outside regions – are obliged to use the 
local and regional languages of Africa, if their information is to reach rural listeners at all.  

Thus, the newly acquired, and often unstable, literacy in areas scriptless until the second half of 
the 19th century, has hardly reached its transition from extended to mass character. Now, threatened 
by the new wave of mass oracy, it is tending to retreat not only in the classical mass media, but in 
other functions, too, and instead it is developing new, previously unpredictable forms: oral 
textbooks and procedures in education virtually wipe out traditional printed textbooks, the new 
wave of attempts to use satellite TV for literacy campaigns are registered in Africa even for very 
small and economically unimportant communities. As far as literature is concerned, this feedback 
towards new mass oracy brings a tendency to replace classical written-printed genres by new ones 
more adapted for the mass oracy media. The replacement of the classical drama and novels by TV 
serials and video-clips is described even in societies and cultures which have already reached 
remarkable progress in literacy, just a couple of decades ago.  

A very good example of such a process in modern African literature is the “replacement” of the 
well-known Hausa prose fiction Magana Jari Ce written in the first half of the 20th century by 
A.Abubakar Imam and distributed since its first edition in its printed form for several generation of 
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Hausa readers in Nigeria, nowadays in mass distribution in its TV serial and video-recorded forms 
(See Zima forthcoming 1, Furniss 1996).This phenomenon of feedback in the field of mass contacts 
and their forms, which appears to have happened already during the export of European models into 
the Americas and back to Europe more than a century ago, may be even responsible for certain 
breaks of communication and conflicts in our time. As contact always offers the opportunity of 
mutual influence of a bilateral character, one may perhaps formulate doubts about the often 
presumed unilateral character and concept of globalisation, at least in the particular fields of 
contacts and communication. 

4.2 Quality 

Apart from the intensity and quantity of contacts in communication within the given community, 
their quality plays an important role in any typological classification. In this sense, the basic types 
are contrasted between real contacts (i.e. contacts leading towards an exchange of information in 
communication, however restricted its volume), as opposed to those which are virtual (fictitious), 
i.e. practically non-existent. The difference between virtual and zero communication must now be 
stressed. Zero contact in communication engenders no exchange of information, nor is there 
pretence of any exchange. In a zero contact situation, neither the speaker nor the listener even 
pretends to communicate. The communicative situation of the virtual (fictitious) type is different: 
either the speaker or the listener (or both) pretend to communicate, although they do not actually do 
so. In a way, either one side or both sides do perform communication roles, but no or very little 
information (not even in the negative sense) is transmitted. It is sort of communication game, a 
social communicative hypocrisy: either the speaker or the listener (or both sides) play the 
communication roles and games without, however, really intending to communicate.  

Three types of such virtual (fictitious) communication situations may be distinguished: 

- on behalf of the speakers, 

- hypocrisy, 

- on behalf of both speakers and listeners. 

Virtual (fictitious) communication on behalf of the speakers: this appears to be the case of 
various cultural and social rituals throughout different historical periods of different societies and 
cultures. The speakers addressing the more or less restricted communities of “listeners” approach 
the supposed Gods, Heads, Ancestors, Supreme Powers etc. with different formulas they often 
repeat from generation to generation. They pretend (and sometimes even believe themselves) to be 
addressing the addressees, but they know well that their formulas are not produced with any 
intention to reach the pretended addressees, no communication has ever existed between the speaker 
and the supposed addressees; it has simply been always only pretended. The real listeners are either 
entirely passive (pretending to simply take the speakers formulas into account), or they take a share 
in the game, pretending at least to support the speakers as co-speakers by massive short formulas of 
approval. In religious rituals of different types and historical roots, both language and non-linguistic 
codes are often used in such contact situations. The virtual (fictitious) character of these 
communications is often “masked” by intensive varieties of non-linguistic contacts (gestures, 
shaking hands, kissing one another, dancing and singing, etc.) among the speakers themselves, 
especially if their community is more numerous. All these types of virtual/fictitious communicative 
situations are thus linked with different sociocultural rituals, where communication codes (including 
the linguistic one) play roles different from neutral communicative situations. The prestige of such 
types of communication is usually very high, even though their real communicative value for 
exchanging information is close to zero. 

