
© 2020, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht GmbH & Co. KG, Göttingen
ISBN Print: 9783847111443 – ISBN E-Lib: 9783737011440

Peter Rosenberg

The Impact of Variation, Contact, and Change on Case
Morphology: What Can We Learn from Language Islands
in the ‘Flood’?

Abstract: Today, German language islands in Russia and Brazil are in the process
of experiencing language shift. In the course of this shift, the varieties of these
communities display certain varying degrees of decomposition and sim-
plification in terms of morphology. Language decay within these communities is
not just disorderly, not amorphous, but somehow structured. Regular and ir-
regular morphology are developing differently: While reduction to a two-term
(or even common case) system is the main characteristic of regular noun in-
flection, in personal pronouns two or three-term distinctions are maintained,
mostly containing dative. This contribution focuses on comparative language
island research, i. e. comparing the impact of linguistic variation and contact on
language change: As the comparison of language use in German language islands
in Russia and Brazil reveals, phenomena of rapid change occur which are ac-
celerated by language obsolescence as a result of the dissolution of ethnic
boundaries. These phenomena are interpreted as induced by the interaction of
“internal” and “external” language change with external effects being the trigger
of a basically internally structured process.

Keywords: language islands, language contact, language variation, language
change, morphology

Abstract: Deutsche Sprachinseln sind heute nahezu überall auf der Welt dem
Sprachwechsel zur Mehrheitssprache ausgesetzt. Ihre Sprachinselvarietäten zei-
gen in unterschiedlichem Ausmaß Erscheinungen des Morphologieabbaus und
der Vereinfachung. Einige Abbauprozesse wie der Kasusabbau sind aber nicht
amorph, sondern strukturiert und gerichtet. Die reguläre und die irreguläre
Morphologie entwickeln sich unterschiedlich: Während die Reduktion zu einem
Zwei-Kasus-System oder zum Einheitskasus ein Charakteristikum der Nomi-
nalmorphologie ist, erhält sich in der Kasusmorphologie der Personalpronomina
ein Zwei- und Drei-Kasus-System, meist unter Bewahrung von Dativformen.Wie
könnte diese unterschiedliche Entwicklung erklärt werden? Wo liegt ein Einfluss
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der Kontaktsprachen vor? Was kann als Konvergenz zur Kontaktsprache oder zu
einer Kontaktvarietät gelten?Welche Rolle für die sprachliche Variation spielt die
Struktur der Sprachinselvarietäten, welche das Distinktivitätsbewusstsein der
Sprechergemeinschaft? Der Beitrag behandelt Ergebnisse aus vergleichenden
Untersuchungen in den stark unterschiedlichen Sprachkontaktsettings in Russ-
land und Brasilien und plädiert für eine vergleichende Sprachinselforschung und
eine interdisziplinäre Perspektive unter Einbeziehung ethnologischer Ansätze.

Keywords: Sprachinseln, Sprachkontakt, Sprachvariation, Sprachwandel, Mor-
phologie

1 Introduction

The first goal of this contribution is to present some findings of a research project
exploring language change in German language islands in Brazil and Russia. The
core idea of this project centers around the assumption that we can learn from
language obsolescence (attrition, decay) as well as from language emergence
(standardization, koineization, dialect merger) which has been the subject of
linguistic research in the past. Therefore, the second goal is to discuss the
question: What can we learn from language islands in obsolescence? The po-
tential learning effect will affect linguistic as well as sociological and ethnological
issues of variationist and contact linguistics.1

In the first part of this contribution, methodological aspects of comparative
language island research (Chapter 2) are addressed. Chapter 3 portrays the re-
sults of linguistic change in regular and irregular case morphology of language
islands in Russia and Brazil, which are drawn from a research project in Siberia
and the Brazilian South. Possible impacts of the structure of the varieties, of the
age of the speakers, and of language use in different settings are taken into
account. Discussing the relation of contact, variation, and change, convergence as
a result of language or of variety contact is analyzed. In Chapter 4, the boundary
marking effect of language, i. e. the sociolinguistic and ethnological aspect of
group formation, is assessed. The concluding Chapter 5 summarizes the results
and advocates an interdisciplinary and comparative approach in language island
research.

1 The state of research on language islands, particularly in Russia and in Latin America, is given
for the past in Russia in Rosenberg (2002b), Rosenberg (2005), Berend/Riehl (2008); and for
Latin America in Rosenberg (2018), cf. for the Hunsrück variety in Brazil: Altenhofen (2016),
Maselko (2013), and for Mennonite Low German in Latin America: Kaufmann (2011).
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2 Methodological Aspects: Comparative Language Island
Research

This chapter explores the methodology of the language island research in
question, i. e. what is it about (subject), why (objectives and intentions), where
(regions of investigation), who (sample), and how (elicitation and data proc-
essing).

The object of the investigation is to explore the development of regular and
irregular morphology in German language islands in Russia and Brazil: its fre-
quency, its distribution, and its functionality (depending on languages and
language varieties in contact, sociolinguistic context). The intention is to describe
the reduction or resistance of case morphology and to explain these phenomena
in terms of convergence, language change and language shift.

The regions of the “language islands”2 have been chosen with the aim of
comparability: long existing and big German communities, historically under

2 Language islands are—in the words of Wiesinger (cf. 1983: 901)—relatively small closed
communities on a territory of a linguistically different community. Hutterer (cf. 1982: 178)
calls language islands areas of settlement of a linguistic minority within a majority of a
different language. Language island research is linked to Contact Linguistics and Variational
Linguistics in many ways. A language island may be regarded as a special case of a linguistic
minority. Of course, language islands present a vast variety of internally structured linguistic
communities under extremely differing contact settings, and language island research is by all
means a heterogeneous subject: Depending on the duration and separateness of settlement
and the heterogeneity of linguistic varieties they display different levels of language variation
systems: from local vernaculars to more or less mixed, leveled or merged dialects, koinés or
regiolects up to urban vernaculars, sometimes with superregional usage. As common traits,
most of them share a limited area, enclosing a linguistically different community linked by a
dense communicative network which is to a certain extent more introverted than extroverted,
and connected by attitudinal distinctiveness. Because of its delimitation they are mostly easily
observable in time and space, explorable as a whole which makes them a fruitful object of
research. The ‘island’ metaphor suggests a kind of isolation from the surrounding ‘sea’. Of
course, we cannot take this for granted without empirical analysis. In contrary, the ways and
degrees of boundary marking, particularly its negotiation by linguistic means, are an object of
investigation. Mattheier (1996) emphasizes, the most important sociolinguistic output of all
intervening factors in language islands is an attitudinal structure of distinctiveness as the basis
of non-assimilation. He discusses some important differentiations concerning the settings of
language contact language islands are exposed to: Progressive (or expanding) language islands
have been the prototype of the German colonization in Middle and South Eastern Europe.
Regressive language islands have other characteristics than progressive ones, for instance the
French-speaking community in Quebec in former times with its separatist attitudes related to
the feeling to be the last bridgehead of the former French Belt. Introvertial language islands are
self-contained groups, for instance religious language islands like the Mennonites in Russia,
Paraguay (cf. Rosenberg 2018), Mexico and the United States (cf. Kaufmann 1997). These
groups are most resistant to external influence, but differ considerably in the extent of sep-
arateness. On the other hand,mobility of the inhabitants and discontinuity of the settlement,
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political pressure, but still rather stable, with Low and High German varieties3 in
contact: the “German National Rayon” in the Altai region in West Siberia
(Russia), especially the village of Schumanowka, and the area around Pelotas, Rio
Grande do Sul in South Brazil.

