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Abstract 

The aim of the paper is to study linguistic change as it appears in the speech of two Pontic 

communities in contemporary Greece, considering their social and ethnographic background. 

Pontic variety is one of the Greek-origin linguistic varieties that has been well studied, even just 

of few decades after their arrival to Greece. More specifically, we study the vowel system of 

Pontic, as it is realized in the speech of two second-generation female Pontic migrant groups. One 

group comes from a homogeneous Pontic village in Northern Greece and the other from a mixed 

town in Southern Greece, where the Pontic group is a minority. We purposely selected these two 

different types of speech communities as their ethnographic and population differences create 

different dynamics in relation to Language and Dialect Contact phenomena. Our study reveals 

that the above differences did play an important role facilitating or delaying contact-induced 

processes of linguistic change (such as Levelling, Simplification and Reallocation) in the two 

different speech communities, resulting in advanced stages of linguistic change in the 

homogenous Pontic village, compared to the changes of the mixed town. 
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Introduction 

The paper focuses on issues of linguistic change that appear in the linguistic system that is 

spoken by Pontians, i.e.  a group of people who migrated to Greece from the area of Pontus 

(Turkey), due to the Laussane Treaty (1923) between Greece and Turkey, after the Minor Asia 

War (1922)1. Under this population movement, a vast amount of Pontians have been allocated 

in the Northern Greece, with consequene to greatly reformulate the Norhtern Greek countryside. 

Pontic groups were also established in Southern Greece. However, the population and the 

cultural impact of Pontians in Southern Greece was not as great as it was in Northern Greece, 

where many homogenous Pontic villages and towns were created. Although all the other groups 

who migrated to Greece from Turkey (i.e., Orthodox Greeks from Asia Minor and Kappadocia) 

tried to be accepted by the locals and to be intergrated within the Greek society, ‘hiding’ their 

differences (cultural, ethnographic, linguictic), Pontians on the other hand, systematically 

express openly their pride for every element their cultural heritage, even when the reaction of 

the local Greeks was negative and derogatory. 

One of the elements that reflects Pontians’ distinctive cultural heritage is the linguistic system 

that they spoke for many centuries, even before the creation of the Ottoman empire. Knowledge 

and use of the Pontic variety -especially by younger generations- is still fascilitated by the 

existence of an extensive close-knit social network in Northern Greece. Nevertheless, after eigthy 

years of Pontian rellocation in Greece, changes in Pontic language have already appeared. The 

Pontic variety has been one of the language targets of the "AMIGRE: Pontus, Cappadocia, Aivali: 

In search of Asia Minor Greek. THALIS” research project 2 . The author of this paper was 

responsible for the ethnographic methodology of data collection, as well as for the phonological 

analysis of the data. Data we derived from casual conversations, which were recorded by a native 

Pontic speaker fieldworker. 

The present study focuses on the vowel system of two elderly female Pontic groups: One 

group resides in a homogeneous Pontic village in Northern Greece whose inhabitants are in 

everyday contact with other Pontians within their village. Concurrently, these communities are 

in daily contact with locals of neighboring villages and towns, who are speakers of Northern 

Greek dialects and the Standard Modern Greek. The other group resides in a small town of mixed 

dialects and cultural heritage in the South of Greece. Pontians represent a slim minority in the 

composition of the population of the mixed town. According to their testimonies, they rarely 

speak Pontic outside of their family, and only with other elderly Pontians in private. The above 

two different social surroundings create different social dynamics, which according to the 

Language/Dialect Contact framework should facilitate or delay the triggering of the mechanisms 

of language change under contact. 
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In particular, the aim is to compare the two Pontic vowel systems used by the above two 

groups, both with earlier studies on the vowel system of Pontic and between themselves. Earlier 

studies (Papadopoulos 1955; Ikonomidis 1958) describe a system of nine vowels [i, y, ɯ, u, e, œ, 

o, æ and a], two of which (i.e. [æ and œ]) are the result of phonological coarticulation (/e/+/a/ 

and /i/+/a/ and /e/+/o/ and/i/+/o/ respectively, as the following examples from Papadopoulos 

(1955: 11) show:  

a)/ˈornea/ <vultures>=> [ˈornæ]  (in SMG => [ˈorɲa]) 

b) /ðiaˈkosia/ <two haundred>=> [ðæˈkosæ]  (in SMG => [ðʝaˈkosça]) 

c) /paleˈono/ <age> (verb) => [paˈlœno]  (in SMG => [paˈʎono]) 

d) /ˈaγrios/ <wild> => [ˈaγrœs])  ( in SMG => [ˈaγrios]) 

Resent studies on the Phonology of Pontic variety, (Hatzisavidis, 1985, 1995; Drettas 1997; 

Revithiadou et. al. 2009) have shown that phonological changes -like loss of particular vowels, 

as well as partial loss of coarticulation- have already occured. Similalry, my study shows that 

both groups of elderly females exhibit a respective vowel system that is different from what had 

been described in the middle of the 20th century by Papadopoulos (1955) and Ikonomidis 

(1958). At the same time, the results of the acoustic analysis exhibit different patterns across the 

two communities. In the analysis of the data, I show that elderly female speakers in the Southern 

Greek mixed village have lost the [y], [ɯ] and [æ] vowels. Moreover, they have partially lost the 

phonological phenomenon of vowel coarticulation, as the coexistence of /i/+/a/, /e/+/a/ and 

