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Tu’un savi (Mixtec): a diasystemic matrix

This contribution aims to focus on the diversification of Tu’un Savi (Mixtec) 
in space and time, on the basis of phonological and morphological 

evidence. 
The Oto-Manguean languages are reputed to be among the most complex of 

Meso-America due to the intricacy of their surface forms. Mixtec
(nowadays known as Tu’un Savior Nuu Saviby its speakers) is part of the 
Mixtecan sub-family, which includes Trique, Cuicatec and probably also 
Amuzgo (Longacre, 1957, 1961; Longacre & Millon, 1961), belonging to 

the eastern branch of the Oto-Manguean family of languages. 
Varieties of Mixtec offer up such degrees of differentiation that we are 

tempted to see Mixtec as a further sub-family of Mixtecan rather than 
simply posit dialectal variation within a single language. 

Using Kathryn’s Josserand tu’un savi data (1983) and taking into account 
Longacre’s (1957), Bradley & Josserand’s (1982), and Durr’s (1987) 

conclusions on diversification processes in Mixtec, we shall explore the 
complexity of modern Mixtec languages. 









Orographicconstraints
Highlands vs. Lowlands & Sea-shore





Hydrographyand Josserand’s dialect areas







Climatic areas (on the left) versusdialect areas (on the 
right)







Source of Climatic Areas: 
BarbroDahlgren[1954]-1990: 27-33

• Climate may change 
conspicuously over time

• Nevertheless, the Cwag
area, where dialects cluster 
with the higher density is of 
the Cwagtype

=> Cwag= Freshly
temperate & rainy, 

highlands
The BSwg type: a steppe 

climate
Cwbg: temperate, 
moderately rainy



The first attempts to classify Mixtec dialects



A Model for diasystemic & ecolinguistic
analysis

Function & value

• Function: a range of structural & areal features

• Values: taxinomic intrinsic features (spirants 
versus sibilants, approximants versus 
obstruents, etc.), markedness & discreteness



Function

• What makes an isogloss work as a hint ?

• Structural hint (intrinsic, typological clue)

• Areal hint (extrinsic, ecolinguistic clue)



Nelson Goodman

(1) syntactic density

(2) semantic density

(3) relative repleteness

(4) exemplification

(5) multiple and complex reference



Nelson Goodman, 1978.
WAYS OF WORLDMAKING

Chapter IV . When Is Art?
• “The question just what characteristics distinguish or are indicative of the 

symbolizing that constitutes functioning as a work of art calls for careful study in 
the light of a general theory of symbols. That is more than I can undertake here, but 
I venture the tentative thought that there are five symptoms of the aesthetic: (1) 
syntactic density, where the finest differences in certain respects constitute a 
difference between symbols — for example, an ungraduated mercury thermometer 
as contrasted with an electronic digital-read-out instrument; (2) semantic density, 
where symbols are provided for things distinguished by the finest differences in 
certain respects — for example, not only the ungraduated thermometer again but 
also ordinary English, though it is not syntactically dense; (3) relative repleteness, 
where comparatively many aspects of a symbol are significant — for example, a 
single-line drawing of a mountain by Hokusai where every feature of shape, line, 
thickness, etc. counts, in contrast with perhaps the same line as a chart of daily 
stock market averages, where all that counts is the height of the line above the base; 
(4) exemplification, where a symbol, whether or not it denotes, symbolizes by 
serving as a sample of properties it literally or metaphorically possesses; and finally 
(5) multiple and complex reference, where a symbol performs several integrated 
and interacting referential functions, some direct and some mediated through other 
symbols”.



(Space-Time) Function

(1) syntactic density
(2) semantic density
(3) relative repleteness
(4) exemplification
(5) multiple and complex reference

• 1. Topological density: 
extension, areal/spatial diffusion

• 2. Structural density (values, i.e. 
features &  markedness)

• 3. Relative repleteness(fine 
grained structural & areal
contrastiveness)

• 4. Exemplification = sampling
=> distributional patterns

• 5. Multiple and Complex 
Reference(intertwinned
variables) => typological
implications and derivational sets, 
competing hypothesis













Function & value of +RTR *i

• 1. topological density (TD) 
=> Equipollent extension

• 2. structural density (SD)
=> +/- RTR nucleus

Retractedi / plain i
• 3. Relative repleteness (RR) 

=> V [-High]
• 4. Exemplification

Root Vowel, Class. & Spec.
• 5. Multiple & complex 

reference (MCR )
Palatalising subproduct -Ci-



Original data, by Kathryn Josserand (1983)





The Proto-Sibilant in disjunctive context:
#_, V_V





Function & value of *s (init.)