The communities mentioned above belong to the world’s largest German
language islands: Brazil has approximately one million German-speaking in-
habitants; this is the second place among all Germanminorities in the world (the
former Soviet Union ranked first with about two million). But they are—soci-
olinguistically spoken—language islands in the ‘flood’, i. e. they undergo an
accelerated language shift which will be briefly summarized:

The language islands in Russia and Brazil have been chosen due to the oc-
currence of similar varieties and some parallels in history, yet stark contrasts
regarding the structure of the contact language (cf. Chapter 4).

The methodology of the investigation implies the study of language usage in
German language islands in different situations, i. e. in three settings of inves-
tigation: a set of 60 standardized sentences to be translated into the intended
dialect; an interview narration; and a home conversation self-recorded by the
speakers. This is done by three age groups of speakers (under 40 years old, 40 to
59 years old, over 60 years old) of two dialects in contact in each country: in
Russia the East Low German Plautdietsch and a West Upper German variety
called Catholic, in Brazil the East Low German Pomerano and the West Middle
German variety Hunsrückisch.

The sample of the project on regular and irregular casemorphology inGerman
language islands in Russia and Brazil contains 125 speakers (about 60 in Russia,
60 in Brazil, each investigation with about 60 speakers in the 1990s and 60 in the
2000s).

The recordings were conducted in the village of Schumanowka, in the Altai
region inWest Siberia, Russia (a central village with speakers of Plautdietsch and
the ‘Catholic’ variety), and in the colonies around Pelotas in Rio Grande do Sul
(with speakers of Pomeranian and the Hunsrückisch variety).

With the exception of the youngest age group recorded in the 1990s, the age
groups and the groups of dialect speakers are fairly balanced. The data contains a
set of 60 sentences from the translation task (added by counting from 1 to 12 and
from 10 two 100) of each speaker (with a duration of 8 to 50 minutes), an
interview including a narration about customs and personal stories (taking from

ethnically mixed settlements or language islands dispersed among a different speaking pop-
ulation are factors which may induce assimilation (cf. Rosenberg 1994: 155).

3 Twodialects in contact in each country: in Russia the East LowGermanPlautdietsch and aWest
Upper German variety called “Catholic”, in Brazil the East Low German Pomerano and the
West Middle German variety Hunsrückisch. Further information about the sample of the
project will be given below.
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30 minutes to 1 hours 30 minutes), and an everyday talk self-recorded by the
speakers, without the presence of an explorer (with a length of time between
20 min. and 1 h 45 min.).4

SAMPLE

COUNTRY < 40
1990s

< 40
2000s

40–59
1990s

40–59
2000s

≥ 60
1990s

≥ 60
2000s

TOTAL

RUSSIA

Plaut-
dietsch

0 6 5 7 4 5 27

“Catholic” 3 4 10 6 6 5 34

BRAZIL

Pomerano 2 9 9 5 9 5 39

Huns-
rückisch

1 6 3 5 4 6 25

TOTAL 6 25 27 23 23 21 125

Table 1: Sample of language island research in Brazil and Russia

The data processing can be visualized by the flowchart in Figure 1.

4 The whole duration if the translation task recordings is 50 hours 33 minutes, of the interview
recordings 99 hours 50 minutes, and of the self-recordings 29 hours 45 minutes. The trans-
lation task has been fully analyzed, from the interviews and the self-recordings a sequence of at
least 200 potentially case-marked elements was chosen from themiddle period of the talk. The
self recordings were conducted systematically for the most part in the 2000s. Additionally, a
real-time panel study has been arranged in the 2000s: tape-recordings of 16 speakers a second
time after 15 years. Results of the real time study are not part of this contribution.

Audio data F4 Open Office Par$tur
Editor

Coma Exakt

Annota$on
program

Annota$on
panel

Morphol.
data base

Auto
Hotkey

Sociodemo-
graphic data

Assignment
program

Figure 1: Flowchart of data processing
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Our methodology had to be quite ambitious because, in ‘drowning’ language
islands, it is difficult to control all intervening factors since all varieties aremixed
varieties5, mostly undescribed, and speakers are insecure about the grammar of
their varieties. Thus, it might be interesting to describe some of the methods to
deal with these challenges.

The audios have been taken systematically in the three elicitation settings
mentioned above.

For transcription and tagging annotation the EXMARaLDA program has been
used.

The tagging system is an adapted version of the STTS system (cf. Schiller et al.
1999). It has been used the following way: On the left of an angle, the input is
noted. On the right the output: word class, gender, case, number, person, weak or
strong paradigm of inflection (and, in parentheses, some facultative features like
reduction, declension paradigm shift, genitive replacement types etc.). Every-
thing has a fixed digit position for computer aided analysis. All this is docu-
mented in a detailed manual.

The annotation program for tagging and the Coma program for sociodemo-
graphic and other metadata assignment were part of the computer-aided data
processing. The annotationwas completed, in part, by hand andwith the help of a
drag-and-drop-panel (Annotation panel), which was written, in part, by an own
software program (Auto Hotkey) for fully automatic tagging (with corrections
afterwards). EXAKT is the program part for searching.6

5 Mixed varieties are the result of dialect merger of German varieties as for the Russia case
described by Viktor M. Schirmunski (1930) and Hugo H. Jedig (cf. Berend / Jedig 1991).
Schirmunski (1930) called merger and levelling of Russian German varieties a “large-scale
experiment on language history” and a “linguistic laboratory”. Schirmunski discussed these
phenomena under the notion of “primary” and “secondary” dialect features: Variety contact
induced linguistic shift in the direction of High German standard features (or variety features
which are closest to these). Even if in the Russian German colonies High German standard was
rarely available as a criterion of dialect levelling, there has been some evidence in Ukrainian
German varieties (of Hessian and Swabian origins). Andreas Dulson (cf. 1941: 93), however,
added an important criterion to Schirmunski’s assumption: Replacement of (primary) dialect
features might be effective if compact groups of linguistic communities are associated with
language usage. Otherwise mingling of dialect features instead of replacement occurs. Dialect
merger and levelling have been amain subject of research in Russian German language islands
since the combination of specific featuresmight be the result of processes in the colonies rather
than brought along from the regions of origin in the German homeland (even if such sets of
features coincidentally resemble a particular dialect in the interior German speaking area).