Another type of such a virtual (fictitious) contact situation is the communication hypocrisy 
introduced in various forms of more or less closed societies, where various ruling communities 
attempt at imposing their material and ideological power over other members of the given societies. 
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In such cases, contact is presumed to exist both by the speakers and the listeners. Anthropologically 
speaking, these are various sorts of texts formulated by the ruling groups in order to justify the 
existence of the given social, economic or political structures within the given community. With the 
development of both oral and written (printed) mass media during the past century, whole series of 
such virtual (fictitious) communicative situations were introduced into social communication, often 
at a mass level. From the rituals of the habitual repetition of slogans and clichés, this type may 
develop into longer monological narratives as far as the prestigious speakers are concerned. As even 
these speakers often realise a complete or partial breakdown in communication with their real 
addressees, they attempt to switch the monological characters of their speech towards various 
degrees of virtual (fictitious) “quasi-dialogues”. Thus, they attempt to break occasionally their 
monological texts by asking “rhetorical” questions, and even by requiring “ritual” yes/no answers, 
greetings or other formulas of massive support expected to be formulated by their listening crowds. 
The combination of language codes with the non-linguistic ones is usually as high as in the type 
described above (Virtual (fictitious)), the communication roles are accepted, however, on both 
sides, and the communication game is played actively from both sides, too, though the real 
exchange of information is close to zero, again3. Such a communicative hypocrisy may be the result 
of fear of prosecution in very repressive closed societies, but milder varieties may appear in more 
open communities: the well-known cases of such type of virtual contacts are often the pre-electoral 
speeches offered with foods or drinks to listening and applauding crowds at mass meetings in 
democratic societies. Turning to written/printed forms of communication, this contact phenomenon 
results in hundreds, if not thousands of copies of newspapers and brochures, written, prepared, 
printed and usually available in free distribution, but never even opened (not to speak of being read) 
by anybody before being finally placed often in their original plastic bags into the litter-boxes or 
dustbins. 

Snobbism, or even physical and personal shame either on the side of the speakers or the listeners 
(or both) may also give rise to such a virtual (fictitious) communication: the cases of illiterate or 
blind persons pretending to read or that of deaf people or people unable to understand a prestigious 
language code pretending to listen represent perhaps the extremely individualised varieties of a third 
type of such a virtual (fictitious) communication. 

Here we should stress that the distinction between real and virtual (fictitious) contact, though 
fully ignored by the anthropologists, sociologists or politologists, and at least underestimated by 
linguists in the past, plays an important role in the study of contacts and interference.  

Though so much ignored, the difference between virtual (fictitious) and real contacts has a 
crucial role in the over-night unexpected collapse of giant economic, social and political ventures 
(expected to flourish for long times ahead). As we have illustrated, such varieties of virtual 
(fictitious) communication exist at all quantitative levels of communication, and in different 
situations. They may have certain importance for ruling societies and their economies or cultures, 
but their repercussion and importance for analysing language interference is limited, if any. 

From the viewpoint of linguistics and the theory of communication, the difference between real 
and virtual (fictitious) contact is also very important, and we have to admit that most directions of 
modern linguistics have underestimated the role of this contrast. While all types of real 
communication, however controversial, short, restricted they might be, are at the background of 
possible contacts leading towards language interference of various types, virtual (fictitious) 
communication does not represent any contact situation, but it is a sort of contact game. Hence it 

                                                 
3 Some time ago, the author of these lines witnessed an “enthusiastic” crowd welcoming and cheering a local 

dictator in an English speaking African country. When asked for an identification of the passing African 
politician, whom he so cordially greeted, the man of the street greeting the passing limousines answered in 
polite local pidgin: A do no de men der (I do not know the man there=in the passing car). And he 
immediately continued towards the passing car “Long live...”. 
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leads, towards little, if any language interference. Thus, while the “communication contact games” 
may still be important for social and cultural anthropology, they are of marginal, or no, importance 
for linguistic interference (and vice versa).  

4.3 Stratification of contact 

As analysed above, all different types of quantity and quality in reference to contacts of 
speakers/listeners concern (with marginal exceptions dealt with in §3.1) communities of two or 
more human individuals. Such communication is often linked with the interaction of 
speakers/listeners in some given geographical and social space and at the some time, the 
participants in the communication sharing either identical/similar or different positions with respect 
to these parameters.  

