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This article presents results of a sociolinguistic study of a Northern Russian dialect
as spoken in a small rural community of Pokcha in the Western Urals, Russia.
Because of a number of social influences, the dialect has been undergoing a rapid
shift towards Standard Russian. The study examines two sound changes in progress:
(1) a merger of unstressed mid back vowels and (2) a split of a post-alveolar frica-
tive into two phonemes. The focus of the study is on the role of social factors—age,
mobility, education, and sex—in determining the dynamics of the two rather dif-
ferent phonological processes.

While a substantial body of work has been done on identifying linguistic factors
in sound change—phonological structural considerations (Martinet, 1955), the
speaker’s articulatory effort (Lindblom et al., 1995), or the listener’s auditory
misperceptions (Ohala, 1981)—the role of social factors in initiation and actua-
tion of sound change has been largely beyond the scope of formal phonology or
historical linguists until relatively recently. The sociolinguistic work produced in
the last few decades (starting with Labov, 1963; see Labov, 1994, 2001; Cham-
bers, 2003) has convincingly demonstrated that almost any phonological or pho-
netic sound change (or any linguistic change) can be initiated and continuously
influenced by a range of social factors, such age, sex, and social class of speakers.

This article is a contribution to the continual investigation of the role of social
factors in sound change. It presents results of a sociolinguistic study of a Russian
dialect spoken in a small town community of Pokcha in the Western Urals. As
a result of the increasing social pressure of urbanization, the dialect has been
undergoing a rapid shift towards Standard Russian. The focus of the study is on
two standardizing sound changes: (a) the unrounding of the unstressed vowel 0o0
([o] r [a]) and (b) the split of a retroflex post-alveolar fricative 0ó0 into two
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phonemes, 0ó0 and 0S0. As I will show, social factors of age, home background
(raised in town or out of town), and, partially, education play a crucial role in both
changes. Reference to these social factors, combined with an examination of the
phonetic characteristics of the sounds involved, also explains the strikingly dif-
ferent dynamics of the two changes.

B A C K G R O U N D

Pokcha: The social background

Pokcha is a small town in the Western Urals, Russia. It is a predominantly rural
community about 480 km north of the province’s capital city Perm’ (formerly
Molotov).Administratively, it belongs to the Cherdyn’region (raion) of the Perm’
province (oblast’). The region, like other parts of the Western Urals, used to be
sparsely populated by the indigenous Uralic-speaking Komi (Permyaks). Rus-
sians began to settle in the area along the Upper Kama and Kolva rivers starting
in the 15th and 16th centuries as a part of the general eastward expansion (Cha-
gin, 1988:9–16; Poliakova, 1998). Most new settlers were peasants from the Rus-
sian Northwest, driven by over-population, poverty, and religious tensions. The
region, with Fort Pokcha and then Cherdyn’ as administrative centers, became a
Russian strategic outpost on the way to Siberia and the Southern Urals (Chagin,
1988:131–132; cf. Pallot, 2002:1060). With further waves of migration to the
west and south, the region, with few natural resources and diminished military
and commercial importance, fell into a relative economic decline.

The socioeconomic stagnation of the region was broken in the 20th century.
The Bolshevik revolution in 1917 was followed by a land reform that took prop-
erty from the big local land owners and turned it over to peasants. In the early
1930s, the “collectivization” campaign was initiated on a countrywide scale, estab-
lishing collective farms and cracking down on “excessive” private land-owning.
The campaign led to the elimination of the middle class and leveling of social
distinctions in the region (Ivanova, 1998). Thus, the family of one of my speak-
ers, Marija P., lost all property and was evicted from Pokcha in 1932, not to return
until eight years later.

At the same time, the “cultural revolution” campaign aimed to eliminate illit-
eracy, as well as “religious superstitions.” New schools and libraries were set up
in towns and in rural areas of the region; churches were closed and turned into
clubs or warehouses, or simply destroyed. This happened to the Blagoveščensky
cathedral in Pokcha (built in 1785; Chagin, 1988:137), which, according to my
informants, served as a collective farm warehouse in the 1930s and was later
partly demolished.

Because of its remoteness, the region became a convenient location for a num-
ber of labor camps, Gulags, where political and civil prisoners from all over the
country were used as a free workforce at logging sites (Pallot, 2002; Suslov &
Gasheva, 1998; Varese, 2001). In the late 1930s to the early 1950s, the timber-
rich Cherdyn’ region had the highest concentration of labor camps in the Perm’
province, with the latter having the highest number of such facilities in the USSR
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(Varese, 2001:124–125).1 The camps were directly operated by NKVD (the for-
mer KGB), but local people were often recruited to provide necessary services
(Pallot, 2002:1066–1067). Thus, some residents of Pokcha used to work as truck
drivers or guards for the local Usollag and Nyroblag networks of camps (Vladimir
V. and Ivan Š. in my survey sample). Former prisoners released from camps were
often encouraged or forced to settle in the region. The intermarriage of former
prisoners and locals has resulted in “the unusual population mix that still char-
acterizes settlements in the Upper Kama region today” (Pallot, 2002:1068).

In 1941, almost all able-bodied men of the region were drafted and sent to the
World War II eastern front. Out of necessity, women became involved in the
economic life of the region at all levels. Prior to that, it was hardly possible for a
woman to occupy the position of collective farm manager or director of a trade
cooperative, as did for example, Vera D. in my survey sample. The overall inef-
ficiency of collective farming prompted the Communist government to declare
the countrywide amalgamation of these farms and elimination of small villages in
the 1950–1960s (Poliakova, 1998:28). According to my informants, almost all of
over 20 villages of the Pokcha county turned into “ghost towns,” with their pop-
ulation flooding into the administrative center. Many old and middle-aged speak-
ers in my sample were raised in those smaller villages and subsequently moved to
Pokcha. Whether a person was raised in Pokcha or outside it became a social
factor stratifying the otherwise relatively socially homogeneous population of
the town.