6 As an example the EXAKT search procedure for personal pronouns (PPER) with accusative
input (A), which are realized as any demonstrative pronouns (PDS) takes the notation:
PPER:.\.A.*>PDS:.*
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3 Linguistic Aspects – Some Results

3.1 Variation

3.1.1 Systematic: Regular – Irregular Inflection

Regularity is understood to be a ‘scalar’ phenomenon, (more or less) in ac-
cordance with the (morphological) rules of a grammar, irregularity of non-
accordance (cf. Ramat 1985). A rule is “any statement expressing a linguistically
significant generalization about the grammatical facts of a particular language”
(Kiefer 2000: 297). Regularity concerns the input and the output of a rule: the
input is considered regular if it can be seen as a (natural) class. The output is
considered regular if it is predictable in form and compositional in content (cf.
Kiefer 2000: 297). Related to language islands, this distinction is important be-
cause we could schematically relate to irregularity/regularity the following fea-
tures and functional conditions (Table 2):

Irregularity Regularity

non-predictable form predictable form

functional words, “immediate experience”
(Kiefer 2000)

unspecific

basic lexicon of high frequency unspecific frequency

recalling from mental lexicon production according to patterns

associative knowing-what system:
memory (Pinker 1999)

symbolic knowing-how system: combina-
tion

speaker economy listener economy

non-iconic form-function relation
(Peirce 1932)

iconic form-function relation

high learning load low learning load

L1-domain L2-domain

Table 2: Features and functional conditions of irregularity and regularity (Rosenberg sub-
mitted)

In the language islands, a general tendency of case reduction emerges. While
genitive is almost entirely absent, dative is rarely realized, accusative is more
frequent, and finally, only nominative is left over. Figure 2 displays the results of
the translation task with dative input. The data is taken from 125 respondents,
who (in the first elicitation setting) were required to translate 60 test sentences
containing 270 potentially case marked elements. The morphological data base
was categorized into 28,536 types. This enormous amount of nearly 30,000 types
is due to the fact that nothing can be excluded because of the mixed character
of the varieties, their undescribed status and the insecure knowledge of the
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speakers. That is why the tagging method was constructed in a probabilistic way
ordered by well-defined rules (by verbal or prepositional agreement, then by
semantics and last by other parallel structures in the utterance.)7

The abbreviations are D for dative realization, _ for no case ending (for in-
stance de), N for nominative, A for accusative, NA for a common form for
nominative and accusative (die), DA for a common form for dative and accu-
sative, + for an additional form which was not intended, 0 for missing realization
of the element.

As can be seen, dative is rare in the output with less than one third.

7 The tagging system was constructed as follows: In the translation task one input sentence was
Vor ihm lag einHund (‘Adog lay in front of him.’): In the output ihm (‘him’) was realized as eer
which could be personal pronoun 3rd person singular feminine gender in dative case (‘her’) or
personal pronoun 3rd person singular masculine gender in nominative case (‘he’). The former
is considered more likely than the latter. Therefore, the tag is: PPER:M.D.S.3>PPER:F.D.
S.3∧PPER:M.N.S.3. On the right hand side of the angle > the conjunction symbol of a small roof
(∧) is used to arrange the hierarchy of the output according to probability: In this case it is
assumed that, in the first place, it should be a LowGerman expression of the personal pronoun
dative feminine ihr (‘her’), but it could also be the nominative masculine er (‘he’).
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D _ N A NA DA + 0

Figure 2: Case marking (nouns, adjectives, possessive pronouns, demonstrative pronouns, de-
terminers, indefinite pronouns, personal pronouns) on dative input (translation task into in-
tended dialect, n = 6,218, in %)

Peter Rosenberg58

http://www.v-r.de/de


© 2020, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht GmbH & Co. KG, Göttingen
ISBN Print: 9783847111443 – ISBN E-Lib: 9783737011440

These results are for both regular and irregular morphology. As the figure
shows, dative is not the most frequent choice on dative input. Unmarked,
sometimes reduced forms prevail, and nominative or nominative-accusative
forms are frequent. Additional forms include nouns which are doubled (for
instance by personal or demonstrative pronouns). On the whole, a tendency of
unmarking seems to occur. In regular inflection this is even more pronounced.

Regular morphology: noun inflection
Case distinction in regular morphology (noun inflection: nouns, determiners,
adjectives, demonstrative, indefinite and possessive pronouns) is rarely marked.
In adjectives, for instance, this is quite prominent (Figure 3 and 4)8.

The output marks an oblique case if any case. Dative input or accusative input
makes no difference in case marking: nominative (N) or common case (NA) are
prevailing by far.

As concerns regular inflection so far, we observe two main tendencies which
must be discussed:

8 For more details concerning regular inflection cf. Figure 5, 17, 18, 20 (possessive pronouns);
Figure 7 (nouns); Figure 21 (definite articles).
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D _ N A NA DA 0

Figure 3: Regular Morphology – adjective inflection: Case marking on dative input (translation
task into intended dialect, n = 699, in %)
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(1) The first one is the spread of den/-n as a default for all kinds of oblique case
marking (analogous to accusative masculine) which is common and well
attested also for neuter, where we should have -s in High German varieties or
-t in Low German ones9:

[1] [(a) [mi braure hett den schååp gråås jejeft
(b) Mein Bruder hat dem Schaf Gras gegeben.
(c) My brother has to the sheep grass given.
(d) ‘My brother has given grass to the sheep.’

[2] (a) der leegt den brööt in en korftje
(b) Er legt das Brot in den Korb.
(c) He puts the bread(s) into a (little) basket.
(d) ‘He puts the bread(s) into a (little) basket.’

[3] (a) wi derfe in den hus rinnegåån
(b) Wir dürfen in das Haus hineingehen.
(c) ‘We may into the house.’ go (into)
(d) ‘We may go into the house.’
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D _ N A NA DA

Figure 4: Regular Morphology – adjective inflection: Case marking on accusative input (trans-
lation task into intended dialect, n = 766, in %)

9 The following examples are sentences taken from the translation task of Low German
speakers (No. 1: a speaker of Pomeranian, No. 2: a speaker of Plautdietsch, No. 3: a speaker
of Pomeranian). Line (a) contains the output in the intended dialect, line (b) the Standard
German input, line (c) an English interlinear translation, and line (d) the Standard English
equivalent.
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The use of accusative instead of dative, especially of -(e)n/den, seems to be
widespread in German nonstandard varieties.10 However, the development is
highly speeded up, at least as described for Low German Plautdietsch.

However, 50 years ago, regarding the Plautdietsch variety of the Russian
German Mennonites, Hugo Jedig, stated that dem is the most frequent oblique
case marker:

“In general, the accusative (with masculine and neuter) is replaced by dative. […] [The
accusative in adjectives; PR] is used by the older generation almost exclusively, by the
younger generation, however, it is hardly ever found. […] In all other word classes
(articles, pronouns, nouns) the accusative in the dialect is replaced by other cases, for
the most part by dative, to some extent also by nominative” (Jedig 1966: 52, 71–72;
translation: PR, cf. Table 3)11:

Definite Article

Singular Plural

Masculine Feminine Neuter M. F. N.

Nominative däi dә däi dә dåut dәt әt däi dә

Oblique case de:m әm m däi dә de:m әm m Däi dә

(de:n әn n) (dåut dәt әt)

(dә)

Table 3: Definite article in Low German Plautdietsch (cf. Jedig 1966: 52)

50 years later, the dative form de:m, әm,m is less frequent (with hardly 40%) than
no case marking [dә, ә] or a nominative-accusative common form [diː] or the
accusative form [de:n, әn, n].

