An online atlas of colloquial German:
The Atlas zur deutschen Alltagssprache

1. Introduction

The Atlas zur deutschen Alltagssprache (AdA) project began in 2003, when
crowdsourcing was still a rather unusual method to obtain linguistic data. The first
attempt provided convincing results and motivated us to follow it with a second sur-
vey round a year later. Since then, the project has evolved continuously in the course
of the 12 survey rounds that have taken place up to now. The number of participants
has increased from about 2,000 in the early rounds to over 20,000 in the most recently
completed one (11th). To date, 550 maps of mainly lexical but also morphosyntactic
and phonetic variation have been published online, and a further 48 maps will be
produced from the ongoing 12th round.

Unlike traditional dialect atlases, the AdA does not focus on traditional local dia-
lects, but on “what is really used” in current everyday life. This is what the German
term Alltagssprache (literally, ‘everyday language’) refers to, which can be defined as:

Registers and variants used in everyday communication, i.e. in the social and functional
domains of private life, of spontaneous speech among friends, relatives, acquaintances, or in
informal situations among people from the same place who are not necessarily close to each
other, e.g. in the local corner shop (Moller / Elspaf3 2019, 760; my translation).

In large parts of the German-speaking area, the speech types used in such
informal situations are no longer the local dialects, but unstable regiolects with ele-
ments both based on dialects and the standard variety. And the specific position of
Alltagssprache between the poles of local dialect and standard variety is itself subject
to geographical variation (for a comparison of different regional variation spectra,
see Kehrein 2019). In some regions, people speak almost standard German with just
a slight regional colouring even in very informal situations; in other regions they will
rather use a regiolect with a more or less significant amount of regional variants; and
in some parts of the German-speaking area, above all in Switzerland, people nor-
mally use the local dialect in everyday life (see Christen et al. 2020).

From a systematic point of view, putting this twofold variation together by map-
ping speech forms that have different proximity to different dialects seems problem-
atic. However, from a pragmatic point of view, such maps do make sense — our aim is
to map what people actually say. In contrast, German-language dialect atlases might
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map something that is widespread in one region, while in another region a feature
might be known only to a small number of older people.

In order to map what is normally used, the best approach is certainly to analyse
records of natural speech, as has been done in several recent large-scale projects
(Deutsch Heute; Sprachvariation in Norddeutschland; Regionalsprache.de; Deutsch
in Osterreich: Task-Cluster B Variation — see Kleiner 2015, Elmentaler / Rosenberg
2015, Ganswindt et al. 2015, Budin et al. 2019). However, in order to gather compa-
rable data of less frequent syntactic or lexical phenomena for an adequate grid of
localities, the only possibility is the use of questionnaires — but rather than asking
informants about the form used in their dialect, asking them about the form used in
informal “everyday” speech.

The first researcher to approach variation in colloquial German in this way was
J. Eichhoff with his Wortatlas der deutschen Umgangssprachen (WDU, 1977-2000).
In his survey, which was mainly carried out in the 1970s, Eichhoff asked his inform-
ants to indicate which variants people normally used where they lived, i.e., “What
I would really normally hear if I could visit your town — no matter if it is more dialect
or more standard German”'. This resulted in four volumes of maps that revealed,
for the first time, the considerable diatopic variation that has continued to exist in the
German language, even though the local dialects had already widely fallen into disuse
by the 1970s. Other atlas projects focusing on Alltagssprache in more restricted areas
followed the WDU (for an overview, see Moller / Elspaf3 2019, 765).

2. AdA: Approach and survey method

2.1. Informants

The AdA project follows the WDU approach exactly, adopting Eichhoff’s ques-
tion: “Please indicate for each of the following questions which expression one would
normally hear in your town — no matter if it is more dialect or more High German”?.
This also means that the participants are not asked to state what their individual use
is, but what they think people in their city or town would usually say (and expect
to hear). This helps to avoid bias due to stigmatization of forms that are known to be
nonstandard or considered “false”, which informants might be reluctant to reveal as

their own usage.

I “Mit diesem Fragebogen mochte ich ein Uberblick dariiber gewinnen, was fiir Worter man in
Ihrer Stadt in der tiaglichen Rede normalerweise verwendet. [...] Ich mdchte gern wissen, was
ich wirklich normalerweise héren wiirde, wenn ich Thre Stadt besuchen konnte, einerlei, ob
es mehr Dialekt oder Hochdeutsch ist” (WDU, vol. I, 17).

