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Introduction 

Panta rhei (Heraclitus) 

The occasion 

The colloquium "Dialect Standard Language, Dialekt und Standardsprache" was 
held in Amsterdam from 15 to 18 October 1990, under the auspices of the Royal 
Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences. Forty dialectologists, sociolinguists 
and historical linguistists from the USA, England, the Netherlands, Germany 
(East and West Germany had just been united), Austria, Switzerland and Norway 
participated in this colloquium. The organizing commiltee constisted of Or. J.B. 
Berns, Or. J.A. van Leuvensteijn (chairman), Prof. Dr. P.Th. van Reenen and Or. 
M.E.H. Schouten. 

The theme of the colloquium was defined as the interaction between dialect 
and standard language in relation lO social development. The contributors were 
asked to concentrate espccially on changes in language structure. After a general 
overview of the field, the language situations in the English, Duteh, German and 
Norwegian language areas were discussed. For each of the four areas, the origin 
and spread ofthe standard language (or languages) were outlined. The colloquium 
had been set up in such a way lhat a well-balanced treatment of the relationship 
bet ween dialect and standard language should have been ensured, but due to a 
few unforeseen circumstances, which are inevitable in meetings of this size, trus 
aim was not completely realised. 

Each article in this book stands on its own and can be read without referring 
to the other articles. A certain amout of overlap was therefore inevitable. However, 
in numerous places the authors turn out to have benefited considerable from ideas 
and insights acquired during the colloquium. 
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2 Dialect and Standard Language 

The concept of "dialect" and "standard language", as they occur in the title ofthis 
collection, may give rise tot the impression that they are fixed entities. Such an 
impression would, however, be incorrect. Dia1ects and standard languages are 
subject to change. Dialects influence each other, and in large sections of the 
Germanic language area they undergo the influence of a regional Umgangssprache 
and of an overarching standard language. Oral and written standard languages 
change under the influence of other standard languages, but of ten also as aresuit 
of interaction with dialects and with intermediate stages between dialect and 
standard languages. In essence, any type of language use is always in motion. 
Panta rhei. 

When we speak of "dialect" and "standard language", we use generalisations 
in order to enable ourse1ves to discuss language use in its infinitely many varieties. 

The use oflanguage forms part of human behaviour. Man uses his knowledge 
of one or more languages and language varieties in order to communicate with hls 
fellow-men. He chooses continually from the many possibilities for expression 
which are at his disposal depending on the situation in which he finds himself and 
on the people he speaks or writes to. The traditions within the language community 
play an important role in the choice oflanguage use. But these tradition mayalso 
change with time. 

This hook focusses on the interaction between dialect and standard language. 
This interaction is part ofthe much wider area of "interaction between languages". 
Towards the end of 1989 Frans can coetsem published his monograph Loan 
Phonology and the Two Transfer Types in Language Contact. His model, which 
had been developed with respect to the specifie problems oflanguages in contact, 
has, in the opening article of the present hook, been adapted and exfended to 
cover and explain the relationship between dialect and standard language. 
"Borrowing" and "imposition", the two types of transfer, are central to this mo
del. In the final part of his contribution, he pi aces the interaction between dialect 
and standard language in the much wider perspective of language intemational
isation. 

In the section of the English language area, Michae1 Benskin describes some new 
perspectives on the origins of standard written English. In hls view, the development 
which led to the rise of standard written English began as early as the 15th 
century. Even before The King's English/govemment English gained currency, 
around 1400 there were non-Iocal, regional writing standards for non-literary 
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usage. These written languages were suitable for correspondence with people 
outside one's own dialect area. It is difficult to detennine the difference between 
the two in southem England, but it is much easier in northern England, where 
govemrnent English and the regional written language differed to a much greater 
extent. 

K.P. Petyt's contribution deals with the influenc of the standard variety on 
Northern fonns of British English. He pays attention 10 the research methods of 
the early dialectologists, who concentrated on "pure dialect". Modem dialectolo
gists are mainly interested in the tension between dialects on the one hand and 
standard English and the prestige accent (RP) on the other. 

The section on the Dutch language area is opened by Marijke J. van der Wal. 
"The rise of the Dutch Standard Language" began in the 16th century in the 
northern part of the Netherlands. Her main concern is with the role played by the 
grammarian in the forming of Standard Dutch. 

In his exposition on adnominal gender marking, J.A. van Leuvensteijn 
illustrates the width of the gap between two written dialects of around 1575 and 
the artificially embellished written standard language of around 1650. As aresuIt 
ofthe spread ofthe Bible in the vernacular, this standard language was introduced 
into Protestant families from all walks of Iife. 

Jo Daan looks for historical explanations for the negative attitude towards 
dialects in the 19th century and in our own time. 

Under the provocative heading "Towards the end of the standard language in 
the Netherlands", Jan Stroop contends th at it is not the dialects which are threatened 
with extinction, but the standard language: the requirement of absolute uniformity 
is not fullfilled, and the resulting variation makes it impossible to speak of a 
standard. 

In "The stability of language e1ements", C. van Bree analyses the linguistic 
interaction between dialect and standard language in a region in the East of the 
Netherlands. He pays a great deal of attention to the regional variety of the 
standard language. His contribution is c10sely related to Van Coetsem 's study. 

The German language area presents a strongly varying picture of interaction 
between dialect, Umgangssprache and standard language, caused mainly by the 
different historical developments in the various parts of this extensive language 
are. 