(2) If no oblique case marking is chosen, we find—as a second tendency—
further reduction to the common case marker -e: This can be recognized by
the translation of the SG sentence Ich habe Löcher in meinen neuen
Strümpfen (‘I have got holes in my new stockings’). The figures below focus

10 The accusative as the prevailing form of oblique case marking is widespread in the North of
Germany (cf. Koß 1983; Panzer 1983). For the urban variety of Berlin, Lasch (cf. 1928: 267)
reported on oblique case unmarking in NPs. Rosenberg (1986) detected a replacement of
dative by accusative in NPs, frequently in masculine form -(e)n/den also for neuter. Personal
pronouns frequently had dative. Schlobinski (1988: 224) concluded “dative with personal
pronouns, accusative with noun inflection”. Carol Pfaff (1994) detected a common object
marking by den among Turkish L1 speakers of German in Berlin.

11 “Der Akkusativ ist beim Maskulinum und Neutrum im allgemeinen vom Dativ verdrängt.”
Das Adjektiv im Akkusativ “wird fast ausschließlich von Vertretern der der älteren Genera-
tion gebraucht, bei Vertretern der jüngeren Generation dagegen findet sie sich fast gar nicht.
[…] Der Akkusativ ist in der Mundart in allen anderen Wortklassen (beim Artikel, Prono-
men, Substantiv) von anderen Kasus verdrängt, zum größten Teil vom Dativ, zum Teil aber
auch vom Nominativ.” (Jedig 1966, 52, 71–72, cf. Berend / Jedig 1991).
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on the different potentially case-marked elements in the translation task
(possessive pronoun, adjective, noun), differentiated by varieties. As the
figures show, a common structure occurs, however, with deviations ac-
cording to the different varieties (which are subject of Chapter 3.1.2): The
common case marker -e is prevailing in possessive pronouns (mein-e, Figure
5) and adjectives (neu-e, Figure 6); in nouns (Strümpf-e) it is frequent (while
no ending is the most frequent: Strümpf-∅ / Strömp-∅, Figure 7).
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mein-en mein-e mein-Ø de Ø

Pomerano (BR)

Hunsrückisch (BR)

Plautdietsch (RU)

„Catholic“ (RU)

total

Figure 5: Possessive pronoun inflection: Case marking on dative input (translation task into
intended dialect, sentence: Ich habe Löcher in meinen neuen Strümpfen. ‘I have got holes in my
new stockings’, n = 64, in %)
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Figure 6: Adjective inflection: Case marking on dative input (translation task into intended
dialect, sentence: Ich habe Löcher in meinen neuen Strümpfen. ‘I’ve got holes in my new stok-
kings’, n = 64, in %)

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

Strümpf-en Strümpf-e Strümpf-Ø

Pomerano (BR)

Hunsrückisch (BR)

Plautdietsch (RU)

„Catholic“ (RU)

total

Figure 7: Noun inflection: Case marking on dative input (translation task into intended dialect,
sentence: Ich habe Löcher in meinen neuen Strümpfen. ‘I’ve got holes in my new stockings’,
n = 64, in %)
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This tendency of simplification is common in the entire regular morphology.
Interestingly, the direction of simplification corresponds exactly to the weak
inflection paradigm in German, which is also used for constructions that would
afford the strong inflection paradigm in Standard German (Table 4):

Number Case Gender Morpheme

singular nominative all } -e
singular accusative fem./neut.

all others -(e)n

Table 4: Weak adjective inflection paradigm in German (cf. Helbig / Buscha 2001: 274)

Irregular morphology: personal pronoun inflection
The results yielded by irregular inflection (in terms of personal pronouns) are
entirely different: While dative is only rarely realized in noun inflection it is very
frequent in personal pronoun inflection (Figure 8).

A clear difference with approximately two thirds of the data realizing dative input
as dative output is obvious when compared to the results of noun inflection
mentioned above (with less than 30 %).
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Figure 8: Irregular Morphology – personal pronoun inflection: Case marking on dative input
(translation task into intended dialect, n = 986, in %) D = dative realization, _ = no case ending
(for instance de), N = nominative, A = accusative, NA = common form for nominative and
accusative (sie),DA = common form for dative and accusative (mi/di, euch), + = additional form,
0 = no realization.
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Figures 9 and 10 show case marking on dative input with singular personal
pronouns (in interviews and narrations): Since the oblique case is not differ-
entiated in 1st and 2nd person plural12 and 3rd person plural is rare (see Figure 11)
the focus is on singular inflection. As Figure 9 illustrates, dative output is pre-
vailing by far, and almost obligatory in 3rd person singular (Figure 9).

In 3rd person singular, dative output is even more frequent than demanded by
input (Figure 10, arrow). Dative output on dative input in oblique case con-
structions is more frequent than accusative output on accusative input.13 Where
accusative is replaced by dative a two-term system prevails, where accusative is
used a three-term distinction is maintained.

12 us (Standard German uns, ‘us’), juuch (Standard German euch, ‘you’) in Pomeranian (cf.
Tressmann 2006: 508, 228), ǫns / ons (Standard German uns, ‘us’), jy:nt / junt (Standard
German euch, ‘you’) in Plautdietsch (cf. Jedig 1966: 76; Siemens 2012: 151), ons (Standard
German uns, ‘us’), eich in Hunsrückisch and “Catholic”.

13 However, the sharp drop of the columnof accusative outputmight bemisleading (as well as of
nominative output): In the translation task accusative (or nominative) is demanded (for
instance: sie ‘she’ 3rd sing. fem. accusative, and it is realized by common nominative-accu-
sative forms (NA, for instance: se, ‘she’ 3rd sing. fem. nominative-accusative). A substantial
drop goes into the direction of dative (D), reduction (_), and replacement by Low German 1st

and 2nd person in oblique case (DA: mi, di).
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Figure 9: 1st–3rd person singular personal pronoun inflection: Case marking on dative input
(interview and narration, n = 412, in %)
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Plural pronouns are treated different: 3rd person plural in oblique case are fre-
quently reduced and changed to singular or replaced by nouns (Figure 11).
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Figure 10: Personal pronouns of 3rd person singular (translation task into intended dialect: all
cases (n = 1,762, in %)
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Figure 11: Personal pronoun inflection (3rd person plural): Number marking on plural input
(translation task into intended dialect, n = 527, in %)
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However, personal pronouns are not entirely exempt from case reduction:
Speakers often change word class in their output when replacing personal pro-
nouns (ihm, ihr ‘him, her’) with demonstrative pronouns (dem, der ‘this-DAT.M,
this-DAT.F’, Figure 12).