/i/+/o/produces typical diphthongs, but the coexistence of /e/+/o/ still produces the [œ] 

monophthong. At the same time, speakers of the same ages and within the same gender group, 

from the Northern Greek homogenous village have lost the [y], [ɯ] and [œ] vowels, and the whole 

phenomenon of phonological coarticulation. Nevertheless, speakers within this village still 

produce the [æ] vowel, but not because of phonological coarticulation, but rather as the result of 

a morphophonological process, i.e., coarticulation of /i/+/a/ only at the unstressed plural 

nominal and accusative case of neuter nouns (as in /xoˈrafia/ > [xoˈrafæ]). Furthermore, I argue 

that the above phenomena can be interpreted within the Language/Dialect Contact theoretical 

framework (Thomason 2001; Thomason & Kaufman 1988; Trudgill 1986; Siegel 1985, 1993, 

2000; Kerswill 2002, 2010; Britain & Trudgill 2017 among others), as result of a long-term 

accommodation between Pontians and locals. In particular, I argue that the phonological 

differences between the two villages reflect different stages of linguistic change, due to contact 

conditions. The loss of the [y], [ɯ] and [æ] vowels, and – partially– the phonological phenomenon 

of vowel coarticulation in the Southern Greek mixed village, can be considered to be the result of 

contanct mechanism of levelling. The homogenous Northern Greek village has lost the use of both 

the [y], [ɯ] and [œ] sounds, and the whole phonological phenomenon of coarticulation, again 

due to the linguistic mechanism of levelling. Moreover, the Northern community produces a well 
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dispersed vowel system, as a result of the linguistic mechanism of simplification, and also 

exhibits a new morphophonological phenomenon of coarticulation, as a result of the linguistic 

mechanism of reallocation. Comparing the levelling processes in the Southern Pontic community 

with the levelling, simplification and reallocation processes of the Northern community, I argue 

that the Pontic variety of the Northern community has become much closer to a new Koine 

(Trudgill 1986; Siegel 1985, 1993, 2000 among others), a result that seems to contradict the 

hypotheses of the Language/Dialect Contact theoretical framework (see references above). 

However, the Pontic variety is scarcely used by Pontic speakers in the mixed town, as opposed 

to the homogenous village, where Pontic is used continuously in everyday casual communicative 

circumstances. I thus argue that the everyday use of Pontic within the speech community of the 

homogenous village constitutes an important parameter that has accelerated the process of 

linguistic change and that has activated all three mechanisms of linguistic change -i.e., Levelling, 

Simplification and Reallocation- due to language contact. 

The Ethnographic and Linguistic Background of Pontic Speech Communities 

The region of Pontus is determined by the south and south-east scores of the Black Sea, as well 

as in mountains adjacent to this area. For centuries, it was part of the Eastern Roman Empire. It 

became autonomous as the Empire of Trebizond after 1204, i.e., the fall of Constantinople to the 

European crusaders. In 1461, the Ottoman Empire attained Trebizond, and Pontians lived in the 

same land until the beginning of the 20th century, when Greek Orthodox Christians from Turkey 

forced to move to Greece, under the Laussane Treaty.  In our days, Pontus is the north-east part 

of present-day Turkey.  

 

Map 1. Map of Pontus, at the beginning of the 20th century3. During and after the 1st Word 

War, there were discussions for the recognision of an autonomous republic of Pontus 

which would include the areas that Pontians lived for centuries, but this ‘republic’ was 

never recognized. 
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In 1924, after the Asia Minor War (1922), the Treaty of Lausanne between Greece and Turkey 

(1923) resulted in the forced migration of a great number of Greek Orthodox Christians -i.e., 

1.017.794 people, according to 1928 consensus from Pontus, Asia Minor and Cappadocia, to the 

modern Greek state, more than 90% of them, in the Northern Greece (Mavrokordatos 2015). The 

vast majority of Pontians have settled in the Northern part of Greece, creating autonomous 

Pontic villages, and mixed villages with different groups of people, some of whom originated in 

Turkey. Some Pontic groups migrated to already established villages, towns and cities, creating 

minority sub-communities throughout Greece’s pre-existing residential structure. The 

population movements further to the Lausanne Treaty reformulated a great part of the Northern 

Greece, as many new villages and towns have been created next to older villages and towns. 

Moreover, Pontic communities in autonomous or even mixed migrant villages have created a 

close-knit network with frequent social contacts. Within this network, Pontians developed 

further social ties (i.e., marriages between Pontians of different villages, Cultural Pontic 

associations, cources of Pontic dances & courses of Pontic music) which they exercised 

frequently in casual and even in formal occasions. The dence and multiplex social ties that 

Pontians have developed within this klose-knit network (Milroy 1987) fascilitated the 

knowledge and use of the Pontic variety, especially by younger generations. The first group of 

informants in this study resides in a homogeneous Pontic village created after 1924 in Northern 

Greece.  Relatives of these people live in surrounding – mixed or homogeneous Pontic – villages, 

with whom they are in frequent, even everyday contact. At the same time, they are in frequent 

contact with the other local villages and towns, either for work, or for shopping.  

In Southern Greece, the allocation of migrants was not as excesive as in Northern Greece. 

Smaller groups of people have settled in the south of Greece and even smaller numbers in the 

countryside. The other group in the study resides in a mixed small town in Southern Greece, 

where Pontians have settled in two waves. The first wave -around twenty families, or the 19% of 

the migrant population from Turkey (Kontaksis 2005) was located in this small town in 1923. 