The collapse of the Soviet Union and the fall of the Communist rule in 1992
brought political and economic changes. These changes, however, were not enough
to stabilize the crippled economy of the region. The abrupt introduction of the
“free market” pushed collective farming, forestry, and many other state-owned
businesses to the brink of collapse, while the conditions for the new type of
market were not yet established (Pallot, 2002:1077–1079). This resulted in a fur-
ther decline in the standard of living, with mass unemployment and chronic wage
debts in the region, giving an impetus to migration. Now, most younger mobile
people from Pokcha are moving to larger urban centres that have relatively more
opportunities for employment and private enterprise. For young residents of
Pokcha, life in a city has become associated with success and prosperity, contrib-
uting to the already strong social pressure towards urbanization.

Pokcha: The linguistic background

The local dialect, a variety of the Northern Russian dialect, formed in the 16th
and 17th centuries, existed in a relatively stable state for several centuries (Polia-
kova, 1998). The major changes of the 20th century, particularly starting in the
1930s, could not leave the Pokcha dialect intact. The speech of the region started
to undergo a gradual shift towards the standard usage. This shift was accompa-
nied by a significant degree of variation, which is the focus of this study.

The following discussion of the variables is based on the author’s fieldwork.
Although the rural dialects of Perm’ Province has been a focus of a number of
linguistic studies (Shtern & Erofeeva, 1998; Skitova, 1961; Smoliakova, 1961),
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none of these works specifically investigated the dialect of Pokcha, or nearby
areas. In addition, most studies were primarily concerned with lexicography rather
than the phonology or phonetics of these dialects (cf. Ignatkina, 1987:132). The
authors, however, mention the significant interspeaker variation and differences
between generations in speech patterns, leading to a “collapse of dialect phonetic
systems . . . under the destructive impact of the literary language” (Shtern & Ero-
feeva, 1998:70).

The vowel variable. Standard Russian and the Pokcha dialect have the same
stressed vowel inventory, consisting of five vowels 0i e a o u0 (Bolla, 1981;
Bondarko, 1981; Timberlake, 2004; for Standard Russian). (Phonetically, Stan-
dard Russian vowels are [i0é E a O u]. In the Pokcha dialect, as in other rural
dialects of Perm’ Province (Ignatkina, 1987:132; Shtern & Erofeeva, 1998), the
back mid vowel 0o0 can be realized as mid-high [o] rather than mid-low [O], as
mentioned later.) One of the main differences between the two varieties is found
in the quality of some unstressed vowels. In Standard Russian both 0a0 and 0o0
are neutralized in unstressed environments to a reduced [a], which is phonetically
unrounded mid-low back [ö]. In the Pokcha dialect, the contrast between the
unstressed allophones of 0a0 and 0o0 is maintained: They are realized as slightly
reduced [a] ([ö]) and [o], respectively. Examples in Table 1 illustrate the differ-
ences between the standard and the dialect in the choice of variants for the stressed0
unstressed vowels 0o0 and 0a0.

Based on my acoustic analysis of the unstressed vowels in the Pokcha dialect,
the two variants of the unstressed 0o0 (phonetically [o] and [ö]) differ mainly in
the values of the first and second formants (F1 and F2; roughly corresponding to
tongue height and tongue backness: Ladefoged & Maddieson, 1996). The differ-
ence in F1 is about 250 Hz and the difference in F2 is about 350 Hz for older
speakers (cf. Erofeeva, 1997 on the Perm’ variety of Standard Russian).

The pattern of the Pokcha dialect is typical of Northern Russian dialects and is
referred to in the literature as okan’e, or ‘using [o]’, as opposed to the standard

TABLE 1. Similarities and differences between Standard Russian
and the Pokcha dialect in the realization of stressed and

unstressed vowels 0o0 and 0a0

Phoneme
Standard
Russian

The Pokcha
Dialect Examples

Stressed 0o0 [o] [o] vódy ‘water’, pl.
dóma ‘at home’

0a0 [a] [a] trávy ‘grass’, pl.
domá ‘houses’, pl.

Unstressed /o/ [a] [o] vodá ‘water’, sg.
nádo ‘need’

0a0 [a] [a] travá ‘grass’
dóma ‘at home’
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akan’e, ‘using [a]’ as the allophone of the unstressed 0o0 (Avanesov & Orlova,
1965). The pattern of okan’e is more conservative, reflecting an earlier historical
stage, while akan’e represents an innovation.

The inventory and realizations of vowels in the Pokcha dialect (as shown in
Table 1) represent the older variety of the dialect, or the old regional standard.
It is still characteristic of the speech of the oldest and predominantly rural
speakers of the region. As a result of increased social pressure, the phonolog-
ical patterns of the dialect have been changing to conform to those of the stan-
dard. The focus of this study is not on the differences between these two varieties,
but rather on the sound change in the Pokcha dialect from the nonstandard [o]
to the standard [a] in all positions where the unstressed 0o0 is found. Overall,
the sound change leads to a phonological simplification that results in a posi-
tional neutralization of a contrast. The variable is quite frequent in speech,
given the high occurrence of the unstressed 0o0 in Russian (Bondarko,
1981:144–149).