If changing the word class into a regularly inflected one, to some extent, speakers
use the accusative (den, die ‘this-AKK’) or nominative, which they use when case-
marking regular forms. This could be interpreted as a kind of regularization
which might trigger a sequence of reduction, which comprises the stages regu-
larization > simplification (+ defaultization) > morphological reduction (with
subsequent substitution, e. g. by word order).14
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Figure 12: Realization of word class on dative input (translation task into intended dialect,
n = 6,218, in %) N = Noun, PPER = personal pronoun, P_S = substituting demonstrative or
indefinite pronoun, ART = determiner, APPR_ = preposition with determiner (contracted), ADJ
= adjective, P_AT = attributive demonstrative or indefinite pronoun, PRF = reflexive pronoun,
+ = additional form, CARD = numeral (STTS, adapted)

14 The sequence of reduction may take the succession as in the following example: Regulari-
zation: Personal pronouns (e. g. PDT ahm SG ‘ihm’, ‘him’) realized as demonstrative pro-
nouns (e. g. PDT dem SG ‘dem’, the-dat.sg.m/n). Simplification: Demonstrative pronouns
(e. g. PDT dem SG ‘dem’, the-dat.sg.m/n) realized as oblique case with accusative form (PDT
den, SG ‘den’ the-acc.sg.m or PDT dat, SG ‘das’ the-acc.sg.n) or as common case with
nominative form (PDT der, SG ‘der’, the-nom.sg.m or PDT dat, SG ‘das’ the-acc.sg.n).
Defaultization:When realized as oblique case with accusative form even in neuter (e. g. PDT
dat, SG ‘das’ the-acc.sg.n) often the accusative masculine is used (PDT den, ‘den’, the-
acc.sg.m).Morphological reduction: Loss of inflectional markers may take the form of PDT
de (definite article without case marking) or PDTe (definite or indefinite article without case
marking), i. e. without any inflection. Subsequent substitution (for instance, by word order):
definiteness analogue to the Russian language by final position (cf. Rosenberg 2016a).
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3.1.2 Variety

Although descriptions of earlier stages of our language island varieties are rare, it
is supposed that the dominant dialects of origin (West Middle German andWest
Upper German varieties) in general had more morphological distinctions than
what we find today. Nowadays, we recognize a tendency of common case, of
gender neutralization, plural rendered as singular, past tense realized as present
tense, a widespread loss of any 3rd pl. pronoun inflection (cf. Rosenberg 2016a).
These phenomena appear as a gradual breakdown of morphology in all com-
munities investigated.

Of course, differences between the language island varieties are also im-
portant: To a certain extent, case marking is depending on the variety spoken
(Figure 13).

The Catholic community in Russia uses more dative forms than any other. While
the weak inflection paradigm mentioned above (cf. Table 4) is common for the
High German dialects, the Low German varieties have also their typical Zero-
endings which can be recognized when accusative input is given (Figure 14).
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Figure 13: Dative input: Case marking by varieties (translation task into intended dialect, n =
6,218, in %) HRX = West Middle German variety Hunsrückisch (Brazil), KAT = West Upper
German variety called “Catholic” (Russia), POM = East Low German Pomerano (Brazil), PDT =
East Low German Plautdietsch (Russia).
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3.1.3 Age and Language Usage

The age factor is not significant in case marking of personal pronouns (Figure
15).

While age groups do not remarkably correlate with case distinction, criteria
of language use, however, offer a more convincing correlation: the intergenera-
tional usage of the language island variety spoken with grandparents correlates
best with case marking on personal pronouns (proportionally depending on
frequency of usage, Figure 16).15
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Figure 14: Personal pronouns with accusative input realized as demonstrative or indefinite
pronouns: Case marking by varieties (translation task into intended dialect, n = 332, in %)

15 As a measurement of the language island variety use in a core domain we compared speakers
who use the language island variety with their grandparents (which is the last ‘stronghold’ of
this variety), and thosewho donot. The subsample comprises those of the 2000s’ investigation
(with information about language use with the grandparents): 70.6 % use the language island
variety only talking to the grandparents, 18.1 % frequently, 4.5 % sometimes, 6.8 % not at all.
Besides the lower dative scores, the data yield an (uncommon) replacement of dative by
accusative in personal pronouns with those ones who do not or not very often use the variety
with their grandparents. Those speakers who do not use the German variety with grand-
parents use accusative with double frequency compared to those who use the German variety
with grandparents (22 % compared to 11 %).
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Figure 15: Personal pronoun on dative input: Case marking by age groups (translation task into
intended dialect, n = 396, in %)
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Figure 16: Personal pronoun on dative input: Case marking by language usage (frequency of
dialect use with grandparents, translation task into intended dialect, n = 398, in %)
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3.1.4 Formality (Situational Setting)

Finally, the situational setting of the investigation reveals some differences.
The results of interview style and narrations compared to the translation task

yield some differences (in possessive pronouns) with a slightly higher tendency to
nominative (with about 30%) instead of dative or any other cases in the interview
narrations which signifies an even more radical reduction of case marking
(comparing Figure 17 and Figure 18)16.

16 Narrations tend to yield more informal speech than translation tasks. The expectation would
be that the translation task should produce the maximal case distinction speakers are able to
generate while narrations contain less case distinctions. This is partly due to the Standard
German input in the translation task. Since we want to compare language use in different
settings of elicitation a tertium comparationis is needed also in the narrations. As tertium
comparationis we used again Standard German correspondents (like cases). Differences
between translation task and narrations are not analyzed up to now.
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Figure 17: Possessive pronoun: case marking on dative input – Translation task (n = 324, in %)
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3.2 Contact

One of the most disputed questions is: Is change caused by convergence (an
interpretation which appears sometimes referring to the influence of Brazilian
Portuguese or US-American English)?

At first, it should be asked: convergence with what? Are the phenomena ob-
served results of convergence as a result of language contact to Russian and
Brazilian Portuguese respectively—are they related to the variety structure or
even of convergence with another language island variety?

3.2.1 Convergence as a Result of Language Contact

The phenomena presented above emerge in all observed varieties, not only in
those communities with intense contact to the majority language or to another
German variety. Therefore, convergence is not very likely to serve as an ex-
planation of this kind of change.

Case reduction occurs in communities with a morphologically ‘rich’ contact
language (Russian), as well as with a ‘poor’ one (Brazilian Portuguese), in mor-
phologically more ‘conservative’ varieties (Low German dialects), as well as in
others (High German dialects).

The influence of the contact languages may, indeed, be referred to the fol-
lowing structural differences:
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Figure 18: Possessive pronoun: case marking on dative input – Interview and narration (n = 281,
in %)
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Russian has six cases whichmust be case-markedwith little exception, in noun
as well as in pronoun inflection, even in typical settings which trigger reduction
processes: orality, colloquial and informal style, or allegro speech. Also, within
personal pronouns, all cases are case-marked. Singular is more differentiated
than plural, 3rd singular masculine is most differentiated.

Brazilian Portuguese has case—as far as formally marked—only in personal
pronouns: While in 1st and 2nd person (singular and plural) merely an oblique
case is marked, dative and accusative are differentiated in 3rd person singular.

The concept of case is clearly established in both contact languages. Like other
languages, singular (more than plural), 3rd person (more than 1st and 2nd person),
and accusative (more than dative) are morphologically most differentiated in
terms of case- (and gender-) marking.

