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Standardization, Variation, and Pluricentrism in German(ic) speaking language 
islands in Brazil  

(Peter Rosenberg) 

 

Introduction: 

How to deal with a pluricentric language variety without a center? Some of the 
German(ic) immigrant languages in Brazil like Pomeranian are alive as a set of non-
standard varieties. This turns out to be important since Brazilian language politics 
opens some official domains for the use of minority languages such as teaching 
the language in school.  

These varieties are what Kloss (1978: 60) called roofless external dialects 
(“dachlose Außenmundarten”). They are pluricentric since Pomeranian, for 
example, exists in Germany, the USA, and in several regions of Brazil. They 
certainly are Abstandssprache, language by distance (in relation to Portuguese, to 
English, to the German standard), but not Ausbausprache, language by 
development. 

The problem of pluricentrism in these cases means: pluri is strong, but centrism is 
weak, or, in more linguistic terms: the scope of variation is wide but 
standardization is just in the early stages, and not without dispute.  

Therefore, it seems useful – as an initial trigger – to make two steps:  

(1) to describe the current state of affairs of language politics in Brazil 
related to these languages, I can make it short because most of you know 
the facts 



2 
 

(2) and to discuss how to balance variation and standardization demands. 

 

(1) Brazil as a multilingual and multicultural country  

 

Brazil is a country of rich ethnic diversity with population dynamics of 
extraordinary heterogeneity. 
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It is a predominantly Portuguese-speaking but still multilingual country, with 274 
indigenous languages spoken by 305 different ethnic groups and about 56 so-
called immigrant languages and varieties (according to the IBGE 2010 census). 

 

Portuguese has a strong dominance and is supported by a monolingual language 
ideology firmly entrenched among the elites of the country 
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Nonetheless, this was not always the case:  

 

After a first colonization period (here: period 1), in which indigenous languages 
were used as lingua geral, not earlier than since the mid-18th century a strict 
lusophone monolinguism was imposed (period 2). The language of indigenous and 
of enslaved people from Africa was mostly extinct. 

Since the early 19th century, the linguistic map of Brazil has been enriched by 
immigrant languages (period 3). 
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Among the numerous German language island varieties Hunsrik and Pomerano 
are the ones with the most speakers.  

This goes back to the immigration period. Pomeranians have settled in several 
regions initially in the south. 

The later establishment of daughter colonies has resulted in a widely ramified 
linguistic archipelago of Pomeranian colonies stretching from Rio Grande do Sul to 
Rondônia and the Amazonas region.  

 

Pomeranian itself is by no means homogeneous, although it is still relatively 
uniform in Espírito Santo. Most Pomeranians came from East Pomerania, as this 
map made by Gertjan Postma shows. 
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However, even there the settlers did not come only from Pomerania, as the 
immigrant statistics reveal. 

 

In the Estado Novo from 1937 onward, under Getúlio Vargas's nationalist policies, 
a process of 'Brazilianization‛ began, aimed at the socio-cultural unification of the 
country. 

For German speakers, this led to a loss of prestige, but initially not to language 
shift, but to redialectalization, as Cléo called it.  

With the infrastructural modernization of the country since the 1970s, as one of 
the BRICS states, an accelerated assimilation of ethnic minorities is now taking 
place.  
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This sets in motion a new dynamic of social restructuring in Brazilian society in 
which multilingualism and transculturality emerge. The recent policy of 
recognizing ethnic diversity takes this into account (period 4):  

 

'Foreign languages‛ are increasingly finding their way into the state education 
system, 'minority languages‛ are being admitted as subjects and even established 
locally as co-official languages. 

Currently, 19 minority languages in 41 communities in 10 states are recognized as 
coofficial languages: 13 indigenous languages and 6 immigrant languages.  
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This is encouraging and signalizes an important development for Brazil, although 
the number of coofficialized languages is still modest compared to their total 
number.  

