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Within grammaticalization theory, progression on the function word > clitic > affix cline is 
associated with a number of interdependent morpho-syntactic, functional, and phonetic proc-
esses (Lehmann [1982] 1995, Heine, Claudi & Hünnemeyer 1991, Hopper & Traugott 1993). 
With respect to the latter, the loss of phonological substance has been identified as a recurring 
concomitant of ongoing grammaticalization (Heine & Reh 1984). For some proponents of the 
theory, erosion even defines grammaticalization as opposed to other mechanisms in language 
change, for instance reanalysis (Haspelmath 1998). 
 This talk will present findings from a recent cross-linguistic study on the phonology of 
cliticization (Schiering 2006). This sub-process of grammaticalization may be accompanied 
by phonological rules of various types, ranging from structure preservation to assimilation, 
weakening and strengthening. The cross-linguistic distribution of the different phonological 
processes can be predicted with appeal to a rhythm-based typology which distinguishes be-
tween mora-, syllable- and stress-based languages. The interplay of deaccentuation and pho-
netic reduction, which has been discussed as typical for grammaticalization, turns out to be 
restricted to languages with stress-based rhythm. Such prosodic systems are characterized by 
a phonetically strong stress which triggers several segmental rules applying to stressed and 
unstressed syllables, e.g. consonant weakening and vowel reduction in unstressed syllables. 
Languages of rhythmic types which lack such segmental effects of stress, on the other hand, 
tend to preserve the phonological substance of cliticized elements. 
 The evidence from cliticization speaks against the traditional assumptions about pho-
nology in grammaticalization. Erosion is not universally associated with the progression from 
a content item to a grammatical marker and thus cannot define the process. Instead, the pro-
sodic system of a language provides the phonological rules that will be encountered when the 
grammatical status of a morpheme changes. A revised theory of grammaticalization should 
therefore acknowledge the structural factors that constrain the concomitants of grammaticali-
zation and should define evolutionary paths not in terms of universal scenarios but relative to 
different language types. 
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