If the speakers/listeners originate from and their language behaviours are influenced by the same 
space and time context, the spatial and temporal stratification of their contact is minimal, predicted 
as it is more by other criteria of individual variation. If, however, the spatial and temporal 
characteristics of the participants as members of particular human communities (or sub-
communities) are different, we may speak of a certain stratification of the contact in space and 
time. It is important to realise that while communicative contacts of speakers-listeners are stratified, 
the language systems interfering during such contacts are also stratified, though their stratification is 
of a different nature. The language interference resulting from stratified contacts, hence, reflects a 
double stratification in different ways: that of contacts and that of language structures, the very 
nature of the contact communities and the language structures being different. In fact, it is the 
correlation of the stratification of contacts with that of the language structures which will most 
likely reflect the real complexity of many contact situations. 

Contact stratification in space may be expressed in terms of geographical space, and many 
contact situations do take place along the so-called geographical frontiers of areas inhabited by the 
speakers/listeners of different languages or dialects. Except within very small and simple 
communities, the contacting societies are also internally stratified in various social, economic and 
cultural ways. The place of speakers/listeners in identical, similar or different strata must also 
influence their communication. In this sense, we have to consider any contact of two or more 
speakers/listeners as a phenomenon, the stratification of which is determined not only by the 
difference of the geographical characteristics of the speakers/listeners, but also by the membership 
of the speakers/listeners in different sociocultural strata of their communities. As was illustrated by 
various forms of interference, differences in geographical space stratification of contacts – 
important though they are – play less important roles for the intensity of interference than 
differences of sociocultural stratification of contacts within one community: cases of contacts along 
geographical boundaries of languages, if compared with those along sociocultural boundaries within 
one community often support this thesis.  

Thus, e.g. the Zarma-Songhay/Hausa contact in West Africa for instance realised more or less 
along the geographically defined parameters, is reflected by much lower language interference than 
that of Hausa with the Dendi dialect of Songhay, realised in contacting as interfering social strata of 
the lingua franca without any fixed geographical border-line. The same can be said about Hausa and 
Fula in most areas of Northern Nigeria, etc. For details from various pairs of contrasting contacts 
along the social and geographical stratification in West Africa see Zima (1968, 1993). Turning back 
to the conditions of communication in contemporary Europe, it is surprising, how intensive contact 
traces are left by English used a lingua franca over the socially defined limits in such places as most 
non-UK centres of the European Union, the role of English within the communication of the 
European common institutions growing apparently in relation to the number of new member states, 
although these very new member states have displayed little, if any, special ties with the historical 
native English-speaking zones, in the past. Moreover contemporary casual observers of recent 
communication situation and sociolinguistic roles of languages in Brussels suggest that English, 
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contacting the local communities over the sociocultural stratification with that of the communities 
of specialists recruted by the authorities of the EU from the different new non-English speaking 
member states reduces the older “geographically” predictable Flemish/French contact stratification 
of the area of Brussels. Thus, in certain areas of this town and its suburbs, non-native English 
proceeds fast to become the strongest source of language interference in this region. 

Contact stratification in time may be almost numerically measured in time differences, if 
expressed by the dates of birth of the speakers/listeners. But due to the factor of continuity in 
communication absolute measures of age are of little value, and thus expressions in terms of 
generations (as “Erlebniss-Generation” in the terminology of classical German sociology) is more 
appropriate here. Although more than one century of intensive research was devoted to the 
communication of children and with children (especially since Leopold's and Jakobson's times), the 
communication of adolescents and adults, especially that of older generations is the subject of 
research only most recently. While time /generation characterisation was the subject of most such 
research, it is the contrast between different temporal/generation characteristics that we are now 
looking for in order to establish the different time-stratification of contacts. Even in this respect, the 
time factors cannot be evaluated in a mechanical way, particular sociocultural roles and functions 
influence this temporal stratification of contacts in communication. Thus, e.g. the gap between the 
language varieties of grand-children and their grand-parents will often be different in case of their 
coexistence within the family, and in other types of their separate existence (grand-children at 
boarding schools, senior citizens in special homes, see Coupland (2006), Nussbaum & Coupland 
(2004). 