Within the framework of the "Programa de Educação Escolar Pomerana", the East 
Low German Pomerano variety has been introduced in schools in five places in the 
state of Espírito Santo since 2005 because this region is home to the largest 
number of inhabitants of Pomeranian descent. 

 

Other initiatives with similar objectives apply to Pomeranian in other regions, to the 
Hunsrik variety, to Vestfaliano and to the German standard. A similar initiative refers 
to Italian in the dialect form of Venetian Talian and nowadays of the Dialeto Trentino. 

Standardization efforts have been made with the Pomeranian-Portuguese 
Dictionary of Ismael Tressmann (2006), seen here on the left, including a spelling 
for Pomeranian which is taken over by other authors (here in the center). 
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Of major importance is the grammar written by Gertjan Postma (2019), here on 
the right side. 

(2) Standardization and variation in times of coofficialization 

 

How to implement a roofless language island variety into school? I want to 
address 8 questions in the second part: 
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1. How to deal with (regional and social) variation?  

Variation in the sense of regional or local norms must be considered, 
otherwise coofficialization will not succeed because it will not be 
supported by the community. In a sense, regionality is the condition of 
existence of many language islands. On the other hand, the dissolution of 
language islands often seems to be a consequence of diminishing 
normativity, defined as fading norm knowledge and declining norm loyalty. 
More and more, normative authorities and competent speakers are absent 
or themselves uncertain, second language speakers gain the upper hand 
over first language speakers, code-mixing prevails over functionally 
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controlled code-switching, and, sometimes, it is unclear which language is 
being spoken.  

Under those condition of fading norms, recognizing variation means, 
nevertheless, talking about regional norms.  

 

2. How much regionality - how much standardization?  

Regional norms, in light of the fragile situation in many linguistic islands, 
are probably the only ones supported by the speakers. The demand of 
Ulrich Ammon to exclusively teach standard German in schools can easily 
kill the tender little plant that one wants to nurture, if the language to be 
taught comes across as another foreign language. We learn from this that 
we have to accept regional variation if the language is to be preserved. But 
this concerns mainly orality. In writing, norms should be found, codified 
and taught. 
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3. Uniformity and/or variation of Pomerano? 

So, it will not go without standardization. Pomeranian has the advantage 
that, as a predominantly East Pomeranian variety group, it is relatively 
uniform. But only relatively, as Göz will show. In addition, there is a 
regional difference between Espírito Santo and Rio Grande do Sul, caused 
by the different influences from the contact with other language island 
varieties, a different urban-rural composition of the German-speaking 
population, the long, but differently strong influence of Portuguese. 
Convergence of the varieties has not occurred in the language islands to 
the extent of a formation of standard varieties.  

Convergence of the varieties has not occurred in the language islands to 
the extent of a formation of standard varieties. This has to do with the lack 
of a Dachsprache of the own diasystem (Coseriu). But it also has to do with 
the fact that Hunsrik is considered by many to be Brazilian-German High 
German as quasi-Dachsprache. However, even this cannot serve as a 
Pomeranian norm. 
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4. How close should standardization be to standard German?  

The idea of building a complete educational system in Pomerano from the 
cradle to the grave seems unrealistic. One can certainly and with some 
justification regard Pomerano as a distinct Germanic language, as 
Tressmann does. We know that the question of whether a linguistic variety 
is a language or a dialect is a historical-political one and not one that has to 
do with the language system.1 

Pomerano has had a long development independent of the German areas 
of origin, which would justify its language status.  

Nevertheless, I would argue that Pomeranian should be used as a bridge, a 
língua ponte, to other Germanic languages, especially to German. Why 
German (even if Low German is more tightly related to Dutch, for 
example)? Because the areas of origin have been German speaking 
regions, because links to Germany are still closer today, and, of course, 
because German is spoken by more speakers in the world, that is German 
pays speaking in terms of a linguistic capital which is not unimportant if it 
comes to convince parents. 