The second wave was in the 1960s, when 50 families from a homogenous Pontic village4 which 

would be covered by water due to hydroelectric project, moved to the mixed town (Kontaksis 

o.b.; Tsiamakis 2006). Apart from the Pontians and the other migrants, at least two other groups 

of different populations (i.e., from Epirus and from Etoloakaranania) moved in the town over the 

past 80 years, developing a mixed community, yet where Pontic migrants were a minority.  
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Map 2. The locations of the two speech communities under study. The two black dots 
indicate the location of the two speech communities5. 

Apart from the residential differences between the two groups under study, Pontians have 

been considered as a close-knit cultural community. Pontians are quite proud of their cultural 

identity, its development being predicated on meaningful historical events, traditions, language, 

songs and food (Tsekouras 2016: 85-115; Vergeti 2004: 220- 224) that emerged thourgh out 

oppressive events. Within this close-knit cultural heritage framework, intermarriage between 

Pontians and other communities was unthinkable, at least until the late 1960s. Seemingly, the 

Pontian community was the last group of mirgants affected by the Lausanne Treaty migrants to 

allow intermarriage.  

Nevertheless, the different residential and population differences between Pontic 

communities in Northern and Southern Greece have developed different social dynamics within 

and between these communities. In Northern Greece, especially within homogeneous Pontic 

communities, the negotiation of the Pontic identity is casual, everyday, with positive 

connotations. However, in mixed communities, where locals are the majority and Pontians are 

the minority group, the negotiation of the Pontic identity is acceptable only between the elderly 

Pontians. Within the broader outgroup residential environment, the negotiation of the Pontic 

identity mostly carries negative connotations (Hirschon 1998).  

The Pontic linguistic variety is well attested as a variety with ancient-Greek origin. 

Nevertheless, due to the minimal contact of the Pontic communities with other Greek speaking 

communities for several centuries, at least until the beginning of the 20th century, the Pontic 

variety developed autonomously in relation to other Greek and Greek-origin varieties, through 

processes of (standard) linguistic change. According to Chanbers and Trudgill’s (1998) definition 

of ’Dialect‘ and ’Language,’ which is based on the criterion of autonomous/heteronomous 

linguistic change, I consider the Pontic variety, at least until the beginning of the 20th century, as 



 

58 Contact-induced changes in present-day Pontic vowel system: 

Evidence from two Pontic communities in Greece 

JOMELA, The Journal of Mediterranean and European Linguistic Anthropology 

 

 

an autonomous language in relation to Modern Greek. Moreover, the result of Pontic language’s 

autonomous development till the beginning of the 20th century, constitutes a linguistic system 

which is not intelligible to speakers of the other varieties of the Greek language.  

The non-intelligibility of the Pontic linguistic system forced Pontians migrating Greece, to use 

Standard Modern Greek in their communication with the locals, and the state addministration. 

This necessity had two major linguistic consequences: i. even the first generation Pontians 

became bilinguals in Pontic and Standard Modern Greek, ii. Pontic language, as a language in 

contact with Standard Modern Greek (SMG), changed its status to become a heteronomous 

dialect within SMG, as I will show below. 

The Pontic vowel system 

The Pontic language can be considered as one of the most thoroughly studied Greek language 

varieties, evidenced by the fact that it has been coded and described by three different grammars 

(Papadopoulos 1955; Ikonomidis 1958; Drettas 1997), and by several other studies focusing on 

various linguistic phenomena of Pontic and its varieties. 

In terms of its vowel system, Papadopoulos (1955) describes nine vowels in his work on 

grammar: Five vowels [i, e, a, o, and u]  which also exist in the Standard Modern Greek (SMG), two 

high vowels which exist in Turkish (the [+high, +front, +rounded] [y], and the [+high, -front, -

rounded [ɯ]), as well as two other vowels (the [+low, +front, -rounded [æ], and the [-high, -low, 

+front, +rounded [œ]), which, according to Papadopoulos, stem from the coarticulation of the 

/e/+/a/ and /i/+/a/, and of the  /e/+/o/ and/i/+/o/, respectively. 

 

The Pontic vowel system of the Pontic Greek, according to Papadopoulos (1955) 

Regarding the [+high, +front, +rounded] [y] and the [+high, -front, -rounded] [ɯ], newer 

studies on the Pontic phonological system (Drettas 1997; Revithiadou et al. 2009; Hatzisavidis 

1985, 1995) do not confirm their existence, while Makridge (1999), whose work concerns Pontic 

in Turkey, reports that these two vowels exist in Turkish-derived words and act as phonological 
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units. Descriptions of the differences between the two different language groups (the Pontians 

who remained in Pontus and those who settled in Greece) point to the possibility that language 

change phenomena emerged in previous decades.  