2 “Bitte geben Sie bei den folgenden Fragen jeweils an, welchen Ausdruck man in Ihrer
Stadt normalerweise horen wiirde — egal, ob es mehr Mundart oder Hochdeutsch ist”
(«www.atlas-alltagssprache.de/runde-12-fragebogen>).


http://www.atlas-alltagssprache.de/runde-12-fragebogen
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Similarly to the WDU, the AdA comprises all types of linguistic phenomena, with
a main focus on lexis but also including grammar and even phonology, as far as this is
possible in an indirect survey. However, unlike Eichhoff in the 1970s, we can use the
internet, which provides two important advantages: Firstly, we can reach and involve
a very large number of informants. Secondly, the AdA project is not preplanned from
start to finish, but rather consists of a more or less regular series of surveys which are
always presented in combination with the results of the previous survey. In this way,
we are free to adapt the new survey rounds to include new insights and new questions;
we are even able to make alterations in later rounds if a question turns out to be
imprecise, or we can take into account any necessary differentiations that may have
become apparent.

Whereas the WDU surveys, like traditional dialect atlas projects, had to be con-
ducted with a very limited number of preselected informants (two for every location
in the grid), the AdA is a crowdsourcing project in which anyone can participate.
Initially some effort had to be made to find informants in the different towns and
cities of the grid; we took the WDU grid as a starting point, and for each of these 402
locations we contacted 5-10 email addresses that we could find online (associations,
etc.), with a success rate of about 20-30%. Participants were also invited to provide
their email address, which has been used in all later rounds. Those who do so are
contacted once the results of the survey that they contributed to are online, and at the
same time they are invited to fill in the new questionnaire.

Over the course of the project, the number of informants has increased without
further effort on our part:

AdA survey rounds: number of participants
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Fig. 1. Number of participants in the AdA survey rounds 1-12

(The lower participation rate in the 6th round must be explained by the excep-
tional character of that round, which was dedicated to questions concerning per-
ception of similarity between usage in different areas rather than questions about
specific variation phenomena.) A significant rise can be noted in the 10th round,
wich differed from the prior rounds only in that it was online for a longer time
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(i.e.,2.5 years instead of 0.5-1). This reveals the role played by the “snowball effect”: in
one way or another people have come to know about the atlas and want to participate,
and many of them have provided their email address. In general, the high participa-
tion can be explained by the fact that the survey is easily accessible and many people
find it fun to fill in. In addition, in the German-speaking regions personal experience
leads many people to be interested in regional variation in language. Examples of
this can be seen in many online forums where such questions are discussed: a Google
search of “wo sagt man” (‘Where do people say’) resulted in about 30,500 hits [June
2020].

In a quiz app developed by Leemann et al. together with Spiegel Online and
Zurich-based Tagesanzeiger in 2015 (Leemann et al. 2015; see also Leemann et al.
2018, 2019), even 700,000 participants took part. However, this quiz app, which is
even more fun for participants, already requires data from previous surveys: the app
could guess the participants’ location by comparing their choices among the proposed
regional variants for 24 variables with the data from the respective (already existing)
AdA maps. This gamification approach is thus attractive for investigating develop-
ments, but cannot be used for exploring variation that is not known yet.

2.2. The questionnaires

When using a crowdsourcing approach online, it is crucial to continue to motivate
participants, because it takes only one click for them to leave the page. Taking this
into account, we try to make the questionnaires as varied as possible and refrain
from presenting longer series of questions concerning a single phenomenon, even if
this would be very instructive. In addition, we try to alternate between questions that
may not be interesting for everyone (e.g., grammatical questions) and questions about
other phenomena that are well anchored in the everyday experience of many speakers
and can be illustrated by pictures, etc.

(b) ... ein Stiick eines Apfels, wie im Bild links?

L Apfelschnitz (/Appel-/Opfelschnitz u.d.)
O Apfelspaite (/Appel-/Opfelspalte u.d.)

anders, und zwar:l

Fig. 2. Part of the 12th questionnaire
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Pictures also help to avoid already using one of the possible variants in the ques-
tion. However, in most of the AdA questions, the possible variants we have become
aware of in previous investigations are provided as answer options. The practical
advantages of this are obvious: firstly, this approach is comfortable for the partici-
pants and also saves them the trouble of reflecting about the spelling of nonstandard
forms; and secondly, it avoids the problem of dealing with a multitude of different
spellings of the same words, thus allowing for a largely automatic evaluation of the
data. The other side of the coin is the necessity to present lexical variants in a phonetic
form that may not be appropriate to the local usage in all regions. As far as possible,
we try to deal with this by presenting alternative forms that take into account large-
scale phonetic differences. Nevertheless, it seems that the participants are in general
able to make the distinction between lexical questions where the phonetic details
do not matter and other questions concerning specifically phonetic issues. However,
participants can use an additional blank space to add further variants that are not
provided on the list. This involves more effort than selecting the options that are
supplied, and therefore such variants are at a disadvantage, but if it is apparent that
a certain variant is repeatedly added that was missing among the options, it is always
possible to ask a question again in a later round.