                                                           
1 In 1945, Max Weinreich quoted the famous saying attributed to the French Resident General in Morocco, Hubert 

Lyautey: "Une langue, c'est un dialecte qui possède une armée et une marine", in English translation: "What is a 
language? A language is a dialect with an army and a navy." (Max Weinreich (1945) had quoted him in Yiddish: "a 
shprakh iz a dialekt mit an armey un flot"; cf. Weinreich, Max (1945). 'Der YIVO un di problemen fun undzer tsayt'; 
'The YIVO Faces the Post-War World'), YIVO Bleter 25, 1 (January-February 1945): 3-18.) In view of its separation 
from its country of origin for more than 150 years, Pomerano could well be understood as an independent 
Germanic language, even if the Pomeranos never had an army and a fleet. 
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5. How should Pomerano be written and which Pomerano?  

A crucial prerequisite of teaching Pomeranian in school is an orthography 
of Pomeranian. One has been developed by Ismael Tressmann and it is 
followed by the main players. This is of great benefit to all school efforts. 

Even if criticism may be justified on some details, however, a uniform 
orthography is preferable to unnecessary dissent that wastes forces. A 
guideline for a somewhat more relaxed attitude might be: you don't have 
to write everything you pronounce. One does not have to write <ou> if it is 
an allophone of the long vowel [o:], for instance. 

A fundamental question is to what extent special spellings are useful in 
orthography (like in Tressmann’s orthography <å>, a anelado, or <ë>, e 
trema), which both do not exist in the German spelling system. It seems to 
me that those additional characters are not a problem. But problems may 
arise if phoneme-grapheme correspondences are restructured: <sch> [ʃ] 
could be written as <x>, for instance, following the Portuguese model. But 
the question is: Should we introduce writing conventions that separate the 
language island varieties from German2? I would be cautious if it is a 
matter of "non-systemic" notation patterns. 

                                                           
2 The standardization and selection of an appropriate orthography of Low German are currently an important 

research desideratum in Germany as well, because Germany is obliged to implement Low German in schools (in 
the Northern German states) since the country has signed the European Charter of Regional or Minority 
Languages (and entered Low German into its selection of languages). Competence centers such as the one in 
Greifswald, state of Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, are doing important work here. However, the available spellings 
offer little help for the standardization of Pomerano, since in Germany standard German competence is the 
starting point for Low German acquisition. This is evident, for example, in the rules for Low German spelling: Rule 
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6. Literacy as an attitudinal problem in orate communities? 

Another risk of losing community support might be that the formation of 
literacy in a hitherto merely orate community is a challenge. The 
transgression associated with the coofficialization of Pomeranian affects 
the attitudes of the speakers, of parents, children, and teachers; we should 
not underestimate that, but include it as an object of research of its own.  

                                                           
No. 1 says: "Only those characters are used that are also common in High German." (Sass 2016: 16, original: „Es 
werden nur solche Schriftzeichen verwandt, die auch im Hochdeutschen gebräuchlich sind.“); cf. Der neue Sass. 
Plattdeutsches Wörterbuch. Plattdeutsch-Hochdeutsch. Hochdeutsch-Plattdeutsch. Plattdeutsche 
Rechtschreibung. 8. Auflage. Kiel, Hamburg 2016: Wachholtz; Herrmann-Winter, Renate (2017): Plattdeutsch-
hochdeutsches Wörterbuch für den mecklenburgisch-vorpommerschen Sprachraum. 7. Auflage. Rostock: 
Hinstorff; Herrmann-Winter, Renate (2017): Neues hochdeutsch-plattdeutsches Wörterbuch. 4. Auflage. Rostock: 
Hinstorff. 
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7. Bilingual alphabetization: how to elaborate multilingual oral skills into 
single language competences? 

It is therefore necessary to convince the members of the minority that 
coofficialization and school implementation of Pomeranian are beneficial 
for them and their children. In our view, this advantage lies in an 
elaborated multilingualism.  