5. Interference of languages as structural codes 

The interference of languages as abstract communication codes is a consequence of the contacts of 
their speakers and listeners. However, as abstract codes are of a nature distinct from that of their 
users, the types of the resulting interferences are also expressed differently: 

5.1 Interference types classified according to their quality 

Borrowing is, and remains, the classical quality of language interference: language units of one 
language code are taken over (“borrowed”) into another, with both their forms and their meanings 
being integrated into the structural context of the second language, in different ways and intensities. 
The degree of their integration at different levels of form and function/value may vary, but it is real. 
Although the term and concept of borrowing was originally applied to the lexicon (hence such 
terms as loan-words) research in areal linguistics since the 1930’s has provided many illustrative 
examples of loan-morphemes, and even loan-phonemes: see e.g. the well-known examples given by 
Bloomfield for these features in the Germanic languages or his discussion of the areal ‘Balkanic’ 
article (for details see e.g. 1962: 470). 

The problem of unequal borrowing of form and value/function can frequently create situations 
where the low degree of intensity of interference at one of the levels generates doubts about the 
bilateral character of the interference. Moreover, chance similarities between two unrelated systems 
(or parallel phenomena in any other language in the given area may further complicate the nature of 
the interference. Examples can be given from various geographically, culturally and linguistically 
different regions, again: 

Example 1: Although Standard Czech displays a fixed dynamic stress situated at the first syllable 
of any word (or the equivalent rhythmical group), Czech dialects situated in the geographical area 
of north-eastern Moravia (and hence geographically close to Polish) display the penultimate 
location of stress. Automatically, this penultimate stress of the north-eastern Moravia dialects was 
analysed as interference with Polish.. As, however, further dialectological research of stress in 
marginal south-west and south-east dialects of Czech with no geographical contacts with Polish also 
reveals rudiments of penultimate stress, the hypothesis of the possible Polish interference in the 
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case of the north-eastern Moravia dialects is in danger. As both the north-eastern Moravia and the 
south-west and south-east areas share the same, areally peripheric position, one may contemplate 
another plausible hypothesis, presuming that in earlier periods, the Czech language shared the 
penultimate stressing with Polish within the West-Slavonic branch. Later on, Czech might have 
shifted (under possible interference from German) towards stressing the first syllable, in most of its 
central dialects, its marginal dialects keeping the earlier way of stressing the penultimate syllable 
(as Polish does even now). 

Example 2: In the contact area of two geographically close, but genetically unrelated languages 
of the western Sahel of Africa, Songhay and Hausa, a parallelism of form and function in 
imperfective-durative verbal paradigms appears: thus for the West-North-West Hausa dialectal 
imperfective-durative paradigm sunàa/suwàa/suyàa ga zakkuwaa, the local, geographically close 
neighbouring Zarma-Songhay is suspected by Newman (2000: 577) to be the main external 
interference factor influencing the emerging of this dialectal paradigm of Hausa In my opinion, it 
should be stressed first that this is rather a Songhay language influence than a mere Zarma local 
dialectal interference, because the general imperfective ga/go markers are displayed by almost all 
dialects of the southern complex of Songhay dialects. Moreover, looking for external (Songhay) 
interference factor only does not give an exhaustive analysis of this phenomenon in Hausa, because 
this external interference factor is acting, in this case again, in the interplay with the internal 
structural pressures of the Hausa system itself. As shown earlier (Zima 1998: 139), such 
constructions may also have been introduced into the WNW Hausa dialects by analogy with the 
Hausa constructions Independent Pronouns + the /ga stabiliser + Verbal Noun (i.e. the periphrastic 
semi locative constructions sunàa ga zakkuwa meaning ‘they are (at) coming to’). And such 
constructions are well documented in several central dialects of Hausa with no immediate contact 
situation with the Songhay language. 