2.3. Risks

As stated above, the AdA online questionnaire is accessible to everyone. There
are no conditions for participation. The questionnaire does include some questions
concerning age and mobility, but only at the end, in order to make it possible to filter
the data at a later stage. However, at least in regard to age, the use of the Internet
medium still ensures a certain homogeneity for the majority of informants; although
the average age has increased somewhat over the years, in the current 12th survey
round, 60% of the informants are still under 40 years of age.

It is evident that the use of this medium involves risks. Given their easy and rather
impersonal access online, the surveys might lead some participants to give answers
that are not sincere. However, this is counterbalanced by the advantage that the
Internet provides: the large number of participants guarantees a certain degree of
security on the reliability of the data. Individuals making a joke of the survey cannot
produce a coherent result; unless a majority of malicious informants were to somehow
coordinate their answers, such users cannot falsify the overall picture. As Goossens
(1979, 67) has already stated concerning the WDU, if the outcome shows clear regional
distributions and sometimes surprisingly exact borders, the basis must be reliable in
spite of its vagueness. As a matter of fact, the maps based on the survey data rather
often do show clear regional distributions and sometimes surprisingly exact borders.
However, some questions remain: perhaps these distributions are so clear because
this data reflects more the informants’ stereotypes than real local differences in usage.
How realistic are these results, and what about non-diatopic variation? Stereotypes
can certainly play a role, but clear areal distributions also appear in maps of features
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which are not stereotypical of any region nor salient in any way, e.g., the variants sich
pellen and sich schiilen (‘to peel’, referring to skin peeling from sunburn), which show
an extremely clear north-south distribution (AdA 11-5c¢), or von daher vs. von dem
her (‘therefore’, AdA 11-7c) or die zwei vs. die beiden (‘these two’, see map 3 below).

von daher /
von dem her

... kénnten wir auch ein Taxi nehmen.

* vondaher
von dem her

Zweitmeldungen ieiner

Atlas zur deutschen Alltagssprache
www.atlas-alltagssprache.de

Map 1. von daher (AdA 11-7c)

The words designating an apple core (AdA 11-la) may be more expressive;
however, most people do not know that there exist other variants than that of their
own region.

Apfelrest

¢ Kerngehsuse

* (Apfel-)Griebsch

* (Apfel-)Gri(e)bs
(Apfel-)Krebs
(Apfel-)Kitsch, -Ketsch
(Apfel-)Nusel

* (Apfel-)Krotz, (-)Krutze

* (Apfel-)Butzen, (-)Butzga

* (Apfel-)Burzen
Batzen

*  (Apfel-)Groibschi

o (Apfel-)Bitz

*  Buschi, Buschgi
Sonstige

Zweitmeldungen Kieiner

Atlas zur deutschen Alltagssprache
www.atlas-alltagssprache.de

Map 2. ‘apple core’ (AdA, 11-1a)

On the other hand, even for phenomena that are traditionally associated with
strong regional stereotypes, apparently the informants do not always stick to the
stereotypical variants. The progressive construction am [+ infin.] sein is known as
the “Rhenish progressive” or “Westphalian progressive” (see «de.wikipedia.org/
wiki/Am-Progressiv>), but depending on the verb used, people throughout the
German-speaking region consider it to be “usual” in their town (Ich bin noch
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am iiberlegen, ob... ‘I am still considering whether...’, AdA 10-10a), or at least
throughout the western portion from the North Sea to Switzerland (Er ist am Apfel
schilen ‘He is peeling apples’, AdA 10-10b). (However, a consequence of the
stereotype seems to be that teachers in North Rhine—Westphalia mostly consider this
construction incorrect, whereas Swiss teachers mostly accept it; see Wyss 2017, 172.)

Even if it could be assumed that people prefer typical regional forms when filling
out the AdA questionnaires, those who no longer know a dialectal/regiolectal variant
cannot specify one, and even participants who still know a variant but would never
use it will probably not indicate it as “usual”. This becomes evident in the comparison
between the AdA maps and corresponding dialect maps or WDU maps (see 4.2).