With regard to the vowels [æ] and [œ], Papadopoulos (1955) argues that they exist as a result 

of the coarticulation of /e/+/a/ and /i/+/a/ and of /e/+/o/ and/i/+/o/ respectively, either 

within the word or between words. Accordingly, following Papadopoulos, the phrases /eˈvriken 

me aˈtos/ <he found me> and /ˈlei aˈtos/ <he says> would be realized as [evriken ˈmætos] and 

[ˈleætos]. Similarly, the word [leoˈniðas] and the phrase [ˈlei o ˈpapos] would be realized as 

[lœˈniðas] and [ˈleœˈpapos]. In relation to these two vowels, Κουτίτα-Καϊμάκη (1990-91) 

questions the universality of the coarticulation phenomenon. Revithiadou et. al. (2009) confirm 

the coarticulation of /e/+/a/ and /i/+/a/ to [æ] in Ophitika (the Pontic variety spoken at the 

time of Ophis in Pontus), while also pointing to the tendency of [æ] to transform into the hiatus 

[ea]. In a similar vein, Hatzisavidis (1985, 1995) reiterates the occurrence of coarticulation of /i/ 

+ /a/ to [æ], but makes no mention of the coarticulation of /e/+/o/ and/i/+/o/ to [œ]. Finally, 

Drettas (1997) proposes the existence of six phonological vowel units; /i/, /e/, /æ/, /a/, /o/ and 

/u/. 

Language/Dialect Contact 

I am conducting the present study within a framework of Language/Dialect Contact, and place 

particular focus on the processes of Koineization (Hinskens 1996; Kerswill 2002, 2010; Siegel 

1985, 1993, 2000, 2010; Trudgill 1986; among others). Labov (1972) and Trudgill (1986) make 

a distinction between short-term speech accommodation, – a process that involves borrowing 

and communicative use of linguistic elements of another speech community during the first 

years of ‘superficial’ contact between the speech communities, in order to facilitate successful 

communication with the other speech community-, and long-term speech accommodation, 

which is the result of a long term, deep and essential coexistence of the speech communities in 

contact. Long term accommodation emerges after the breaking of barriers between the speech 

communities in contact, where intermarriage between the speech communities in contact 

strongly evidences the breakdown of these barriers (Papazachariou 1998: 199). After the 

barriers’ break, linguistic processes of language change emmerge, predominaly influencing the 

linguistic system of the minority speech community. The first mechanism is the levelling, which 

is responsible for the loss of the differences between the two linguistic systems, either by the loss 

of the particularities of the linguistic features of the minority group, or by the adaptation of few 

salient features of one speech community by the rest. The second mechanism -i.e. simplification- 

is responsible for the readjastement of the newly reduced linguistic system in a way that the 

linguistic phenomena become transparent and the linguistic system well structured. Finally, 
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reallocation is the final mechanism which is responsible for the change of the linguistic or 

sociolinguistic function of a linguistic unit or a phenomenon (Trudgill 1986: 11-38). Language 

change due to the above three contact-induced mechanisms could go as far as the creation of a 

new Koine (Koineization).  

The social conditions in the two communities under study have led to the breaking of the 

barriers between the Pontic communities and the locals with whom they live in contact for more 

than 90 years. Therefore, we believe that we shall find instances of contact-induced changes in 

both speech communities. Moreover, Pontians in the mixed village are the minority in this speech 

community, interacting socially with the locals more closely, than the Pontians from the 

homogenous village with the surrounding locals; Therefore, we expect to find the emergence of 

more mechanisms of contact-induced inguistic change within the mixed community, in 

comparison to the homogenous village in the Northern Greece. These two hypotheses will be 

tested with data from the vowel system of the two Pontic communities under study. 

Methodology 

The present study draws on data collected within the «AMIGRE: Pontus, Cappadocia, Aivali: In 

search of Asia Minor Greek» program, under Prof. Em. Angella Ralli.  

At present, I have opted to study four elderly females, between 68 and 76 years old6, from the 

two different Pontic speech communities described earlier. The decision was based on the social 

characteristics of the particular age and gender selected. These particular females belong to the 

second generation of Pontic migrants, i.e., people who were born in Greece to the first-generation 

Pontic migrants. This age group grew in families where Pontic was used as the main language of 

communication. Furthermore, all the selected females belonged to agricultural families. Their 

main occupation of these women was that of housewives, yet these women worked in the fields 

whenever necessary.  Similarly, they have the same edulational background.  The effort was to 

analyse data from a fairly homogeneous group. i.e., a group of informants with all their social 

characteristics being the same, apart form the two different speech communities. The purpose 

of the informants’ homogeneity was the decision to study the vowel system of the two speech 

communities, without further intervenience of other sociolinguistic parpameters -apart from the 

two different types of speech communities. I am quite certain that if data from both the sexes and 

other ages were included in the analysis, interesting ramifications with sociolinguistic 

interellations would be emerged. 

Ethnographic methods were used for the fieldwork data collection. The two fieldworkers 

were Pontic native speakers and were fluent in SMG as bilinguals, and had been trained in 

ethnographic methods pertaining to casual speech recordings, as well as in using relevant 
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technological equipment. Each of these documenters was also a member of one of these two 

particular speech communities.  

One of the fieldworkers had also been trained in using the PRAAT 7  software for the 

transcription, translation, and preliminary annotation of the recordings. As the field researcher 

was not a phonologist, nor was there time to train him in articulatory phonetics, he was asked to 

orthographically transcribe the recordings, using different symbols -i.e., capital letters- to 

annotate the sounds he would not hear and/nor use in SMG.  