Note that the vowel change appears to be phonetically gradual, involving inter-
mediate stages (more specifically, [o]r [O]r [ö]; cf. Shtern & Erofeeva, 1998).
In the current study I will not distinguish between the rounded variants [o] and
[O], focusing on the change as “unrounding.” The status of the mid-low rounded
variant [O], however, is sociolinguistically important (as discussed later). It can
be regarded as a “fudge” (Chambers & Trudgill, 1998:110), an intermediate vari-
ant that shares rounding with [o] and height with [ö].

The consonant variable. Another difference between the dialects is in the
presence or absence of a phonemic contrast in voiceless post-alveolar fricatives.
Standard Russian has two such fricatives: a retroflex (apical) post-alveolar 0ó0
and a laminal post-alveolar 0S0, with the latter being phonetically long [S:] (Tim-
berlake, 2004:54–55, 65– 67). The 0ó0 and 0S0 of Standard Russian correspond to
the short and long variants, [ó] and [ó:], of the phoneme 0ó0 in the Pokcha dialect,
the correspondence typical of many Northern Russian dialects (cf. Avanesov &

TABLE 2. Similarities and differences between Standard Russian
and the Pokcha dialect in the use of post-alveolar

fricatives 0ó0 and 0S0

Standard
Russian

The Pokcha
Dialect Examples

0ó0 0ó0 Máša ‘Masha’ (name)
šútka ‘joke’
myš’ ‘mouse’
smešnój ‘funny’

0S0 0ó0 [ó:] jáščik ‘box’
ščúka ‘pike’

[ó] továrišč ‘comrade’
ovoščnój ‘vegetable’ adj.
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Orlova, 1965:88–90). In these dialects, the original 0S0 (developed from the clus-
ter 0StS0) has lost its laminal articulation and merged with the apical 0ó0. The
merger, however, can be considered incomplete, since the phonetic length of the
former 0S0 is still preserved (as [ó:]) in stressed prevocalic contexts.2 Table 2
shows the phonemic similarities and differences between the two dialects. As we
can see, in some lexical items, both Standard Russian and the Pokcha dialect have
0ó0, whereas in other lexical items, Standard Russian has 0S0, while the Pokcha
dialect has 0ó0 (or [ó:]).

The production of the two consonants involves conflicting articulatory ges-
tures: tongue tip raising for [ó] and tongue tip lowering (and tongue front raising)
for [S], acoustically manifested in lower spectral noise and lower second formant
(F2) vowel transitions for [ó] compared to [S] (Bolla, 1981; confirmed by the
author’s acoustic analysis).

The change examined in the current study involves a split of the 0ó0 into 0ó0
and 0S0 (which is in fact a reversal of the original, albeit incomplete, merger of 0ó0
and 0S0 into 0ó0). The focus here will be on the change in the quality of the
fricative, rather than on its duration. This sound change adds to the complexity of
the grammar and lexicon, because it introduces a new phoneme to the inventory
and restructures corresponding lexical representations. It is relatively infrequent
in speech, given the relative paucity of 0S0 in Russian, at least compared to the
unstressed 0o0 (Bondarko, 1981:144–149).

T H E S T U D Y S E T - U P

Sample and method

The data for the study was collected during my fieldtrip to the Cherdyn’ region.
The speech sample for this study includes recorded spontaneous speech from 32
informants, all residents of Pokcha, with a total duration of about eleven hours.
The subjects were asked to talk about themselves—their youth, school, work, and
life in town.

Factors

The factors examined in the study include speakers’ age, sex, education, and the
place where he0she was raised. The sample comprises speakers born in the period
from 1910 to 1990 (see Appendix). Speakers were divided with respect to their
age into three age groups, roughly corresponding to three generations (Table 3).
There are substantial time gaps between these groups: six years between the
oldest speaker in the first group and the youngest speaker in the second group;
and thirteen years between the oldest speaker of the second group and the youn-
gest speaker of the third group. All the groups include from ten to twelve speak-
ers. There are seventeen men and fifteen women in the sample, fairly evenly
distributed across the age groups.

In our examination of the two sound changes and estimation of their relative
timing, the age group variable will be very important. It is assumed here that the
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speakers retain their speech patterns acquired in their teens (the “third formative
period”: Chambers, 2003:170–171); thus, these patterns give us a rough impres-
sion of the degree of variation in the corresponding decades.

All the speakers in the study were born and raised in the north of Perm’ Prov-
ince, mostly in Pokcha, or in smaller villages within 50 km. Speakers raised in
Pokcha will be contrasted with those from the outside; this variable will be referred
to as the “home background.” In terms of education, the speakers are divided into
two groups based on the number of years of schooling: education 1 (Grade 1–7)
and education 2 (Grade 8–10 or more). The factors of occupation and class were
not treated as independent variables and thus were not coded for. The sample was
to a large degree homogeneous with respect to these factors. Many speakers in the
sample had (or used to have) jobs as farmers, forestry workers, drivers, cleaning
persons, and so forth. A few subjects that at some stage in their life occupied
white-collar positions (e.g., a librarian or a director of a trade co-op) are some-
times singled out on an individual basis as the results warrant. The population in
the region is, for the most part, rooted in the region. Most of my subjects have
never lived outside the region (or in some cases, even never traveled outside it).
Men in general, however, are more mobile than women. Many men have spent a
few years in the military outside the region. The demographics of the speakers,
indicating their year of birth, sex, educational level, and home background, are
given in the Appendix.