Lerchner discusses the historical development in eastern Germany. In the 
eastern part of central Germany the written standard does not have any influence 
on the dialects, although there is an interaction between the dialects and the 
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regional Umgangssprachen. Lerchner concentrates on concrete language-historical 
constellations, which allow every region to have its own contact development. 

Hubertus Menke asks how it was possible for an area th at used to be 
monolingual, to turn into a bilingual area, Low-German variety losing its status to 
a High-German variety. This process took place first in the written language and 
then also in the spoken language. 

The situation in the former GDR, especially around Berlin and Magdeburg, is 
described in detail by H. Schönfeld. The period between 1945 and 1990 saw 
considerable shifts in use and function of dialect, Umgangssprache and standard 
language. The centralised cultural policy of the Communist govemment left no 
room for dialects. Schönfeld describes the main social developments of this 
period, which led to a depreciation and a reduction in usage of dialects. 

The development and usage of dialect and standard language among Rhenish
Ripuarian speakers are the subject of 1. Macha's contribution. He observes a 
development in which the social uses of dialect and standard language need not 
exclude one another. This is a process in which language variety and situation are 
increasingly disconnected from each other, and in which the functional division 
between dialect and standard language has turned into a form of coexistence. 
There is a link here with a more general social trend, namely the loosening of the 
distinction between what is "formai" and what is "informal". 

In his paper on the interaction between dialect and standard language in 
Austria, Peter Wiesinger presents interesting statistics on the use of dialect, 
Umgangssprache and standard language in population centres of less than or 
more than 20.000 inhabitants. He sub<Hvides his percentages according to three 
social classes. In the villages, 80% of the population speak dialect, but only 30% 
do so in the medium-sized and large towns. More than 75% of the lowest social 
stratum speak dialect, but only 25% of the highest social stratum. The standard 
language is only used by a few percent of the well-educated in the large towns. 

The language situation in Switserland is completely different from that in 
Austria. Walter Haas shows how unique the German-speaking part of Switzerland 
is, with High German only serving as a written standard; for oral communication 
only the dialects are used, irrespective of social position. The term "Schweizer
deutsch" refers to the sum total of alilocal dialects. 

The Norwegian language area has two standard languages, Nynorsk en Bokmäl, 
along with considerable dialect variation. 

In "Dialects and standard in Norway", K. Venäs places the present linguistic 
situation in Norway against the historical and poli tic al background, using an 
example from the gender system to illustrate his arguments. 
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Eskil Hansen discusses Bokmäl, which was developed from Danish, and 
which is the most prestigious of the two standard languages. 

In the third contribution on Norway, Tove Bull goes into the relationship 
between the Norwegian standards and the vemacular of the Norwegian-speaking 
locals in the language contact areas of the North of Norway. She highlights the 
influence ofthe Sami and the Finns on the development ofthe everyday speech of 
this region which has, for centuries, ben multi-ethnic and multilingual. 

Dialect, Umgangssprache and standard language are far from being well-defined 
concepts which arc valid for the Germanic language arc as a whoie. At best, one 
may characterise them by means of a few propenies. 

A standard language is a language that has been officially sanctioned by the 
govemment. It finds its origin in one or more prestigious dialects, and has been 
codified by language expert,>. lts use in sometimes imposed by law. It is the 
highest norm for written language and more formal spoken language, although 
not all aspects of the language have to be described. 

An Umgangssprache is an unofficial norm for civilised oral communication 
and related written usage; it is valid for an area which may consist of different 
dialect arcas. An Umgangssprache is the result of spontaneous dialect mixing, 
which occurs especially in large towns as a result of urbanisation, or, more 
recently in some areas also the result of interaction with a standard language. lt 
has a great deal of influence on the region for which the town is the social and 
cultural centre. 

A dialect is a language variety that is used in situations which do not form 
part of the social intercourse with a dominant nearly town or with the whole 
language area in which an Umgangssprache or a standard language is current. 
From a historical perspective, it is tru to say that the autonomous development of 
the dialects is broken off by the appearance of an Umgangssprache or a standard 
language. 

At any time, the use of dialect, Umgangssprache or standard language is 
detcrmined by social cuslomy. This does nol mean, however, that everyone is 
forced to conform. It is possible to use a dialect in situations where Umgangssprache 
or standard language arc customary, and vice versa, provided that mutual com
prehension is not impaircd. In Britain, the Netherlands, Germany and Auslria, we 
find oral Umgangssprachen in addition to the traditional dialect and the standard 
language. 1 In Norway, such an Umgangssprache appears to be in the process of 
developmcnt, based on Oslo. On the other hand, lhere is no Umgangssprache in 

I In his lecture on the present day situation in Britain, Trudgill called them mainstrearn dialccts . 
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the Gennan-speaking part of Switzerland: oral communication invariably takes 
place in dialect, regardless of the situation. The same is likely to have been true of 
the regional representatives in the Netherlands at the end of the 16th and in the 
beginning of the 17th century ,at the time of the Republic. In those days there was, 
contrary to, for example, France and Spain, no powerful central govemment: 
power lay in the hands of the individual states which together made up the 
Netherlands. 

The interaction pattem of dialect, Umgangssprache and standard language is 
illustrated graphically in figure 1. 
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According to Van Coetscm, both "imposition" and "borrowing" are active in this 
process. In the case of imposition, the fixed structure of the source language 
pushes out the structure ofthe recipient language, whereas in the case ofborrowing, 
the recipient language chicfiy copies loose elements from the source language. 
The course of this complex process deserves closer study, particularly with res
pect to the Umgangssprache. 
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