In total, 3250 vowels (monophthongs and hiatuses) were annotated and the value of the F1 

and F2 formants was calculated using PRAAT, as it is well attested (Ladefoged 2001 among 

others) that the first format indicates the tongue position on the up-down axis in the mouth, and 

the second formant indicates the tongue position on the ‘front-back’ axis in the mouth. The 

combination of the first formant (F1) and the second formant (F2) describes with precise 

acouracy the position of the tongue during vowel’s production. The received measurements were 

entered into the NORM Vowel Normalization Suit online platform where they were normalized, 

and tables of the spectral vowel spaces were produced. The vowels were identified as phonetic 

realizations of particular phonological units, in line with American and British Dialectology. 

Finally, the vowels were divided according to their stressed and unstressed status, as the stress 

difference is known to produce different vowel spaces.  

Acoustic Analysis 

This section focuses i. on the existence of [y] and [ɯ], ii. on the existence of [æ] and [œ], and on 

whether these sounds derive from coarticulation, and iii. on comparing the vowel spaces of the 

two different villages.  

1. [y] and [ɯ] 

The annotations by the native speaker transcriber revealed the non-existence of [y] and [ɯ] 

vowels in our corpus, which concurs with the more recent work of Drettas (1997), Revithiadou 

et. al. (2009), and Hatzisabidis (1985, 1995) on Pontic spoken in Greece. The deletion of [y] and 

[ɯ] vowels can be explained as the result of levelling, i.e. the first long term accommodation 

linguistic mechanism, which reduces the differences between the two linguistic systems. In this 

case, it is the loss of two Pontic vowels that do not exist in the vowel system of the Standard 

Modern Greek 

2. [æ] and [œ] 

Regarding the [æ] and [œ] vowels, the primary aim of our study is to establish whether the 

vowels [æ] and [œ] are indeed the result of coarticulation or not. To address this question, we 
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must examine whether the realizations of the phonological clusters /i/+/a/ and /e/+/a/ -as in 

a) & b) examples-, as well as of the phonological clusters /i/+/o/ and /e/+/o/ -as in c) & d) 

examples- behave as hiatuses or as monophthongs. If they behave as hiatuses, coarticulation 

does not occur. If, however, they behave as monophthongs, we could indeed assume the 

existence of coarticulation.  

[æ] 

Establishing whether the phonetic realizations of the above phonological clusters are 

monophthongs or hiatuses is predicated on calculating the start and end points of the vowel in 

the vowel space. If the said Euclidean distance8, extends to the vowel spaces of the two initial 

vowel targets, then the phonetic realization of a phonological cluster is a hiatus. Conversely, if 

the Euclidean distance equals a monophthong’s distance, then the phonetic realization of the 

phonological cluster is a monophthong. 

The following diagrams depict the Euclidean distances a) of the monophthongs [i, e, a], b) of 

the undisputable hiatuses [ae] and [ai], and c) of the examined phonological clusters /ia/ and 

/ea/, as they are realized in the homogeneous village in the North of Greece and the mixed town 

in the South of Greece. In the vowel space of the homogeneous village, we also included that 

vowel which the transcriber/native speaker of Pontic had marked as being different from [a] and 

[e] and which we would describe as a [+low, +front, - round] [æ] in terms of articulation. 

 

Diagram 1          Diagram 2 

The Euclidean distances of the undisputable hiatuses are smaller than the corresponding 

distances of the vowel-targets, while the Euclidean distance of the phonological cluster /ia/ is 

similar to the distance of the undisputable hiatus [ai]. Accordingly, the Euclidean distance of the 
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phonological cluster /ea/ is similar to that of the undisputable hiatus [ae]. Moreover, the above 

findings related to the Euclidean distances of the undisputable hiatus and of the investigated 

phonological vowel clusters are identical in both vowel spaces. The Euclidean distance of the 

sound [æ] in the homogeneous village is the same as the Euclidean distance of the monophthongs 

[i] and [e], as can be seen in diagram 1. The conclusion of the above findings is that, in both 

geographical areas, the phonetic realization of the phonological clusters /i/+/a/ and /e/+/a/ 

does not lead to coarticulation and production of the monophthong [æ]. Additionally, in the 

homogeneous village in the North of Greece, there are occurrences of a low front monophthong 

[æ], which is not the case in the mixed town in the South of Greece. The loss of a phonological 

phenomenon in the speech of Pontians, i.e., the phonological coarticulation of /i/+/a/ and 

/e/+/a/ to [æ], is another instance of levelling, as this kind of coarticulation does not exist in 

Standard Moder Greek. 

[œ] 

Following the same method for examining the phonetic realization of the phonological clusters 

/i/+/o/ and /e/+/o/, we calculated the Euclidean distance of the start and end points of a) the 

vowels [i, e, o], b) the undisputable hiatus [oi] and [oe], and c) the investigated phonological 

clusters /i/+/o/ and /e/+/o/. The following diagrams depict the spectral space containing the 

relevant information. 

           

Diagram 3         Diagram 4 

According to the above diagrams, in the homogeneous village in Northern Greece, the 

Euclidean distance of the phonological phonetic clusters under examination (that is, of /i/+/o/ 

and /e/+/o/) are greater than that of the undisputable hiatus [oe] and [oi]. Again, the loss of the 
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phonological coarticulation of /i/+/o/ and /e/+/o/ to [œ] from the speech of Pontians, is another 

insance of levelling, as this type of coarticulation does not exist in the Standard Modern Greek. 

However, the diagram of the mixed town in the South of Greece presents a different picture. 