On the other hand, if value/function only interfere from one language to another, the classical 
term and concept of a “calque” remains pertinent. Even this type of interference is far from limited 
to lexicon, as it may also affect grammar or phonology/phonetics. Two important theoretical 
remarks and a caveat are relevant at this point: 

 a. as calquing often affects grammar and phonology/phonetics, the terminology of 
relexification is somewhat misleading, suggesting its links with the lexicon only; in fact, it is not 
only the lexical meaning which is concerned, but the grammatical and phonological contrasts and 
functions as well. Linguistically speaking, the process labelled relexification by creolists of the 
earlier generations affects, in the concept of contemporary theories of creolisation, whole systems of 
the interfering languages at different functional levels. In other words, the formal exponents of one 
system (be they lexemes, morphemes or phonemes) loose their original functions (be they lexical, 
grammatical or phonological) and accept those of another system. Thus, we face the breaking of the 
ties between the form and its function, which affects by far not only the lexemes, vs. the lexicon, 
but the whole systems, at all their functional levels. 

 b. the same can be said of metatypies, because they cover mostly the same processes as 
relexification despite differing contexts: also, the authors of this concept and term pitch the 
dynamics as going from the emblematic languages towards the non-emblematic ones, and this 
appears doubtful. As exemplified elsewhere (Zima 2006), the original models of such calquing are 
by far not dictated by the emblemacy of one language over the non-emblemacy of the languages of 
the type of “lingue franche”, but by the asymmetries of bilingualisms within the given contact 
communities. If two languages are interfering, the language the speakers of which are more inclined 
to accept the other language as a second code or as a lingua franca, is simply more open towards 
calquing than vice versa. One of the most simple and famous examples of calquing displayed by 
Indo-European languages confirms this fact: while English and French share sky-scraper and 
gratte-ciel, Czech (with the highest asymmetry of bilingualism shared until the mid-20th century 
with German) displays mrak-o-drap (= equals German Wolken-Kratzer = literally “cloud-scraper”). 
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Classical calques as interference of function/values may usually be readily distinguished, since 
values/functions are easily attributable to one system as opposed to the other, at least in cases of 
structurally and typologically different language systems. As for the interference of forms not 
supported by that of their values/functions in contemporary language systems, it is much more 
difficult to identify, because chance similarity of forms is always more difficult to determine. It may 
be that such interference of forms only (areal convergence) cannot be established until a later stage, 
if affecting numerous related phenomena of broader areas of languages. Even in such cases as clicks 
or tones used as phonemes or morphemes in several areas of Black Africa, already Westermann 
(1949) suggested that sharing such phenomena in the given functions may represent a type of 
“Sprachbund” feature. However, doubts may exist whether we face real mass interference of 
features shared by many languages in a given region, or whether the situation has perhaps different 
roots altogether. 

5.2 Interference types classified according to their quantity/intensity 

Interference concerning isolated features and phenomena of language systems is frequent all over 
the globe. Cases of isolated loan-words or loan-morphemes may be given from many contact 
situations. If, however, the interference from a given language A penetrates into another language B 
at least at one level of its structure in a massive way, the matter is different. Thus it is not only the 
number of shared interference phenomena that is important, but also their penetration into different 
levels of the given language systems. If several levels of one and the same language system A are 
affected in a mass way by interference from a language B, then the dynamism of interference of the 
two language systems should be investigated in both directions. In other words, the phenomena of 
interference from A to B should be analysed in complementarity with the interference of the 
phenomena from B to A, and this should be done at all levels of the two systems. The conclusions 
from such research should certainly be analysed in the light of research in bilingualism and 
multilingualism in the given area, and especially its symmetries and asymmetries. 

If interference phenomena invade in a massive way particular levels of one of the languages in 
question, while being rare and isolated in the other, then one might presume that contacts between 
speakers are operated in an asymmetric way, at least in the long run with possible language shift or 
a sort of break of continuity ahead. In such cases, if most levels of the given system are influenced 
by the interference from another system, we are facing either very intensive asymmetric 
interference, in certain cases possibly even the symptoms of an approaching language death, or a 
pidgin/creole emergence.  