Analysis

The vowel variable, the unstressed 0o0 phoneme, occurred very frequently in the
speech of all 32 informants (on average, about 15 tokens per minute of speech).
Each instance of the unstressed 0o0, corresponding to the orthographic “o”, was
classified as belonging to one of the two variants, [o] or [a]. This was done based
on auditory judgments; selected tokens were verified by an acoustic analysis of
vowel formants (using Praat). The study involved a total of 3,592 vowel tokens
(i.e., about 110 tokens per speaker). The consonant variable occurred much less
frequently in the recorded sample (on average, less than 1 token per minute).
Three speakers did not have a single item with it, leaving us with 29 other speak-
ers in the sample. Altogether the sample included 585 tokens (about 20 tokens per

TABLE 3. The division of speakers into three age groups
employed in the study

Age Groups Born
Number

of Speakers Men0Women

Older speakers 1910–1923 10 406
Middle-aged speakers 1929–1947 12 705
Younger speakers 1960–1990 10 604
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speaker) for this variable. Each instance of the consonant variable, corresponding
to the orthographic “šč” (щ), was classified as belonging to one of the two vari-
ants, [ó] or [S], based on auditory judgments.

Based on the collected tokens, mean percentages of nonstandard vowel and
consonant variants were calculated for each speaker. These were analyzed statis-
tically by running a multivariate ANOVA with the following between-speaker
factors: age group (older, middle-aged, and younger), sex (men and women),
home (raised in Pokcha and raised outside), and education (education 1 and 2).3

Bonferroni post-hoc tests were used to determine differences between three lev-
els of the age group factor.

R E S U L T S

The results are presented and discussed separately for the vowel and consonant
variables, with each discussion focusing on the effects of the factors age group,
home, education, and sex.

The vowel variable

The results for the vowel variable—mean percentages and standard deviations of
the nonstandard variant [o]—are summarized in Table 4. They are organized by
different social factors separately for each age group. Numbers of speakers for
each factor level are also provided. Table 5 presents the analysis of variance
(ANOVA) results for the vowel variable—main effects and interactions. Signif-
icant effects and interactions ( p , .05) are given in bold. Only two-way inter-
actions with age group are given in the table, because none of the other two- or
three-way interactions turned out to be significant. Each of the factors and rele-
vant interactions are discussed next.

TABLE 4. Means and standard deviations (SD) for the use of the nonstandard
vowel variant [o]

Age Group

Older
(n � 10)

Middle-aged
(n � 12)

Younger
(n � 10)

Total
(n � 32)

% SD % SD % SD % SD

Home Pokcha n � 15 90.5 (10.6) 81.6 (8.6) 38.3 (5.8) 59.7 (24.8)
Outside n � 17 96.3 (2.8) 86.9 (3.2) 45.0 (2.9) 86.3 (16.4)

Education Ed. 1 n � 18 96.4 (2.9) 88.7 (3.2) 35.8 (4.6) 80.3 (25.0)
Ed. 2 n � 14 90.0 (9.9) 80.7 (6.3) 42.2 (5.5) 65.5 (22.0)

Sex Men n � 17 95.5 (3.0) 84.0 (5.9) 42.2 (5.2) 71.9 (23.6)
Women n � 15 94.8 (6.2) 85.6 (7.5) 35.8 (5.1) 76.0 (26.1)

Total n � 32 95.1 (5.0) 84.7 (6.3) 39.6 (5.9) 73.8 (24.5)
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Age. The results show that the factor age group is highly significant (F(2,
31) � 161.821, p , .001). The first age group, older speakers, uses the nonstan-
dard variant [o] almost without exception (on average, 97% of the time; see
Table 4). For the second age group, middle-aged speakers, the nonstandard vari-
ant [o] is still common (81%), yet on the decrease. For the third group, younger
speakers, the use of the nonstandard variant [o] drops substantially (39%), becom-
ing less frequent than the standard variant [a]. A Bonferroni post-hoc test reveals
that all three age groups—older, middle-aged, and younger—are significantly
different from each other ( p , .001–.01).

Mean values of the nonstandard vowel variant [o] for each speaker are plotted
in Figure 1. Speakers are arranged according to their date of birth, from the oldest
speaker on the left (Speaker 1, Iraida M.) to the youngest one on the right (Speaker
32, Aleksej P.) (see the Appendix). The nonstandard variant values are marked for
age group—older (born in 1910–1923), middle-aged (born in 1929–1947), and
younger (born in 1960–1990).

We can observe that there is a strong correlation between the percentage of the
use of the nonstandard variant [o] and the age group (R2 � 0.827). Note also that
speakers within each age group are not homogeneous with respect to the variable;
those relatively younger tend to show lower values than those relatively older
within the same group. This is not surprising, given large time spans within age
groups. Overall, the difference in the use of the variant in the population is con-
siderable: one of the older speakers in the sample, Ekaterina K. (born in 1914)
uses the nonstandard variant 99% of the time, while one of the younger speaker
in the sample, Olga P. (born in 1985) uses it in only 34% of all instances. The
difference between these speakers, thus, is 64%, reflecting a change in progress:
from the rounded variant [o] to the unrounded variant [a].

The home background. Whether a person was raised in Pokcha or in a neigh-
boring village is an important factor in the distribution of the vowel variable
(F(1, 31) � 4.575, p, .05). Regardless of age or sex, outsiders use the nonstan-
dard variant [o] 26% more frequently than town people (see Table 4). This num-
ber, however, is somewhat skewed by the greater representation of older and

TABLE 5. ANOVA results for the vowel variable; significant
effects and interactions (p , .05) are given in bold

Source of Variance DF F p

Age Group 2,31 161.821 ,0.001
Home 1,31 4.575 0.044
Education 1,31 1.937 0.176
Sex 1,31 0.046 0.832
Age Group � Home 2,31 0.029 0.971
Age Group � Education 2,31 6.422 0.005
Age Group � Sex 2,31 0.439 0.617
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middle-aged out-of-town subjects in the sample. Eight out of ten older speakers,
and seven out of twelve middle-aged speakers were raised outside of Pokcha; the
number of outsiders among the younger age group is only two out of ten. Within
each group, the home background differences are rather modest: 5–7%.