More specifically, while the Euclidean distance of /io/ is slightly smaller than that of /oi/, the 

Euclidean distance of /eo/ is similar to that of the monophthong [i], and, surprisingly, smaller 

than that of [o]. The above diagram reveals the fact that in the mixed town, the phonological 

cluster /e/+/o/ is realized with coarticulation which results in the phonetic realization of a mid-

low central rounded monophthong [œ] ([ˈleomen] > [ˈlœmen] and [ˈetone ˈolea] > [ˈetoˈnœlea]). 

This is not the case, however, with the phonological cluster /i/+/o/ which is realized as a hiatus 

whose Euclidean distance approximates that of the hiatus [oi].  Therefore, it seems that in the 

mixed town there is a partial loss of /i/+/o/ & /e/+/o/ coarticulation, reflects a partial levelling, 

only for the /e/+/o/ vowel clusters. 

The comparison of the two diagrams also reveals that their diphthongs are realized 

differently not only in terms of the extent of their Euclidean distance but also in terms of their 

starting and end points. 

Monophthong Vowel Space 

Taking into consideration all preceding findings, we created the vowel spaces for the stressed 

and unstressed Pontic monophthongs as they are realized in the two villages (Diagrams 5-8).   

 

Diagram 5        Diagram 6 
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Diagram 7                                Diagram 8 

The spectral space diagrams of the vowel systems provide the following information: 

Firstly, [æ] and [œ] are not realized in both communities. The low front [æ] occurs in the 

homogeneous village of Northern Greece, but not as result of the phonological coarticulation of 

/e/+/a/ & /i/+/a/, while the mid rounded [œ] occurs in the mixed town of Southern Greece, as 

result of the phonological coarticulation of /i/+/o/. Moreover, the two vowels exhibit different 

phonetic properties, as [æ] is realized only unstressed, while [œ] is realized only stressed. 

An additional significant point concerns the spectral spaces of the stressed vowels of each 

speech community, and the position of their mid vowels, which differs in each of the two 

resective places. Indeed, the vowel space of the homogeneous village occupies a larger spectral 

space than that of the mixed town: ((1.58-0,7) x (1,72-0,62) versus (1,4-0,82) x (1,6-0,64)). 

Moreover, the stressed mid vowels of the mixed town are closer to the stressed high vowels, 

while the stressed mid vowels of the homogeneous village are found well dispersed from the 

high and low vowels.  As I will discuss below, a well dispersed vowel system is result of 

simplification (Trudgill 2009), i.e., the linguistic mechanism that is responsible for the 

rearrangement of the linguistic system, in order to be as well structured and transparent as 

possible. Under the simplification mechanism, vowel phonemes become as clearly distinguished 

to each other and transparent as possible. 
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Phonological Determination of [æ] and [œ] 

Following the above presentation of the Pontic vowel spectral spaces as articulated in each of the 

two speech communities, the subsequent concern relates to the phonological functions of [æ] 

and [œ]. As I presented previously, the sound [œ] has been determined as the result of the 

coarticulation of the vowel cluster /e/+/o/, either within the same word or between words, i.e., 

the coarticulation of the last vowel of the first word with the first vowel of the second word. It is 

therefore safe to conclude that, as [œ] stems from the phonological phenomenon of 

coarticulation only, it does not represent a phonological unit.  

However, [æ] exhibits a different phonological behavior. It is not the product of phonological 

coarticulation as shown in the phonetic realization of the phonological clusters /i/+/a/ and 

/e/+/a/. The concern therefore arises of whether [æ] represents a distinct phonological unit, as 

had been concluded by Drettas (1997), or not. To respond to this concern, I studied the 

environments (phonological and morphological) in which the sound in question occurs. The 

evidence suggests that [æ] appeared only in the suffix of neuter nouns, namely in the nominal 

and accusative cases of the plural, always in the post-stress position, such as: 

e) Pontic= /xaiˈvani/+ plural suffix /a/ <animals>, => [xajˈvanæ], (but in SMG => [xajˈvaɲa]) 

f) Pontic= /xoˈrafi/ +plural suffix /a/, <fields> => [xoˈrafæ], (but in SMG => [xoˈrafça]) 

g) Pontic= /muˈmuli/+ plural suffix /a/ < weevils> =>[muˈmulæ], (but in SMG => [muˈmuʎa]) 

The above coarticulation it was never found in the neuter nouns with the stress upon the [i] of 

the stem: 

h) Pontic= /xoˈrion/ + plural suffix /a/ <places>, => [xoˈria], (but in SMG=> [xoˈrʝa]) 

i) Pontic= /peˈðion/+plural suffix /a/ <offsprings>, => [peˈðia], (but in SMG=> [peˈðʝa]) 

Examples above show that the last vowel /i/ of the stem, with the neuter plural suffix /a/, are 

realized as a hiatus [ia] when the /i/ is stressed –examples d & e-, or as [æ], when the /i/ is 

unstressed –examples a, b & c-. As I previously showed, the coexistence of /i/+/a/ in any other 

phonetic/phonological environment does not lead to the coarticulation of the two vowels. As 

coarticulation appears only in this specific morphophonological environment (i.e., in the suffix 

of the plural nominal and accusative cases of neuter nouns in the post-stress position), this 

phenomenon is rendered from a phonological into a morphophonological case. We therefore do 

not consider [æ] to be a phonological unit – as was claimed by Drettas (1997) –, but rather the 

phonetic outcome of a morphophonological phenomenon. 
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Comparison of Vowel Systems 

I now suggest several differences between the vowel systems of the two speech communities and 

the earlier Pontic vowel system described by Papadopoulos (1955) and Ikonomidis (1958), as 

well as between the vowel systems of the two speech communities themselves.  