In a project group with Brazilian and German colleagues we have been 
discussing an intercomprehensive language learning approach:  

In schools in Espírito Santo, a bilingual alphabetization project will be 
implemented in the first grades, in which reading and writing will be taught 
in Portuguese and in Pomeranian. Standard German should be added from 
the 3rd grade, and English from the 6th grade. With such modern language 
teaching, one could probably also win over the non-Pomeranian speakers, 
who currently sit marginalized in the back rows of Pomeranian lessons and 
are apparently not considered the target group of the lessons.  
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8. What might be the sense of coofficialization in long-term perspective? 

As should have become clear, revitalization cannot realistically consist in a 
roll backwards to the 19th century. The time in which language islands were 
able to survive due to their mere socio-cultural and socio-economic isolation 
is over - not only in Brazil. The needs of minority members for ethno-
linguistic revitalization are, of course, to be taken seriously since they feel 
endangered, not without cause. But they are citizens of their countries, and 
the social networks of the youngsters are transnational. 

But, in fact, ethnic categories are not in principle contradictory to national 
belonging and to a modern transcultural orientation across national borders. 
A transcultural approach (Welsch 1999) means reconciling the three 
categories of belonging (ethnic, national, transnational). From our point of 
view, bilingual school education should - in this sense - take up Pomeranian 
as a family language and as a cultural heritage and give it recognition as a co-
official school language. However, Pomeranian will not succeed in schools 
solely through a 'mother tongue‛ claim, but through a multilingual claim - 
alongside Brazilian Portuguese. As a bridge language to German and English, 
it should allow speakers to use their multilingual competence to study , or to 
do an agricultural apprenticeship in Europe or elsewhere. With this, we 
believe, one can convince the Pomeranian families and the non-Pomeranian 
families as well as the local administration. For that is what you have to do. 
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Conclusion 

As a conclusion I would like to answer my own question I asked in the 
introduction, now in a more generalized way: 

How to deal with a pluricentric language variety without a center? How to 
build a center, that is a standard variety in pluricentric varieties without a 
roofing language of its own diasystem? 

To point up my argument, I would oppose 4 alternative ways: 

 

How to deal with a (roofless) pluricentric language variety without a center?  
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(1) A standard norm will not be accepted without allowing for variation: 
Building a standard is a touchy thing. If norms aren’t acknowledged by the 
speakers you have lost.  

(2) Allowing for variation without considering the needs of a standard norm 
will not be functional for (co)official purposes: Since there’s a general lack 
of normativity in these language islands, variation can’t be an anything 
goes-affair. As roofless varieties lacking a standard variety of their own 
diasystem they remain (in the words of Kloss) without the protective roof of 
this standard variety and are thus more exposed to the influences of an 
unrelated standard variety (Kloss 1978: 60, transl. PR). That’s what speakers 
have experienced. 

(3) Ammon’s plead for Standard German schooling instead of language island 
varieties weakens the fragile L1: If the standard comes across as a foreign 
language you do not foster the local variety but destroy its last remnants. 

(4) Using the (well established) Portuguese mode of writing will loosen the 
links to the Germanic language family and, therefore, waste the linguistic 
capital of the speakers (who possess a bridge language into the Germanic 
world) 

Instead, and positively speaking, I would recommend a way balancing the local, 
the national and the transnational level in building a standard, cooficialize it side 
by side with the national language, and use the speakers’ linguistic capital as a 
língua ponte into the transnationalized world of the 21st century. 
 

References 
Altenhofen, Cléo Vilson (2003): „O contato entre o português e as línguas de imigrantes no Brasil: 

o exemplo do Hunsrückisch”, in: Palavra 11, 146-165. 
Altenhofen, Cléo V. (2013): Bases para uma política linguística das línguas minoritárias no Brasil. 

In: Nicolaides, Christine / Silva, Kleber Aparecido da /Tilio, Rogério/Rocha, Cláudia Hilsdorf 
(Hrsgg.): Política e políticas linguísticas. Campinas: Pontes Editores: 93-116. 