Education. Recall that for purposes of the analysis, we divided speakers into
two groups: speakers who had received no more than 7 years of school (educa-
tion 1) and speakers who had received 10 years of school with, in some cases,
vocational training (education 2). The analysis of the data shows that the factor of
education is not significant (F(2, 31) � 1.937, p . .05). However, there is a
significant interaction of education with age group (F(2, 31) � 6.422, p , .01),
pointing to significant differences in the educational background among middle-
age speakers ( p, .05). In this age group, more educated speakers used the non-
standard variable 8% less frequently than less educated speakers (see Table 3).
Similar, yet nonsignificant difference is observed for older speakers. It should be
noted that there are only two education 2 speakers in this group. There is also

figure 1. The use of the nonstandard vowel variant [o]; values represent means for each
speaker and are labeled for age group.
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considerable variation among the education 1 speakers: half of them had no more
than four years of school, whereas the other half had up to seven years of school.
For younger speakers, the distinction between the two educational groups is less
meaningful, as four out of ten speakers were still in school at the time of the study.

In sum, the results suggest that education played some role in facilitating the
spread (and possibly enforcing) the standard variant. This is not surprising, because
local school teachers usually receive some higher education in a city and thus are
exposed to the more standard variety to a greater extent. The attitudes that exist
towards the village speech in cities, as well as the general focus of education on
the standard, stigmatize the use of the rural dialect in school. For example, in the
1980s, the Education Ministry distributed the brochure “Dialects of Perm’ Prov-
ince: Methodological recommendations for future primary school teachers”
(Gruzberg, 1984:4), to provide a set of guidelines on how to “overcome local
features in the speech of students” and how to “correct the dialect mistakes” (my
translation).

Sex. Many previous sociolinguistic studies have shown that women are gen-
erally more linguistically adaptive than men and tend to use the nonstandard
variant to a lesser degree (see Chambers, 2003:121–138; Labov, 1972, 2001; Trud-
gill, 1983). The current results, however, do not reveal significant differences
between men and women in the use of the nonstandard vowel variant (F(1, 31) �
.046, p . .05). Nor, is there a significant correlation between Sex and Age
Group. As we can see in Table 4, older and middle-aged men and women show
about the same usage of the nonstandard vowel variant (96% vs. 97% and 82% vs.
80%). This lack of the difference between the two groups likely reflects the status
of women in the early and mid decades of the century. Women at that time were
more dependent, less educated, and more house-bound, while men tended to be
more mobile and exposed to more speech varieties, for example, through military
service and work for labor camps. The overall social changes that took place in
the 1920s–1950s have influenced the social status of women and may have con-
tributed to the apparent change in their sociolinguistic behavior. Younger women
show a (nonsignificant) tendency to use the nonstandard variant less frequently
than younger men (by 8%).

The consonant variable

Now we turn to the consonant variable. The results, mean percentages, and stan-
dard deviations of the nonstandard variant [ó] are summarized in Table 6. As for
the results for the vowel variable, they are organized by the social factors of sex,
home background, and education separately for each age group. Table 7 presents
the ANOVA results for the consonant variable—main effects and interactions.
Significant effects and interactions are given in bold. These are discussed in the
following sections.

Age. The results show that the factor age group is significant (F(2, 28) �
10.808, p, .01). A Bonferroni post-hoc test reveals that all three age groups are
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significantly different from each other ( p , .001–.01). The use of the nonstan-
dard variant is 84% for the older group, 44% for the middle-aged group, and 11%
for the younger group (see Table 6).

Figure 2 plots mean values of the nonstandard vowel variant [ó] for each of 29
speakers. The nonstandard variant values are marked for age group.

The figure shows some correlation between the percentage of the use of the
nonstandard variant [ó] and the age group (R2 � .638). This is similar to what we
saw for the vowel variable. However, there are some important differences. First,
the overall range of variation here is greater than for the vowel variable. There are
speakers who use the nonstandard variant [ó] only (some older speakers), and
there are speakers who use the standard variant [S] only (some middle-aged speak-
ers and almost all younger speakers). Second, interspeaker variability within each
age group is considerably higher for the consonant variable, as seen in Figure 2

TABLE 6. Means and standard deviations (SD) for the use of the nonstandard
consonant variant [ó]

Age Group

Older
(n � 10)

Middle-aged
(n � 11)

Younger
(n � 8)

Total
(n � 29)

% SD % SD % SD % SD

Home Pokcha n � 14 77.0 (21.2) 17.2 (19.3) 0.9 (2.3) 17.6 (29.1)
Outside n � 15 85.1 (13.8) 67.0 (20.1) 84.0 — 77.8 (18.3)

Education Ed. 1 n � 17 89.1 (9.6) 58.0 (31.1) 1.5 (3.0) 59.4 (39.5)
Ed. 2 n � 12 61.0 (1.4) 33.0 (31.2) 21.0 (42.0) 33.7 (33.4)

Sex Men n � 15 83.3 (17.0) 39.7 (29.7) 18.0 (37.0) 44.1 (38.2)
Women n � 14 83.7 (14.3) 50.0 (37.9) 0.0 (0.0) 53.7 (40.1)