More specifically, [y] and [ɯ] which existed in earlier grammars (Papadopoulos o.b.; 

Ikonomidis o.b.) do not appear in either speech community. The phonological phenomenon of 

coarticulation does not appear at all in the homogeneous village whereby the vowel clusters /ia/, 

/ea/, /io/ and /eo/ are realized as hiatus, both within and between words. In the mixed town, by 

contrast, only the phonological cluster /e/+/o/ is coarticulated. 

Scrutinizing the differences between the vowel systems in the two speech communities, we 

also identified a low front [æ] in the homogeneous village. This low front [æ] appears only in the 

suffix of the plural nominal and accusative cases of neuter nouns, and only in post-stress position, 

due to a morphophonological coarticulation. An additional phonetic difference between the 

vowel systems of the two speech communities emerges from the fact that in the homogeneous 

village, the mid stressed vowels are located almost equally between high and low vowels 

whereas, in the mixed town, the mid stressed vowels are closer to the high vowels. Finally, the 

vowel spectral space of the homogeneous village is broader than the vowel spectral space of the 

mixed town, i.e., (1.58-0,7) x (1,72-0,62) versus (1,4-0,82) x (1,6-0,64). 

An overview of the differences reveals that speakers of Pontic employ different vowel 

systems in each of the two villages. Although both vowel systems have each six vowel sounds, 

the sounds differ for each context in that the diphthong [æ] appears in the homogeneous village, 

due to a morphophonological phenomenon, while the diphthong [œ] appears in the mixed town, 

due to the coarticulation of /e/+/o/, be it within words or between words. Moreover, in the 

vowel space of the homogeneous village, stressed mid vowels are at an equal distance from 

stressed high and low vowels; in the vowel system of the mixed town, stressed mid vowels are 

found much closer to the stressed high vowels. Finally, the spectrum of the vowel space of the 

homogeneous village is larger than that of the mixed town. In the next section, I thus interpret 

the said differences under the prism of contact-induced processes of language change. 

Language Contact – Linguistic Change 

My analysis clearly showed that the vowel systems realized by the speakers of the two villages 

differ from the vowel system described in earlier grammars, such as that of Papadopoulos (1995) 

ανδ Ικονομιδισ (1958). The disappearance of [y] and [ɯ] vowels can be understood within the 

context of a process of linguistic change, due to language contact. More specifically, the contact 

of Pontic Greek with Standard Modern Greek could have triggered the process of levelling, which 
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is the first linguistic mechanism fueled by long-term accommodation whereby disparities 

between the two vowel systems disappear. In this light, it is not surprising that the two sounds 

which resembled the respective Turkish vowels, and had therefore been stigmatized as markers 

of the different geographical origin of Pontians, were the first to fade from the linguistic system 

of the Pontians. 

This levelling process indicates that Standard Modern Greek has become the norm that has 

determined change in the Pontic language. As such, -according to Chambers and Trudgill’s 

definition of Dialect and Language-, Pontic has become a heteronomous dialect of SMG. 

Our analysis in the previous section highlighted additional differences between the vowel 

systems of the two speech communities. What follows in this section is an attempt at arguing that 

the identified differences represent different stages of linguistic change. More specifically, in the 

vowel system of the mixed town, we found that a) the front low [æ], which earlier grammars of 

Pontic Greek attribute to the coarticulation of /i/+/a/ and /e/+/a/, does not take place, and that 

b) neither is the coarticulation of /i/ + /o/ realized. However, /e/ + /o/ continue to be 

coarticulated as [œ]. The fact that /i/+/a/, /e/+/a/ and /i/+/o/ are not coarticulated and that 

the two high vowels are lost, as outlined above, could be the outcome of levelling, the first 

mechanism of contact-induced linguistic change under long-term accommodation. 

The differences in the vowel system of the homogeneous village are more complex as, apart 

from the non-realization of the [y] and [ɯ], phonological coarticulation does not occur, seeing 

that the combinations /i/ + /a/ and /e/ + /a/, as well as /i/ + /ο/ and /e/ + /ο/ are realized as 

hiatus, and not as [æ] and [œ] respectively. These losses may result from a more advanced stage 

of levelling, as coarticulation at the phonological level has been entirely withdrawn, which is not 

the case in the mixed town. Moreover, the fact that in the Pontic vowel space of the homogeneous 

village, the low, mid and high vowels are at an equal distance from each other could also be 

explained as an indicator of simplification, i.e., the second linguistic process of contact-induced 

linguistic change under long-term accommodation. Trudgill (2009) claims that the maximum 

equal distance between the vowels of a vowel space, as identified by Liljencrants and Lindblom 

(1972), does not represent an inherent element of vowel systems; It is actually rather the result 

of simplification, under which linguistic units become as clearly distinguished from each other 

and transparent as possible. His argument rests upon the fact that, the vast majority of the vowel 

systems that Liljencrants and Lindblom (1972) studied are standard varieties, i.e., koines, which 

have been formulated by the simplification process. Moreover, dialectal vowel systems -i.e., 

vowels systems that have been developed in isolation- are not marked by the pattern of the 

maximum equal distance between vowels. Trudgill’s argument has been verified by several 

studies on the vowel spaces of Greek dialects (Baltazani et.al. 2014; Christou and Baltazani 2010; 

Kainada and Baltazani 2014; Lengeris et.al. 2016; Vassalou et.al. 2017). 
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The appearance of /i/ next to /a/ does not activate the phonological phenomenon of 

coarticulation, and yet, coarticulation occurs in a very specific morphophonological 

environment, that of the suffix of the plural nominative and accusative of neuter nouns, in post-

stress position. This represents the transformation of a phonological phenomenon into a 

morphophonological one, which can be interpreted as result of reallocation as another contact-

induced mechanism of linguistic change due to long-term accommodation, and which manifests 

itself after levelling and simplification.  