Barth Schaeffer, Shirlei Conceição (2012): Descrição fonética e fonológica do pomerano falado no 
Espírito Santo. (Diss. Universidade Federal do Espírito Santo, Centro de Ciências humanas e 
naturais, Programa de Pós-Graduação). Vitória: UFES. (https://docplayer.com.br/44709928-
Descricao-fonetica-e-fonologica-do-pomerano-falado-no-espirito-santo.html, 15.06.2021) 

Barth, Fredrik (1969): Ethnic Groups and Boundaries. The social organization of culture difference. 
Bergen; Oslo: Universitets Forlaget; London: Allen and Unwin. 

Broch, Ingrid Kuchenbecker (2014): Ações de promoção da pluralidade linguística em contextos 
escolares. Tese de Doutorado. Porto Alegre: Universidade Federal de Rio Grande do Sul, 
Instituto de Letras, Programa de Posgraduação em Letras, Estudos da Linguagem. 

Brubaker, Rogers (2007): Ethnizität ohne Gruppen. Aus dem Englischen von Gabriele Gockel und 
Sonja Schuhmacher, Kollektiv Druckreif. Hamburg: HIS. 



20 
 

Coseriu, Eugenio (1974): Synchronie, Diachronie und Geschichte. Das Problem des Sprachwandels. 
Übersetzt von Helga Sohre. München: Fink. 

Der neue Sass. Plattdeutsches Wörterbuch. Plattdeutsch-Hochdeutsch. Hochdeutsch-
Plattdeutsch. Plattdeutsche Rechtschreibung. 8. Auflage. Kiel, Hamburg 2016: Wachholtz 

Giles, Howard/ Bourhis, Richard Y./ Taylor, Donald M. (1977): „Towards a theory of language in 
intergroup relations“, in: Giles, Howard (ed.): Language Ethnicity and Intergroup Relations. 
London: Academic Press, 307-347. 

Herrmann-Winter, Renate (2017): Neues hochdeutsch-plattdeutsches Wörterbuch. 4. Auflage. 
Rostock: Hinstorff. 

Herrmann-Winter, Renate (2017): Plattdeutsch-hochdeutsches Wörterbuch für den 
mecklenburgisch-vorpommerschen Sprachraum. 7. Auflage. Rostock: Hinstorff 

Hufeisen, Britta (2010): „Theoretische Fundierung multiplen Sprachenlernens – Faktorenmodell 
2.0“. Jahrbuch Deutsch als Fremdsprache 36 (1): 200–207. 

Hufeisen, Britta (2011a): „Gesamtsprachencurriculum: Überlegungen zu einem prototypischen 
Modell“, in Baur, Rupprecht S., Hufeisen, Britta (eds.): „Vieles ist sehr ähnlich.“ – Individuelle 
und gesellschaftliche Mehrsprachigkeit als bildungspolitische Aufgabe. Baltmannsweiler: 
Schneider Hohengehren: 265–282. 

Instituto do Patrimônio Histórico e Artistico Nacional (IPHAN) (2014): Inventário nacional da 
diversidade linguística (INDL). Guía de pesquisa e documentacao para o INDL. Vol. 1: 
Patrimônio cultural e diversidade linguística. Brasilia: IPHAN. 

IPOL (2014): „Espírito Santo investe na preservação da língua pomerana“. Florianópolis, SC: 
Instituto Investigação e Desenvolvimento em Política Linguística.unter http://e-
ipol.org/espirito-santo-investe-na-preservacao-da-lingua-pomerana/ (letzter Zugriff am 
16.03.2017). 

Kloss, Heinz (1978): Die Entwicklung neuer germanischer Kultursprachen seit 1800. 2., erw. Aufl. 
Düsseldorf: Schwann (= Sprache der Gegenwart 37). (1st ed.: Kloss, Heinz (1952): Die 
Entwicklung neuer germanischer Kultursprachen von 1800 bis 1950. München: Pohl.) 