Total n � 29 83.5 (14.5) 44.4 (32.3) 11.25 (29.5) 48.7 (38.7)

TABLE 7. ANOVA results for the consonant variable; significant
effects and interactions (p , .05) are given in bold

Source of Variance DF F p

Age Group 2,28 10.808 0.001
Home 1,28 38.135 ,0.001
Education 2,28 1.186 0.287
Sex 1,28 0.119 0.734
Age Group � Home 2,28 6.121 0.009
Age Group � Education 2,28 2.238 0.129
Age Group � Sex 2,28 0.507 0.610
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and reflected in the lower R2 and higher standard deviations (Table 6), particu-
larly for middle-aged and younger speakers. It should be noted that greater vari-
ability for the consonant variable is at least in part attributable to the relatively
lower number of tokens per speaker in the sample (as discussed in the Summary
section).

The home background. The factor home is highly significant (F(1, 28) �
38.135, p, .001). Speakers raised outside of Pokcha have more of the nonstan-
dard variant [ó] by 49% than the people raised in town (80% vs. 31%), averaged
for age group, sex, and education. There is, however, a significant age group �
home interaction (F(2, 28) � 6.121, p , .01). Further analysis determined that
home is not significant for older speakers (F(1, 7) � .001, p . .05). Recall that
there are only two Pokcha-raised speakers in this group. One of them, Iraida M.
(born in 1910), uses the nonstandard variant 92% of times, while the other one,
Vera D. (born in 1923), uses the nonstandard variant 62% of times. Certain out-
of-town speakers, such as Ivan Š., are quite advanced with respect to the variable:

figure 2. The use of the nonstandard consonant variant [ó]; values represent means for
each speaker and are labeled for age group.
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he uses the nonstandard variant 60% of times. However, some of these individ-
uals appear to present special cases, and will be discussed in later.

The home background is significant for middle-aged and younger speakers
(F(1, 18) � 42.493, p , .001). The difference between middle-aged speakers
raised in and outside of Pokcha is as high as 50% (see Table 6). The difference
between younger speakers raised in and outside of Pokcha is even higher, 60%.
However, the latter difference is a result of the gap between the single outsider,
Vladimir T. (84%) and the rest of the group who grew up in Pokcha (less than 1%).

Education. Overall, speakers with less education (education 1) used the non-
standard variable 26% more often than speakers with more education (educa-
tion 2). This difference, however, is not significant (F(2, 28) � .507, p . .05).
The results for the age group � education interaction are not significant either
(F(2, 28) � .365, p. .05), despite the mean differences between the educational
groups within each age group (89% vs. 61% for older speakers, 58% vs. 33% for
younger speakers; 2% vs. 21% for younger speakers). Again, the lack of signif-
icant results can be explained by considerable interspeaker variation, as well as
by uneven numbers of subjects who belong to different educational groups within
each age group. Recall that there are only two education 2 speakers among the
older subjects, Vera D. and Ivan Š. The unexpected (nonsignificant) difference
found for younger speakers—the higher use of the nonstandard variant by those
with more education—is a result of the same “anomalous” speaker, Vladimir T.,
who received his schooling out of town.

Sex. As in the case of the vowel variable, the difference between men and
women in the use of the nonstandard consonant variant (44% vs. 54%) is not
significant (F(1, 28) � .119, p. .05). Nor are there any significant age group �
sex interactions (F(2, 28) � .507, p . .05). Some apparent (nonsignificant) dif-
ferences between middle-aged and younger men and women (40% vs. 50% and
18% vs. 0%, respectively) are largely a result of individual differences.

Interspeaker variation and outliers. As mentioned earlier, the use of the
nonstandard consonant variant shows considerable interspeaker variation. Some
speakers appear to be “anomalous,” either less or more conservative than other
speakers in their age group. Recall that two older speakers, Vera D. and Ivan Š.
used [ó] only 60– 62% of the time, whereas the average for the rest of the group
is 89%. On the other hand, Vladimir T. shows exactly the opposite pattern in the
younger age group: He uses [ó] 84% of the time, whereas the average for the rest
of the group is less than 1%. What makes these people different from other speak-
ers in their corresponding groups and different from each other?

Vera D. was born and raised in Pokcha, received a complete secondary educa-
tion, followed by further vocational training outside the region. Her education
and her status as a town person gave her access to a prestigious job as director of
the local trade cooperative, thus differentiating her from other speakers of her age
group, who had less education and less status in town. Vera D. is thus an “insider,”
a person deeply involved in the activities of a social group and being ahead of the
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group in her sociolinguistic behavior (Chambers, 2003:110–114). Ivan Š. was
born in a village 30 km from Pokcha, but moved to town at the age of eleven,
when his family was assigned to join the newly founded collective farm. As
Vera D., he completed more years of school than anybody else in their age group:
eight years of school in Pokcha, followed by a vocational school in the provincial
capital Perm’. During World War II, Ivan Š. served in the Navy; after he returned
to the region, he worked as a truck driver delivering supplies to neighboring labor
camps. His education and mobility thus set him apart from other speakers in his
group.

In contrast to these two speakers, Vladimir T. is the most conservative speaker
in the younger age group. He was born and raised in a small village 25 km north-
west of Pokcha. He worked as a low-skilled collective farmer and, later, as a road
construction worker. His status, as well as his age (the oldest among the younger
speakers), made him different from the other speakers of the group, most of whom
were raised in Pokcha and had more extensive education (and sometimes more
prestigious jobs). Vladimir T. is thus an “oddball,” an outsider whose social and
linguistic behavior does not conform to the norms for his group (Chambers,
2003:93–110).