In a nutshell, the vowel system of the mixed town is the product of the activation of levelling 

which has not yet reached completion. By contrast, the vowel system of the homogeneous village 

is at a more advanced stage of linguistic change because levelling-related transformations are 

more frequent while some of the changes seem to be linked to the mechanisms of simplification 

and reallocation.  

What is interesting and, at a first glance, paradoxical, is that the vowel system exhibiting the 

most advanced changes belongs to the homogeneous village, when one would expect the 

opposite to happen, since the mixed town is de facto characterized by more instances of language 

contact; the influence of the Koine Greek should theoretically be greater on its Pontic linguistic 

system. At the same time, the two villages also differ in the following respect: The use of Pontic 

among the Pontian inhabitants of the homogenous village is daily, self-evident, and synonymous 

of casual speech. The use of Pontic among the inhabitants of the mixed town, however, is rare, 

not at all self-evident, and definitely not synonymous with everyday speech. 

We therefore assume that the rarely used Pontic language in the mixed town weakens the 

activation of linguistic change mechanisms, while in the homogeneous village, the Pontic which 

is spoken daily and in informal communications activates linguistic change mechanisms more 

frequently. This can explain why linguistic change induced by contact is at an earlier phase in the 

mixed town in comparison with the homogeneous village. Will levelling reach completion in the 

mixed town? Will simplification and reallocation also appear in the Pontic variety of the mixed 

town, as they appeared in the Northern homogenous village? The unexpected finding of this 

research is that Pontic variety has developed features of a koine variety, after the activation of 

levelling, simplification and reallocation processes, due to the everyday, casual and public use of 

the Pontic variety, with positive connotations. It seems that the Pontic community in the 

Southern mixed town use the Pontic variety under different conditions, i.e. rarely, between the 

elders, privately, without a general appreciation. Under these conditions, my prediction is that 

the Pontic variety will not be further developed. On the contrary, it is more propable that younger 

generations of Pontians will not get exposed at this linguistic system and they will become 

passive speakers of Pontic, if not monolinguals in SMG, at it happened with other linguistic 

systems in Greece -i.e., Arvanitika (Tsitsipis 1981), Slavic in Northern Greece (Papazachariou, 
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1998) and Tsakonika (Liosis 2019), under similar social dynamics and conditions. 

Conclusion 

The comparative study of the Pontic vowel systems of two different Pontic communities in 

Greece (a homogeneous Pontic village and a Pontic community representing a small minority in 

a mixed town) showed that the two speech communities use vowel systems which display 

differences from earlier descriptions of the Pontic language, a process which could be 

interpreted as the result of the activation of mechanisms of linguistic change. These changes, 

especially the changes influenced by the levelling process, indicate that the status of Pontic has 

changed to become a heteronomous dialect of SMG, as these linguistic changes follow the 

patterns of SMG. 

Nevertheless, the linguistic changes that I presented above also distinguish each speech 

community from the other. The description of these differentiations reveals the activation of 

more linguistic change mechanisms (levelling, simplification, reallocation) in the vowel system 

of the homogeneous village versus the occurrence of just levelling in the vowel system of the 

mixed town. This is a seemingly paradoxical situation since more changes would normally be 

expected to occur in the mixed town, considering that linguistic change mechanisms are 

activated by everyday language contact. However, the fact that in the mixed town, Pontic is rarely 

used by speakers in everyday social interactions, explains why opportunities for the activation 

of change in the Pontic language are significantly reduced. 
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1 A more analytical reference to the Pontic area, Pontic language and Pontic people will be presented 
below, in the ‘Speech Communities’ Ethnographic and Linguistic Background’ Chapter. 

2 Co-funded by the Greek Ministry of Education and EU. Coordinator: Prof. Angella Ralli (2012 to 2015) 
3 From https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Map_of_Pontus.jpg 
4 The homogenous village was created in 1924, by Pontians who came from Pontus with the rest of 
migrants in 1923. In the whole region, only four Pontic villages were crated at that time (Kontaksis 
2005) 

5 From https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Greece_location_map.svg 
6 During data collection, i.e., in 2012-2013 
7  Praat is an open-source computer software package for speech analysis in Phonetics.  
8 The distance between two points (the starting and end point of a vowel) in the vowel space is called 
Euclidean distance and is calculated in the following way: we calculate the values of the F1 & F2 formants 
of the two points, we subtract the F1 of the first point from the F1 of the second point (F1β-F1α), and the 
F2 of the first point from the F2 of the second point (F2β-F2α). Adding the squares of the new values 
(F1β-F1α)2 + (F2β-F2α)2 gives us the square of the distance between the two points, which is the 
hypotenuse of a right-angle triangle where (F1β-F1α) corresponds to one vertical side and (F2β-F2α) to 
the other vertical side. 