The comparison of the language islands in Russia and Brazil reveals some
differences:Within the Russian German islands, speakersmaintain dative even in
case of the ‘regularization’ mentioned above (by change of word class from the
irregular to the regular inflection paradigm (CAT and PDT both are Russian
German varieties, Figure 19). This might be due to the influence of the mor-
phologically more differentiated Russian language.

Interview narrations yield some more differences between the varieties—the
Russian German language islands producing more datives than the Brazilian
German ones (in possessive pronouns, Figure 20).
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Figure 19: Irregularmorphology replaced by regularmorphology – Personal pronouns (on dative
input) realized as demonstrative or indefinite pronouns: Case marking by varieties (translation
task into intended dialect, n = 298, in %)
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3.2.2 Variety Structure and Variety Contact

Of course, the grammatical structure of the varieties is of some significance.
Furthermore, the linguistic communities differ in terms of boundary marking:
The Plautdietsch speaking community of the Russian German Mennonites can
be referred to as a real “group” (Brubaker 2002) in the sense of a dense com-
municative network with shared socio-cultural norms and a strong feeling of
“belonging” (Pfaff-Czarnecka 2013). Their variety serves as a “boundarymarker”
(Barth 1969), distinguishing the community at socio-cultural, economic, and
religious levels. Additionally, the speakers of Plautdietsch were the majority and
the autochthonous inhabitants in the “central village” of Schumanowka com-
posed in the 1970s out of several smaller villages speaking different dialects. This
made them more resistant to external influence.17 This is partly true also for the
speakers of Pomeranian in the Pelotas region. However, in Brazil, Hunsrückisch
can be regarded as a koiné among the German speaking population (cf. Koch
1971: 96; Altenhofen 1996).

Comparing the varieties reveals some differences concerning case reduction
(Figure 21).

Dative output (D) in determiners is most frequent with the Catholic variety,
and in general its more frequent with the High German varieties (Hunsrückisch
and ‘Catholic’), while reduction to de (_) is slightly more frequent with the Low
German varieties.
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Figure 20: Regular morphology: Possessive pronoun case marking, corresponding to Standard
German dative. (Interview and narrations, n = 281, in %)

17 At least, this was true at the time of recording. In the 2000s the Mennonite community largely
emigrated to Germany (or other countries like Canada). But, again, the resettlers have built
new communities in the Western parts of Germany (for instance, around Detmold).
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Regarding personal pronouns, dative output is more frequent in the ‘Catholic’
speaking community. Low German speakers, especially the Plautdietsch com-
munity, use the oblique form mi, di (DA), speakers of Hunsrückisch use also
accusative (mich/dich, Figure 22).
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Figure 21: Definite article on dative input: Case marking by varieties (n = 1,142, in %)
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Figure 22: Personal pronouns on dative input: Case marking by varieties (n = 986, in %)
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Of course, there are some phenomena of convergence directed to the contact
language or a contact variety within the language islands. However, the overall
tendency is quite uniform. Hence, the case reduction presented above appears to
be an accelerated—but ordinary—linguistic change all German varieties are
subject to, not essentially a matter of contact-induced adoption or advergence.

3.3 Explanations of Change

The observation of case reduction in noun inflection and resistance to change in
personal pronoun inflection demands answers to two questions:

The first question to answer is: Why do these processes of an accelerated
language change take place in the very moment of language shift?

The present situation of the German language islands characterized as in
decline can be described as follows:

The language island varieties are (more or less) communities “in obso-
lescence” (Dorian 1989) which entails
– the dissolution of social networks and boundary marking (Chapter 4)
– a decay of ‘normativity’ (in terms of norm knowledge and of norm loyalty)18

– an increase of second language learners, but a decrease of native speakers
– We observe several phenomena of linguistic simplification, which prompt

some authors to suggest an analogy of ‘language death’ and pidginization (cf.
Dressler / Wodak-Leodolter 1977), others regard ‘language death’ as “creoli-
zation in reverse” (Trudgill 1978). They draw on phenomena like:
– a representation of grammatical relations less by morphology than by word

order
– form-function-patterns according to the 1:1-principle (cf. Andersen 1989:

386)
– and a replacement of marked (case-)structures by unmarked (or less

marked) structures (cf. Campbell / Muntzel 1989: 189; Jakobson 1936) or by
‘natural’ ones (cf. Dressler 2000; Mayerthaler et al. 1998: 167).

The second question to address is: Why are personal pronouns conservative in
terms of case distinction? We can account for the following tentative answers:
– Personal pronouns are frequent.
– They have—as a core concept—animate reference.

18 The term refers to the concept of norm opposed to system distinguished by Eugenio Coseriu
(1974). Norm in this sense is a category of language use, the ‘system of what is usual in a
linguistic community’while the system is a category of the functional language, the ‘system of
what is possible in a language’.
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– They are closed and small classes.
– They are in many cases suppletives.
– They are probably “full-listed” (Cholewa 1993), that is, organized in the lexicon
as whole entities.

– 3rd person singular displays dative forms most frequently. This is of course not
uncommon: If we take some other languages into account we find this as a
common trait, which suggests that 3rd person singular personal pronouns are
of a different nature:
– cf. English him/her (Old English dative: him/hire)
– cf. Danish ham/henne (Old Scandinavian dative honum/henni)
– cf. French lui (Old French li, Vulgar Latin li, Latin illi)

– As some authors argue, animacy und agency might cause the need for dif-
ferentiation in 3rd person singular masculine: Prototypically the agent is an
animate masculine (cf. Rabanus 2008: 274). If a typical candidate for agent and
nominative is represented as patient or affected by the verbal proceedings this
infringes upon a presupposition and has to be signalized (cf. Bittner 2002: 216).

– In irregular inflection a distinction of case-semantic core function is main-
tained: Formal simplification is accompanied by a functional focusing of case
marking on the core semantic function—in terms of the German dative on the
main case semantics of marking the animate recipient (cf. Jakobson 1936).
Analyzing the functional distribution of dative personal pronouns, we find
some evidence (Figure 23).

The case semantics of dative as recipient case prevails while locative is less im-
portant (and comitative is insignificant because of few data).19

What is maintained in terms of case distinction seems to be in part a sim-
plification and reduction of morphology to the point of a core concept of case
that we could call a “resemantization” which in turn might be the backside of
degrammaticalization (cf. Leiss 2004: 857).

19 The figure contains the output results of the following test sentences: (Das ist ihre Tasche.)
Gebt sie ihr zurück. ‘(That is her bag.) Give it back to her’ (recipient),Der Direktor hat ihn ihm
vorgestellt ‘The director has introduced him to him’ (recipient) Vor ihm lag ein Hund ‘A dog
lay in front of him’ (locative), Die Kinder kletterten an ihr hoch ‘The children climbed up on
her’ (locative), Mit ihm fahren wir nicht. ‘We do not ride with him’ (comitative). Only
translations into 3rd person pronoun singular (with the gender requested) were counted
(recipient: n = 66, locative: 72, comitative: n = 25). Beyond semantics a further important
factor for case assignment could be seen in whether the case is governed verbal or preposi-
tional: In our translation task, dative as the case for the recipient contains examples governed
verbal, while the other dative functions (locative and comitative) are governed prepositional.
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4 Sociolinguistic and Ethnological Aspects: Boundary Marking
by Language

What is specific of these language islands in terms of sociolinguistics and eth-
nology?