In sum, reference to the social background of these individuals explains their
“anomalous” linguistic behavior, clarifying the general correlation between the
age and the dynamics of the sound changes.

S U M M A R Y : T W O C H A N G E S

The analysis of the data for both variables, (o - a) and (ó - S), shows a gradual
decrease in the use of the nonstandard variants [o] and [ó] at the expense of the
standard variants [a] and [S]. Both processes are, therefore, sound changes towards
Standard Russian: [o]r [a] and [ó]r [S]. The processes correlate strongly with
speakers’age group and, to a lesser degree, with their home background (whether
they were raised in town or in a neighboring village). The level of education is
also important for the vowel variable, at least among middle-aged speakers. Nei-
ther of the variables appears to correlate with sex. Despite these similarities, the
vowel and consonant changes are quite different in their overall dynamics and
degree of variation. These differences are further discussed later.

As mentioned earlier, the use of speech variants by speakers of a particular age
group is likely to reflect the use of these variants during the period of their teens
(Chambers, 2003). Thus, the speech of speakers in our sample who were born in
the 1910s may represent, or be close to, the speech in Pokcha of the 1920s. This
would allow us to estimate the dynamics of the vowel and consonant changes.
Graphs (a) and (b) in Figure 3 present mean values of the nonstandard variants for
each speaker, plotted against the years when these speakers reached their teens.
(Note that not all decades are equally represented by the speakers in our sample.)
In each graph, the trajectory of the change is plotted as a cubic fit line with 95%
individual confidence intervals (using spss 13.0).
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figure 3. The trajectories of the vowel change (or a) (a) and consonant change (ór S)
(b) as reflected in the percentage of nonstandard variants [o] and [ó] in the speech of 32
speakers. The years indicate the approximate time when the corresponding speakers devel-
oped their speech patterns.
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We can see from the graphs that standardization of the Pokcha accent, as
reflected in the two changes, started perhaps prior to the 1920s. In the early
1920s, the use of the nonstandard variables is still close to 100% (with more
variation for the consonant variable). The vowel change (Figure 3a) approxi-
mates an S-curve. Almost stagnant in the 1920s, the change progresses steadily
from the 1930s to the 1950s, approaching the 70% mark for the nonstandard
variant. Recall that this is the time of the major social upheavals in the region:
“collectivization” and “cultural revolution,” the advent of the Gulag, World War II,
and the exodus of village populations into town. By the beginning of the 1970s,
the use of the nonstandard variant drops to below 50%, and then seems to stabi-
lize at around 35– 40% in the 1980s and 1990s. The process is thus still a change
in progress, possibly turning into a stable variability pattern (Chambers, 2003:121;
Labov, 2001:74–75).

In contrast, the consonant change (Figure 3b) exhibits interspeaker variability
already in the 1920s, increasing in the 1930s and 1940s. The use of the nonstan-
dard variant [ó] drops to 0% in the 1950s, thus de facto completing the change, at
least for the speakers who grew up in Pokcha. In sum, the consonant change is
more rapid and variable than the vowel change.

Undoubtedly, some of the interspeaker variability can be attributed to the rel-
atively small number of tokens per person for the consonant variable (on average,
20 tokens per person), compared to the vowel variable (on average, 110 tokens
per person). Yet, recall that some of the variability can be well accounted for by
speakers’age, home background, and education. More importantly, the relatively
small sample size does not explain the dramatic “all or nothing” differences
between older and younger speakers in the use of the nonstandard variant.

The striking differences between the vowel and consonant changes in the pace
can be possibly explained by different phonetic salience of the two nonstandard
variants and degrees of social acceptability associated with them. In the speech of
some-middle-aged and most younger speakers in our sample, the nonstandard
variant is often realized as the less rounded “fudge” variant [O], intermediate
between the [o] of the older speakers and the standard [a] (not quantitatively
examined in the current study). The use of the “fudge” variant was therefore
likely to be more socially acceptable than the use of the traditional nonstandard
[o]. Interestingly, the “fudge” variant is still not uncommon in the speech of the
provincial capital, Perm’ (Erofeeva, 1997; Ignatkina, 1987:135–136).

Unlike the vowel variable, the consonant variable did not develop a fudged
variant, because the two consonants involve conflicting articulatory gestures
(tongue tip raising for [ó] and tongue tip lowering for [S], acoustically manifested
in vowel transitions and frication noise). Given this, the perceptually distinct [ó]
was increasingly associated with the nonstandard variety, possibly more than the
unstressed vowel variant [o] (or [O]); at the same time, [S] came to be identified
with the prestigious town speech, more so than the unstressed vowel variant [a]
(more precisely [ö]). While the nonstandard [ó] still occurs in the speech of the
provincial capital, Perm’, it is relatively uncommon and widely regarded as a
marker of “uneducated,” “village” register (Shtern & Erofeeva, 1998). Other
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factors, such as distinct representation of the phonemes 0ó0 and 0S0 in the orthog-
raphy (“ш” and “щ”) have likely contributed to the rapid conclusion of the con-
sonant change. Thus, the brochure “Methodological recommendations for future
primary school teachers” (Gruzberg, 1984:5) explicitly instructs teachers to “pay
special attention to words with the letter “щ” . . . to ensure that students pro-
nounce the sound [ó] correctly . . . and [to provide] students with as many exam-
ples as possible” (my translation).