1. Topological density (TD) 
=> Polycentric

2. Structural density (SD) 
=> High SD: continuity & 
acute/gravis

3. Relative Repleteness (RR)
=> Sets of spirants of the gravis 
type

4. Exemplification
=> Root Onset, Class. & Spec

5. Multiple and complex reference 
(M&CR)
=> High degree of areal
overlapping





Function & value of *s (intervoc.)
1. Topological density (TD) 

=> Polycentric, centrally
distributed with M&CR (cf. 5 
below) at the crossroad (NW)

2. Structural density (SD) 
=> High SD: continuity & 
acute/gravis

3. Relative Repleteness (RR)
=> Sets of spirants of the gravis 
type

4. Exemplification
=> Root Onset

5. Multiple and complex reference
=> High degree of areal
overlapping



*ndprenasalised stops: plain and palatalised



* tn postnasalised stops: plain and palatalised



*nd prenasalised stops: plain and palatalised

1. Topological density (TD)
=> Stratified expansion or parallel
change ?

2. Structural density (SD) 
=> Palatality, voicing, continuity

3. Relative Repleteness (RR)
=> Palatalising sets, chains of 
affrication and assibilation

4. Exemplification
=> Prevocalic

5. Multiple and complex reference 
(M&CR)
=> A core area branching 3 
extensions, or a patchwork of 
thoroughly different variables ?
e.g. if *n > nd, instead of *nd > n

As in Merlett’s theory



Postnasalised stop tn < *t /_V nasal
versusprenasalised stop *nd reflexes



Postnasalised stop tn < *t /_V nasal
versusprenasalised stop *nd reflexes

1. Topological density (TD)
=> Asymmetry of tropism

2. Structural density (SD) 
=> Asymmetry of nasal 
headedness

3. Relative Repleteness (RR)
=> Asymmetry of sensitivity to 
palatal properties

4. Exemplification
=> Prevocalic: strong nuclear
interaction on the onset

5. Multiple and complex reference 
(M&CR)
=> N headedness versus V 
headedness : simplification or 
complexification of pseudo-
clusters





Dorsal fricative *x

1. Topological density: 
=> Anti-Bartolian equipollence
i.e. centre conservative, periphery
innovative

2. Structural density : 
+/- Continuous palatalisation

3. Relative repleteness
Intricate patterns of subsequent

depalatalisation *x > š > / _i

4. Exemplification (sampling)
cf. next slide

5. multiple and complex reference
(intertwinned variables)



4. Exemplification (sampling)
=> Dorsal fricative *x







Palatalising*n/_i

1. Topological density: 
=> Polarised equipollence
in the Costa dialect

2. Structural density : 
=> Low

3. Relative repleteness
=> Low

4. Exemplification (sampling)
=> See next slide

5. multiple and complex 
reference
=> Null



Palatalising*n/_i





*w disjunctive spirantisation versus nasalisation, instead, 
shows complex sets of functions & values

(NB: a set of clear-cut values, but many functions)



Idem with * y disjunctive spirantisation versus nasalisation
But with more values (+/- continuous & +/- voiced affricates

and hushing/hissing obstruents)



Approximants: *y and *w
Disjunctive function/value density & relative 

repleteness



Dorsal stops [+/-Labial]



Dorsal stops [+/-Labial]





*ndyaccording to Rensch, *l according to Josserand
=> *ndywould be more accurate if it did not resort to…Other

lemma => *s/_uas an alternative







*l (?)
4. Exemplification 5. Multiple and complex reference

(intertwinnedor lexically disjunctive variables)



5. multiple and complex reference
(intertwinnedvariables)









Prospects for Computational
Geolinguistics

In geolinguistics, the relevance of topological & structural density,  the 
design of relative repleteness, prototypicality of sampling, the 
overlapping of multiple and complex reference betweenareas and 
structural features make up a Space-Time dimension of their own, 
though strongly loaded with hints pointing at historical and spatial 
patterns and trends.

Far from being obsolete, spatial linguistics, i.e. dialectology or 
diasystemics may turn out to be one of the most promissing field of 
research for linguistic typology and interdisciplinary research, 
addressing general linguistics as much as history, archaeology, social 
geography and environmental studies. Especially if diasystemicsprovide
insights on areal patternsthroughComputational Geolinguistics, 
cartographic design and representation of intrinsic value of linguistic
categories and paradigms.
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