As mentioned above, these communities belong to the biggest German lan-
guage islands worldwide. But they are language islands in decline: Language shift
in the Brazilian language islands is more intense, but the Russian language
islands catch up quickly. The process of assimilation began earlier in the Bra-
zilian German communities, but it is more rapid in the Russian German com-
munities. This development will be traced in the following part:

Among German settlers in Brazil (since 1824), the historical conditions of
colonization have had much in common with those of the Russian Germans
(since 1763). Settlers were living separated in small isolated colonies just as in
Russia. They used predominantly their dialect varieties for communication, and
since these varieties were quite different, dialect convergence was an inherent
trait of their development. Dialect varieties cover a wide range: from the pre-
vailing (Rhine Franconian and Moselle Franconian) Hunsrück varieties over
Swabian and Volga German to Low German Westphalian and Pomeranian vari-
eties in Brazil ( just to mention some of them), and from the widespread (Rhine
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Figure 23: Personal pronouns with dative output (3rd person singular): Case semantics (trans-
lation task, n = 163, in %)
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Franconian and Hessian) Volga German varieties over Swabian and Bavarian to
Low German Plautdietsch of the Mennonites in the former Soviet Union.

The High German standard language was told at school, but with the political
restrictions since (at the latest) 1934 under Stalin in USSR and under the na-
tionalist government of Getulio Vargas in Brazil (Estado Novo since 1937) all
educational and political minority rights were suspended. Therefore, a re-
dialectalization took place. In contrast to Russia, however, in Brazil a superre-
gional (Hunsrück) variety emerged which was never the case in Russia. Obviously
the numerical dominance of the Hunsrück speakers (about 50 p.c. of the first
settlers) and the closer network of communication which was not as limited as in
Russia have led to this important difference.

The Brazilian society is multiethnic and the German speakingminority is only
one of a hundred ethnic communities. From the beginning, the German colonists
were ‘aliens’ by mission: For about 100 years, they kept their distance to the
surrounding population in terms of geography, language, culture, economy,
religion and social structure. Since about 1940 ‘Brazilianization’ has emerged,
unifying the country (at least related to the ‘white’ Brazilians), in the last decades
modernizing the society, and, hence, lowering the barriers of social contact. For a
long time, the maintenance of the minority language and culture depended on
the autonomous settlement. The German speaking settlements, however, became
subsequently integrated into the society. Today, Brazilian Germans are primarily
Brazilians, speaking Brazilian Portuguese,marriedwith Brazilians of other ethnic
descent, studying somewhere in the country. Among the younger ones, the
German language has become a heritage language. The disintegration of the
language islands began two generations ago. Nowadays, ethnic diversity is a
familiar trait of all people but it is not a vital resource of social distinction.

The former USSR was and Russia is—by constitution as well as by societal
awareness—based on ethnicity. Language served as a boundary marker since it
represented a difference: the experience of social or cultural difference and of
communicative belonging (as long as ‘compact groups’ were demarcated by
language and code alternation structures were established). This was even true in
the deportation camps and guarded villages.20

Although German settlement in the USSR has ever been discontinuous, the
manifold migrations (voluntarily or not) of the Russian Germans did not affect
the ethnically based belonging. However, since the 1970s some political lib-
erations, the modernization of the country, and the construction of ‘central
villages’ (with different German varieties spoken) enhanced the expansion of
Russian among the younger generation.

20 The history of the German language in Russia / USSR is described in more detail in Rosenberg
(2002a; 2005), Berend / Riehl (2008), with respect to ethnic belonging in Rosenberg (2016b).
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Since the breakdown of the Soviet Union, a disruptive language shift emerged
among Russian Germans because of the mass emigration of resettlers (‘Aussie-
dler’) to Germany in the 1990s. Today, the majority language is dramatically
expanding in public and private domains. Younger generations are quickly
shifting to Russian, code-mixing is more frequent than code-switching21 (as
functionally alternating use of languages, cf. Auer 2009: 108), and the proportion
of second-language learners outweighs native speakers. Intermarriage is steadily
increasing, and getting vocational education outside of the village is common.
Additionally, the ethnic composition of the villages is becoming more diffuse
because of the replacement of the emigrated resettlers by non-Germans or non-
locals (immigrating Germans from the Central Asian republics of former USSR).
Today, only about 10–15 % of the villagers are locally born and network clusters
are dissolving. Being German is not a primary distinction anymore.

In a nutshell, language shift in the Brazilian language islands is more ad-
vanced, but the Russian language islands catch up quickly. The process of as-
similation began earlier in the Brazilian German communities, but it is more
rapid in the Russian German communities.

This is met by the results of our sociolinguistic survey in the colonies (with 85
items concerning sociodemographic data, social networks, language awareness,
language acquisition, language competence and language use, attitudes, related
to the varieties and languages in contact): Within the non-public language do-
mains German is mainly used with the grandparents and parents, rarely with
spouses and children. For speaking with the children the contact language is used
mostly. The trendlines (for usage ‘only’) are almost inverted (Figures 24 and 25).22

As the item oldest child (replying) shows, there seems to be an intergenera-
tional pattern with very high scores for German “never” and Contact language
“only”. If German is used, it is restricted to semi-public domains (with neighbors,
friends, and colleagues at work).

Within the (semi) public language domains, German is hardly ever used
(Figure 26: grey columns). In public the contact language is prevailing, the more
outside the village and the more institutional the more Russian or Brazilian
Portuguese is used in communication (Figure 27: red column). Again, the dis-

21 Code-switching is here defined as functionally alternating use of languages or varieties in one
single conversation while code-mixing is an alternating use of languages or varieties which is
not perceived as functional (cf. Auer 2009: 108).

22 Only 2000s’ inquiry data in Russia and Brazil (n = 68, without 1 informant with “no re-
sponse”).Oldest child is the first born child in the family: “oldest child”meansmutually using
the languagewith the other familymembers; “oldest child (replying)”means answering of the
child only. In the Figures 24–29, only the informants with (grand)parents and children
respectively were counted.
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tribution of German language usage and the use of the contact language are
almost inverted.

Comparing Russia and Brazil, some traits of an accelerated loss of the German
language in Russia can be detected: If asked whether the speakers use the contact
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Figure 24: Sociolinguistics of the language islands: German language use in the family domain
(n = 68, in %)
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Figure 25: Sociolinguistics of the language islands: Contact language use in the family domain
(n = 68, in %)
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language with their parents, more Russian Germans predominantly answer never
(more than Brazilian Germans do; cf. Figure 28: grey columns).