One interesting property of the sound change 0ó0r 0S0 is that it presents an
apparent reversal of the earlier merger of 0ó0 and 0S0 into 0ó0 in the Pokcha
dialect.4 It is agreed in the historical and sociolinguistic literature that mergers are
difficult, if not impossible to reverse (see Labov, 1994:311–331 for a detailed
discussion of merger irreversibility). The difficulty of reversing mergers is related
to the general linguistic and cognitive difficulties of relearning a full range of
lexical items with the new contrast. If feasible, unmerging is expected to be accom-
panied by frequent hypercorrection (Labov, 1994:312). The apparent lack of such
hypercorrection in the current study (e.g., the use of [S] instead of [ó] in words
like šutka ‘joke’ and smešnoj ‘funny’; see Table 2) suggests that a full reversal of
the merger has taken place in Pokcha, at least in the speech of most younger
speakers.5 The success of the merger reversal can be attributed to the fact that the
merger in the dialect has never been completed in the first place, with traces of the
contrast left in consonant duration differences in certain contexts. Relatively lower
frequency of 0S0 compared to 0ó0 in Standard Russian,6 as well as the transparent
orthographical representations of the two sounds, could have facilitated the merger
reversal.

C O N C L U S I O N

In this article, I have analyzed the social factors affecting sound changes in progress
in a small Northern Russian town of Pokcha. I focused on two processes: unround-
ing of the unstressed 0o0 and the change of the post-alveolar [ó] to [S]. Both
changes proceeded in the direction of Standard Russian and involved significant
variation. The sample involved the speech of thirty-two residents of Pokcha who
belong to different age, sex, and educational groups, and who were raised either
in town or outside the town. The statistical analysis of the results showed that
each of the attested variations had clear-cut patterns: They were determined pri-
marily by the social factor of age group, as well as by home background and
education. The most conservative speakers were older, less educated subjects
raised out of town, and the most progressive speakers were younger, better edu-
cated subjects raised in town. The results also showed that the relative dynamics
of the two sound change processes was related to phonetic characteristics of the
two non-standard sound variants. Overall, the study contributes to the body of
work shedding light on the role of social factors in the mechanism of sound
change (Labov, 1994, 2001; Chambers, 2003, among others).
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N O T E S

1. The Cherdyn’ district still hosts a range of correctional facilities, including “special regime” and
“general regime” prison camps, and “penal villages” (Pallot, 2002:1078; cf. Varese, 2001:124–125).
2. This leaves a possibility of considering [ó:] in stressed prevocalic contexts as a separate phoneme
0ó:0. Such analysis is complicated by the fact that the dialect also has [ó:] as a realization of the
heteromorphemic sequences 0s0�0ó0, 0s0�0tS0, and 0z0�0tS0, for example, s-šit’ [ó:étj ] ‘to sew’,
perfective (cf. Avanesov & Orlova, 1965:89).
3. In the initial analysis of the data, each token was coded for linguistic variables (e.g., preceding or
following segments, stress placement, and frequency), in addition to the social variables. The data
were analyzed using the sociolinguistic statistical program goldvarb, the Macintosh version of
varbrul (Rand & Sankoff, 1991). Because the results did not show significant effects of linguistic
variables (see Kochetov, 2000, for the vowel variable), the current article focuses on the social vari-
ables, which are reanalyzed using spss 13.0.
4. I am thankful to the anonymous reviewer for raising this question.
5. To my knowledge, no other Perm’ dialect sources report on the [ó];[S] hypercorrection (Shtern
& Erofeeva, 1998; Skitova, 1961; Smoliakova, 1961). However, a further investigation of the ques-
tion is needed.
6. A count of the occurrences of the letters “ш” and “щ” in a sample of over 93,100 words (an
electronic version of Suslov & Gasheva, 1998) revealed that 0S0 occurred 2.2 times less frequently
than 0ó0.
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A P P E N D I X

Speakers involved in the study: Their names,
years of birth, sex, home background, and

educational levels

# Name Year Sex Home Education

1 Iraida M. 1910 f Pokcha 1
2 Dmitrij L. 1913 m Outside 1
3 Ekaterina K. 1914 f Outside 1
4 Elizaveta L. 1916 f Outside 1
5 Marija P. 1919 f Outside 1
6 Ivan Š. 1919 m Outside 2
7 Nikita Č. 1920 m Outside 1
8 Serafima F. 1921 f Outside 1
9 Vasilij S. 1922 m Outside 1

10 Vera D. 1923 f Pokcha 2
11 Nikolaj P. 1929 m Outside 1
12 Vladimir O. 1929 m Pokcha 2
13 Pavel E. 1931 m Outside 1
14 Andrej A. 1932 m Outside 1
15 Galina D. 1932 f Outside 1
16 Aleksandra E. 1932 f Outside 1
17 Vladimir V. 1934 m Outside 2
18 Evgenij D. 1936 m Pokcha 2
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19 Anna P. 1936 f Pokcha 1
20 Nina K. 1940 f Outside 2
21 Nina Z. 1946 f Pokcha 2
22 Aleksandr K. 1947 m Pokcha 2
23 Mixail S. 1960 m Pokcha 2
24 Vladimir T. 1961 m Outside 2
25 Valentina S. 1968 f Pokcha 2
26 Nikolaj N. 1975 m Pokcha 2
27 Vasilij B. 1983 m Outside 2
28 Irina S. 1984 f Pokcha 2
29 Ol’ga P. 1985 f Pokcha 1
30 Denis P. 1988 m Pokcha 1
31 Anžela G. 1988 f Pokcha 1
32 Aleksej P. 1990 m Pokcha 1
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