Morello, Rosangela (ed.) (2015): Leis e Línguas no Brasil: O processo de cooficialização e suas 
potencialidades. Florianópolis: IPOL. 

Pfaff-Czarnecka, Joanna (2011): „From ‚identity‘ to ‚belonging‘ in Social Research: Plurality, Social 
Boundaries, and the Politics of the Self”. In: Pfaff-Czarnecka, Joanna / Albiez, Sarah / Castro, 
Nelly / Jüssen, Lara / Youkhana, Eva (eds.): Ethnicity, Citizenship and Belonging: Practices, 
Theory and Spatial Dimensions. Madrid: Iberoamericana: 199–219. 

Postma, Gertjan (2018): A Contrastive Grammar of Brazilian Pomeranian. Amsterdam: Benjamins. 
Pries, Ludger (2008): Die Transnationalisierung der sozialen Welt. Sozialräume jenseits von 

Nationalgesellschaften. Frankfurt/Main: Suhrkamp. 
Rosenberg, Peter (2015): „Anything goes? The gains and losses of the constructivist view on 

ethnicity: Some considerations based on German ‘language islands’ studies“, in: Rosenberg, 
Peter/ Jungbluth, Konstanze/  Zinkhahn Rhobodes, Dagna (eds.): Linguistic construction of 
ethnic boundaries. Frankfurt/Main: Lang, 149-166. 

Rosenberg, Peter (2018): „Lateinamerika“, in: Plewnia, Albrecht/ Riehl, Claudia Maria (Hrsg.): 
Handbuch der deutschen Sprachminderheiten in Übersee. Tübingen: Narr: 198-262. 

Savedra, Mônica Maria Guimarães (2008): „Línguas majoritárias e minoritárias no MERCOSUL: a 
questão de línguas oficiais, línguas de trabalho e línguas de ensino“, in: Hora, Dermival da/ 

http://e-ipol.org/espirito-santo-investe-na-preservacao-da-lingua-pomerana/
http://e-ipol.org/espirito-santo-investe-na-preservacao-da-lingua-pomerana/


21 
 

Lucena, Rubens Marques de (eds.): Política linguística na America Latina. João Pessoa: Idéia 
Editora, 115-126. 

Savedra, Mônica Maria Guimarães/ Höhmann, Beate (2013): „Das plurizentrische Deutsch in 
Brasilien und die regionale Kooffizialisierung eines ostniederdeutschen Dialekts“, in: 
Schneider-Wiejowski, Karina/ Kellermeier-Rehbein, Birte/ Haselhuber, Jakob (Hrsg.): Vielfalt, 
Variation und Stellung der deutschen Sprache. Berlin: de Gruyter, 411-426. 

Steffen, Joachim / Altenhofen, Cléo Vilson (2014): „Spracharchipele des Deutschen in 
Lateinamerika. Dynamik der Sprachvernetzungen im mehrsprachigen Raum“, in: Zeitschrift für 
Dialektologie und Linguistik 81: 1, 35-60. 

Tressmann, Ismael (2006): Dicionário Enciclopédico Pomerano-Português (Pomerisch-
Portugijsisch Wöirbauk). Vitória, ES: Sodré. ISBN 858890949-9. 563 S. 

Weinreich, Max (1945). ‘Der YIVO un di problemen fun undzer tsayt’; ‘The YIVO Faces the Post-
War World’), YIVO Bleter 25, 1 (January–February 1945): 3-18.) 

Weinreich, Uriel (1954): “Is a structural dialectology possible?” Word 10: 388-400. 
Welsch, Wolfgang (1999): „Transculturality – the Puzzling Form of Cultures Today“. In:  

Featherstone, Mike; Lash, Scott (1999): Spaces of Culture: City, Nation, World. London, Sage, 
194-213. 