But among Russian Germans the oldest children are talking to their parents in
Russian ‘only’ or ‘frequently’ by a clear majority (Figure 29).
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Figure 26: Sociolinguistics of the language islands: German language use in (semi) public do-
mains (n = 68, in %)
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Figure 27: Sociolinguistics of the language islands: Contact language use in (semi) public do-
mains (n = 68, in %)
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What is striking in our findings is that the acceleration in language change in the
Russian-German language islands is not simply a consequence of language contact
and imposition.What find a loss of something different: the gradual loss of knowing
and caring aboutwhat is linguistically ‘ours’ andwhat is ‘theirs’. This is connected to
a lack of intergenerational transmission of the German language, an increasing
proportion of non-native speakers, and a common practice of code-mixing (fre-
quently without any awareness of using elements of two languages). The de-
termining factorwhichmight have opened the gate for change in these communities
could be called a loss of normativity, i. e. of norm awareness and norm loyalty.
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Figure 28: Sociolinguistics of the language islands: Contact language use in the family domain:
Speaking with parents (n = 59, numbers)
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Figure 29: Sociolinguistics of the language islands: Contact language use in the family domain:
Oldest child speaking with parents (n = 54, numbers)
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5 Conclusions and Further Considerations: What Can We Learn
From Language Islands in the ‘Flood’?

The results suggest some cautious conclusions and considerations:
1. Case syncretism with irregular morphology is less frequent than with regular.

This holds true for language islands exposed to morphological ‘rich’ (Rus-
sian), as well as to morphological ‘poor’ contact languages (Portuguese in
Brazil, English in the USA), for more conservative communities, as well as for
more ‘adaptive’ ones. Hence, what is suggested, is to prefer an internal ex-
planation or, at least and more precisely, consider the interaction of ‘internal’
and ‘external’ language change with external effects being the trigger of a
basically internally structured process. Sociolinguistics pave the way for an
ordinary internal change.

2. These changes are, however, accelerated by language obsolescence. Ethnic
boundaries are in dissolution.
Ethnic boundaries are not ‘given’ by the essence of origin, language or culture,
but constructed by choice and evaluation of social relations.
This is the famous contribution made by Fredrik Barth (1969), the forefather
of ethnological constructivism, who stated that the most important process is
in ethnic boundary marking: “The critical focus of investigation from this
point of view becomes the ethnic boundary that defines the group, not the
cultural stuff that it encloses.” (Barth 1969: 16)
Brubaker also warns against the tradition of ‘groupism’, which takes (ethnic)
groups for ‘things in the world’ instead of appraising a shared and imagined
‘groupness’. Groups are “what wewant to explain, not what we want to explain
things with” (Brubaker 2002: 165).
In postmodern terminology, Joanna Pfaff-Czarnecka (2011) suggests using
the concept of ‘belonging’, not ‘identity’ with the aim of assessing the heter-
ogeneous and multilingual group memberships and the degree of in-
corporation into different groups.23

The notion of construction has become widely accepted in social sciences and
in interactional sociolinguistics. Furthermore, it is sometimes referred to in
postcolonial studies, when construction appears as a deus ex machina, a kind
of passe-partout explanation, which shifts the field of interpretation from
interaction tomental states. However, since wemust explain the emergence or
obsolescence of boundaries (of social, ethnic or national groups), we still have

23 Since belonging to a certain degree is an attitudinal matter the study of attitudes within the
language island community is urgently needed. As Boas / Fingerhuth (2017) show, even
speakers with positive attitudes switch to English. The diffusion of linguistic boundaries as
well as complex feelings of belonging may play a significant role in these processes.
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some questions remaining:What are the resources of this construction?What
is the impact of language in boundary marking?
Boundaries may be differentiated according to three criteria: durability
(stability), permeability (allowing crossing or not), and liminality (abrupt or
smooth transition, cf. Schiffauer et al. 2018).
What causes the construction of a disruptive boundary or its state as a blurred
one?
As Fredrik Barth (1994) conceded, 25 years after his programmatic proposi-
tion: Construction is not arbitrary, not just an imagination, but as a social
organization of cultural difference, it consists in structuring experience along
central cultural values.
Instead of disregarding the role of experience and social interaction, it is
suggested that we take construction as a threefold process: A process in-
cluding selection of experiential features (making them ‘focused’ in terms of
Le Page / Tabouret-Keller 1985), their hierarchization (making them relevant)
and—as far as attitudes are involved—their evaluation (making them highly
valued)24.
Therefore, wemust ask: under which circumstances does language serve as an
ethnic boundary marker, under which does it lose this ability?
With the focus on ethnicity we could say: Language is an ethnic boundary
marker if it serves a communicative need (in some language domains), if it
displays a certain distinctiveness (Mattheier 1996), and if it is considered a
legitimate distinction within an ethnic frame. An ethnic frame is chosen if
social experience is reasonably focused as an ethnic structure (cf. Esser 1996a;
1996b) with prototypical actors of relevant ‘ethnic’ characteristics and if an
ethnolinguistic vitality of the speech community is positively evaluated (cf.
Giles / Bourhis / Taylor 1977). Then, ethnic (or multiethnic) varieties are
maintained or even emerge.
Ethnic boundaries will vanish if the experience of difference is less prominent,
if language loses the ability to focus this experience, and if differences no
longer represent an ethnic “loading”. Then, normativity decreases, and bor-
ders become diffuse—not when oppression ismost severe, but when language
and culture lose their discreteness. Then, language shift—and sometimes

24 Barth himself, has admitted some oversimplifications when reviewing his approach of 1969 at
a 25 years anniversary conference in 1993: The main objections have been the following:
The claim, it wouldn’t be the “cultural stuff”which defines the ethnic group, but the boundary
was “overstated”, and thus “people’s choice of diacritica appeared arbitrary” (Barth 1994: 12).
These diacritica of boundary marking are not constructed by a “mere act of imagining”, but
rather have “empirical properties” (Barth 1994: 13): they are based on “experience”, and
reflect “salient, major cultural discontinuities” (Barth 1994: 14). In this sense, “ethnicity is the
social organization of culture difference” (Barth 1994: 13).
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language decay—is the consequence. Losing boundaries is akin to losing
norm awareness, norm institutions and norm loyalty, which opens the gate for
obsolescence, assimilation, and change.

3. Keeping this in mind, the interdependence of boundary marking, language
contact, variation and change requires an interdisciplinary methodological
approach:
The description of morphological change may be the realm of structural
linguistics. If we want to explain the impact of external factors, we would have
to assess variety and language contact phenomena. Comparing different
contact settings may provide evidence of cognitive and even typological
processes of change. Since time and social forces of change are part of this
explanation sociolinguistic and ethnological analyses are needed to assess the
role of language in boundary marking and the signification of belonging by
language use.

Variation and Change
in

Language Contact Settings

Figure 30: Interdisciplinary methodological approach in comparative language island research
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A comparative language island research could be applied to contribute to the
question of internal and / or external induced change. Research on language
islands in obsolescence may serve just as well as the famous linguistic laboratory
of language change Viktor Schirmunski (1930) addressed for emerging language
island varieties.

This means to combine the study of internal (structural, typological and cog-
nitive), external (variety and language contact), and attitudinal (sociolinguistic
and ethnographical) features. If possible, a comparative investigation might be
useful—of different models of contact, different types of speakers and different
variational settings.
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