Serious attempts have, of course, been made in the past to analyse different aspects of language 
interference. This was e.g. the case of the study of pidgins and creoles (or the pidginisation and 
creolisation as dynamic processes, respectively), the research in bilingualism/multilingualism, and 
by the research in the problems of “Sprachbunds” and the resulting convergence/divergence of 
language structures. So did the most recent theories of areal diffusion and metatypy (for details see 
Hall, Jr. 1962; Thomason & Kaufman 1988; Ross 1996; Aikhenvald & Dixon 2001; Nicolaï & 
Zima 2002, Nicolaï 2003a, 2003b). While taking into account all these theories dealing with 
particular problems of language interference, it has been already suggested (Zima 2003, 2006) that 
such different theories deal, in fact, in a separate way with mutually related problems which should 
be analysed within their common structural context. This need is highlighted by the fact that 
disparate methods of the separate, and even isolated approaches have led to confusion such as the 
double labelling of similar or identical structural phenomena of interference: this is the case of 
relexification analysed mostly by the creolists of the Lefebvre and Lumsden school in a very 
general sense, exceeding by far the lexical level. Thus, according to one of these authors (Lumsden 
1989: 260, 1999: 140) relexification is understood as “The semantic and syntactic properties of the 
substrate lexical categories have been combined with phonological representations derived from 
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the data of the superstrate language”. The following examples from French, Fon and Haitian 
Creole illustrate its broad concept: 
 

French Fon Haitian Creole 

il pleut jì já (water fall) lapli tombe 

j`ai chaud yòzo gbà mì (heat kill me) šale a kraze -m 

 

On the other hand, the concept of the metatypy is defined by Ross (1996: 182) in the following 
way: 

The metatypised language maintains forms resembling those in its genetic relatives, but the 
meanings of these forms have changed. In the case of grammatical morphemes, this change in 
meaning often entails not only restructuring the paradigm to which the morpheme belongs, but 
also rearangement of the morphosyntactic structures in which the members of the paradigm 
occur… 

Thus it is obvious that – if considered within the context of the anthropology of communication 
and its typology of contacts combined with the general linguistic approach to linguistic interference 
and its attempts at a typology of this field, the relexification and the metatypy represent essentially, 
similar, if not identical processes. 

Alternatively, mass interference among several/many language systems may open the way 
towards convergence or divergence processes affecting whole regions/areas. In such cases, several 
or more language systems may coexist in different sociolinguistic roles and functions in different 
contact situation within the given area and during relatively short successive time-periods. In such 
situations, one and the same language may assume successively different sociolinguistic roles, the 
same language serving as local vernacular (intra-community substrate) during one or two decades 
may turn to serve, under changed socio-politico-cultural conditions, as an areal lingua franca during 
the next decades (or vice versa). In areas with written historical tradition, this can be easily 
demonstrated, as e.g. in various areas of our globe. Hence shifting the sociolinguistic roles of such 
languages as Czech, Polish or German in Central Europe or that of Spanish, English and Tagalog in 
the Philippines, and the resulting shifts in the intensities and directions of their interferences during 
the period of the last three-four centuries can be explained in terms of their changing sociolinguistic 
roles and functions. Though complete sociolinguistic documentation is rare, even in these areas, at 
least the basic facts about the sociohistoric and cultural factors predicting the sociolinguistic 
situations are available here. In areas without any written historical records (or with limited 
information available), however, we must be careful in labelling languages in terms of their present-
day sociolinguistic roles, because these very roles might have been different even a couple of 
decades earlier. Seen in the light of our theory of the interdependence of the contacts of 
speakers/listeners and the interference of languages as different, though related processes, the 
contemporary intensity and directions of language interferences as analysed in regions with little 
written documentation of the sociolinguistic past, may often represent the only testimony of their 
socio-historico-cultural roles in past contact situations. Hence it is questionable whether present 
social roles and prestige of languages, as valid today, may be used as the only possible criteria for 
the interference with other languages. In such a complex light, the development of a Sprachbund 
within the broader contexts of the existence of several Sprachbunds is to be analysed as just one 
extreme result of the whole process of language interference resulting from the particular contacts 
displayed in the given context of their anthropology of communication. 
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6. Conclusion 

Analysed in the light of our theory of the interdependence of contacts among language users and 
interference among language systems, the contemporary situation in regions with poor written 
documentation about their sociolinguistic past appears different. Social roles and prestige of 
languages resulting from past periods may have shifted into new functions, and the existence of one 
or several Sprachbunds is to be considered as one of the features of extreme language interference 
reflecting various types of contacts. 
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