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Some other notions connected with dialect geography 
 Dialect continuum: chain of non-standard dialects A B C D E spreading over a geographical area, such 

that neighboring dialects (e.g. B & C) will be quite similar but non-neighbouring ones (e.g. A & D).  
 “…Mercii [=Mercians], that beeth men of myddel Engelond, as it were parteners of the endes, 
understondeth bettre the side langages, northerne and southerne, than northerne or southerne 
understondeth either other.” (John of Trevisa, 1387): 

 Dialect continua can cross language borders (e.g. at Dutch-German border), another problem for the family 
tree model. 

 Barriers: Isogloss bundles and dialect boundaries often coincide with physical geographical barriers 
(rivers, mountains, etc.) or political barriers (England-Scotland, Germany-France).  

 Social analogues of geographical notions: Social barriers (e.g. caste system in India) can impede the 
spread of features between sociolects. There are social analogues of dialect continua. E.g. in Jamaica 
there is a cline between Jamaican Creole and more standard English, with various intermediate 
varieties making it hard to say where English stops and Creole starts which correlates with social class 
(Chambers/Trudgill p.8ff; for more on this, google the notions post-creole coninuum, acrolect, 
mesolect, basilect). 

 
1. Dialect atlases and the methodology of collecting data on regional variation 

1.1. Georg Wenker et al., Sprachatlas des Deutschen Reichs (1888-1926) 
 Method: asked schoolteachers from nearly every area in Germany to fill in questionnaires, indicating how 

certain sentences would be pronounced in the areas where they taught. 
 The sentences were meant to test the sounds, lexemes and grammatical constructions used in the dialect 

spoken in the area. Some of the 40 sentences he used: 
(1) Ich schlage dich gleich mit dem Kochlöffel um die Ohren, du Affe.  
(2) Wo gehst du (denn) hin? Sollen wir mitgehen (mit dir gehen)?  
(3) Als wir gestern abend heim/zurück kamen, da lagen die anderen schon im Bett und waren fest 

eingeschlafen/am schlafen. 
(4) Hinter unserem Hause stehen drei schöne Apfelbäume /drei Apfelbäumchen mit roten Äpfeln/Äpfelchen.  

 In some areas he also asked for specific words out of context (Samstag, fünfzig) and asked about certain 
details of pronunciation (e.g. /r/). 

 Surveys completed in 1887. Wenker received replies from over 40,000 schoolteachers. 
 Later others extended his work to German varieties outside Germany and published it. 
 Online version of the atlas: www.diwa.info  

A. Wenker’s work was a valuable first step, but is not free of methodological pitfalls. Can you see limits in 
the reliability of data based on: 
1. asking schoolteachers about linguistic phenomena? 
2. translations of standard language sentences into another dialect? 
3. written questionnaires with no recourse to interviews by the investigator? 
4. written questionnaires asking people to translate 40 sentences? 

 
1.2. Jules Gilliéron, Atlas linguistique de la France (1897-1901) 

 Gilliéron had a phonetically trained informant, Edmont Edmont, cycle round the European French-speaking 
countries and collect data by interviewing locals.  

 Edmont collected data from over 600 areas. 
 
B. In Gilliéron’s and other early dialect studies, there was a concentration on the use of informants who are 

what are now called NORMs (Non-educated Old Rural Males). Can you think of reasons for this method, 
and arguments against it? 

C. Compare the (dis)advantages of the methods used in the two atlases reviewed above. 
 

1.3. Labov et al., Atlas of North American English (2006) 
 
(to be discussed in class) 
 
 


