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 Annotation: The widespread concepts of linguistic parallels and divergences play an 

instrumental role in the field of linguistics by comparing languages, dialects or other language 

varieties through their similarities and differences. This article delves into the major spheres of 

linguistics, including grammar, syntax, vocabulary and phonology, where language discrepancies 

and their shared features take place most and highlights the significance in the evolution of 

languages. On examining the interplay between linguistic convergences and deviations, this article 

draws attention to the key points in addressing the matters related to deepening cultural and 

anthropological insights and predicting future language change. 
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Introduction 

Languages exhibit both similarities and differences, which can be attributed to 

their historical origins, patterns of migration, and interaction among language 

communities. Linguistic parallels, or shared features, often emerge in languages from 

the same family or from prolonged contact. Conversely, linguistic divergences, or 

unique language features, arise from geographic isolation, cultural evolution, and 

internal structural changes. This article explores these phenomena, focusing on 

structural parallels and divergences across language families, and discusses the 

theoretical implications and practical applications of these linguistic patterns. 

Linguistic Parallels in Language Structures 

Linguistic parallels are similarities found across languages and can manifest at 

various levels, including phonology, morphology, syntax, and lexicon. 

1. Phonological Parallels  

Languages may share phonological features, such as the similar vowel or 

consonant inventories or sound patterns. For example, Spanish and Italian, both 

Romance languages, share phonemes like the five-vowel system (/a/, /e/, /i/, /o/, /u/) 

that originated in Latin. (Ladefoged and Maddieson, 1996) 

For instance, in phonemes the vowels below are pronounced the same although 

the letters are different: 

-In Spanish and Italian “madre”- [mad-reh]-mother 
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In English mother – [ muh-thuhr]  (www.ingles.com)  Traductor de espanol a 

ingles)  

- In Spanish and Italian tè – tea  

 Vegetarino- vegetarian 

2. Morphological Parallels  

Morphological parallels occur when languages share similar word formation 

processes. Germanic languages, such as English and German, demonstrate parallels 

in verb conjugation systems and noun inflection patterns. [Haspelmath,2002] 

As an illustration, the writer Charles Barber discusses the historical development 

of English, including its Germanic roots and the influence of Proto-Germanic on 

English grammar. While he does not list each specific example like “sing-sang-sung” 

and “swim-swam-swum” he covers the concept of strong verbs and their vowel 

gradation, which are consistent across English and German. Barber’s text would 

support the general background and explanation for why these strong verbs exhibit 

ablaut (vowel change) patterns in both languages. [Charles Barber,2000, The English 

Language: A Historical Introduction]. And Comrie’s work explores language 

universals and typology across different languages, which includes a discussion on 

morphological similarities in Germanic languages. His book examines typological 

parallels, such as noun inflection and pluralization patterns, that apply to both English 

and German. The examples  

 “man-men” and “Mann- Männer” 

“child-children” and “Kind-Kinder”  

[Bernard Comrie, University of Chicago press 1989,- Language Universals and 

Linguistic Typology: Syntax and Morphology ] 

3. Syntactic parallels 

Syntactic parallels may involve similar sentence structures or word orders. For 

example, Subject +Verb + Object (SVO) word order is common across languages, 

including, English, Mandarin, and Swahili, although the languages belong to distinct 

families. To illustrate, both in Mandarin Chinese and English the basic 5 sentence 

structures come in this similarity 

你吃肉。 

(nǐ chī ròu.) 

You eat meat. (www.fluentu.com) 

 5 Basic Chinese Sentence Structures to Ease Your Grammar) 

This suggests that certain syntactic structures may be universally favored due to 

cognitive processing efficiency (Greenberg 1963) 

http://www.ingles.com/
http://www.fluentu.com/
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4. Lexical parallels  

Lexical parallels often arise from shared origins or borrowing. The use of 

cognates, or words with similar origins, is a primary example, such as “mother” in 

English “madre” in Spanish. Borrowing due to cultural exchange is also common, as 

seen with English words like “sushi” from Japanese and “pizza” from Italian (Crystal, 

2010) 

Linguistic divergences in Language structures 

Linguistic divergences are distinct features that develop as languages evolve 

independently. These divergences can be observed in phonological, morphological, 

syntactic, and lexical aspects. 

1. Phonological divergences  

Phonological shifts, such as sound changes, are common sources of divergence. 

The Germanic consonant shifts, or Grimm’s Law, caused the sound changes 

distinguishing Germanic languages from other Indo-European languages. For 

example, Latin “pater” (father) evolved to father in English and “Vater” in German, 

showing phonological divergence over time (Ringe, 2006) 

2. Morphological divergences 

Morphological divergence may occur as languages simplify or complicate their 

systems. For instance, while English has largely simplified its system, German retains 

a rich system of noun cases (nominative, accusative, dative, genitive). These 

morphological differences reflect diverging evolutionary paths despite shared roots. ( 

Comrie, 1981) 

3. Syntactic Divergences 

Syntax can diverge as languages develop unique sentence structures Japanese, 

for example, uses Subject +Object+ Verb (SOV) order, whereas English uses SVO. 

Such divergence often results from language contact, isolation, or internal 

innovations. (Dyer,2005) 

4. Lexical Divergences 

Vocabulary changes can also signify divergence. The evolution of specialized 

vocabularies in separate cultures results in distinct terms and expressions unique to 

teach language. For example, Eskimo-Aleut languages have many specific terms for 

different types of snow, which reflects their cultural and environmental context, while 

English have fewer distinctions. (Sapir, 1921) 

Conclusion 
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 By understanding the correlation between linguistic parallels and divergences, 

we can make strong bonds in our knowledge related to language structures and 

evolution. 
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