3. Mapping

The localization of each data set is based on the postcode that the participants
indicate. As it would be impossible to represent each postcode district as a symbol
on the map, the data is aggregated according to the extended WDU grid (498 loca-
tions). With its focus on “everyday language”, it is still more natural than with dialects
for there to be variation in the data for one and the same location. As we do not
question selected individual informants but have many informants per location, such
local variation is not ruled out by the approach, as is often the case in traditional
dialect atlases. The inclusion of as many informants as possible automatically leads
to insights into local variation. For every point on the grid, the variants that have
been indicated are evaluated as to their relative frequency. The main symbol at each
location always represents the most frequently reported variant, adjacent to which
a smaller symbol can appear for a second variant that has received more than a third
of the answers at this location. Depending on the case, an accumulation of such
smaller dots can indicate either a smaller-scale variant being replaced by a regional or
standard variant, the influence of the usage of a neighbouring region, or an early stage
of the expansion of an innovation.

Since access to the survey is free, the number of informants represented by one
dot can vary considerably from one point to another, and in the early rounds we did
not always obtain enough data to keep the grid constant. However, if it is already
a simplification to rely on a few informants’ competence for local dialects, this is all
the more true for colloquial language. So, in order to gain information about usage
and internal variation in a given area, it is always necessary to take into account more
than one single location in the AdA maps.

In recent times it has become rather common to use geostatistical methods
to map internal variation and transition areas, as well as to reduce the role of outlier
data even at locations with few participants; such methods have also been used
with the AdA data (density estimation following the method described in Pickl/
Rumpf 2011). However, mapping transition areas using intermediate hues is possible
only if there are few variants involved, whereas in the AdA maps — most of which
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concern lexical variation — often a wide range of hues is already necessary in order
to map the different variants themselves. Another problem is that such methods
also smooth the representation of sharp linguistic contrasts (see Pickl er al. 2014),
e.g., the contrasts that in the lexis of colloquial German can often be found along
extralinguistic borders (see below). The solution proposed by Pickl et al. (2014),
using linguistic distances rather than geographic distances as the basis for density
estimation, is at least problematic if it cannot be excluded that certain patterns of
distribution are overrepresented in the corpus, since the selection of questions in the
survey rounds does not follow a predefined design. However, the continuous increase
in the number of maps in the corpus reduces this problem.

4. Main research questions

The main objectives of the AdA project are 1) to document the diatopic variation
in German today, and 2) to shed light on the development of this diatopic variation
and the factors behind it, comparing distributions in colloquial German to those in
dialects as well as studying recent developments in colloquial German. The latter
is possible using apparent time methods and especially comparing the recent AdA
maps with the corresponding WDU maps, which show the usage about 40 years ago.

4.1. Documentation of actual language usage

The primary aim of the AdA is comprehensive documentation of diatopic varia-
tion in contemporary colloquial German. In recent times the situation has improved
as information on geographical variation based on written corpora has become
more available (VWB, Variantengrammatik). However, the information provided in
dictionaries is often still vague and not always reliable. Geographical indications
may or may not be given in a haphazard manner; in particular, such indications are
often missing for variants that are used only in Germany or in the north(east)ern part
of the country, because usage there has traditionally been considered, and is presented
as, supraregional standard German (see Sutter/ Diirscheid 2019; Elspa3 2005; Moller
2001, 4-6). For example, the AdA map for ‘carpenter’ (Ad A 10-5f) shows that the Ger-
man-speaking area is divided into two more or less equal parts, one using Schreiner
and the other Tischler. However, the former is specified in the Duden dictionary? as
being especially west-middle German, south German, and Swiss, whereas the latter
has no geographical specification. Likewise, the mainly north German variant Kriimel
(‘bread crumb’) (AdA10-3j) is listed in the Duden dictionary without a diatopic speci-
fication and Brdsel appears as its “Austrian” synonym, but according to the AdA sur-
vey Brosel is also the usual variant in most of southern Germany; the apparent national
contrast turns out to be a regional contrast across borders. Such cases suggest that

3 As the Duden Online dictionary, which also indicates geographical distributions, is more
popular than the GWDS (i.e., more relevant for people’s knowledge and beliefs), it is the
online dictionary that is used here.
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codification might overaccentuate national differences within the German language,
presenting variation as being pluricentric where it is actually pluriareal (see Elspal3
et al. 2017, Niehaus 2015), even if the phenomenon of regional variants becoming
national variants (see below) may indicate a tendency towards a pluricentric structure
(at least in the recent past).

In the case of anrufen/anliuten (‘to call someone by phone’), analysis of written
corpora (Variantengrammatik) has led to diverging results concerning the case of the
complement in Switzerland — accusative or dative. In regional newspapers, the dative
did not play a significant role*. However, this seems to hold only for written language;
in the AdA survey, the Swiss participants unanimously opted for the dative, as did
many south German informants (AdA 11-7b).

Beyond providing better insight into the distribution of variants already known to
coexist, the AdA project has also provided many maps with clear geographic distri-
bution of phenomena previously unknown to show diatopic variation at all. Neither
the Duden nor the VWB mentions any geographic restriction for the use of beide or
zwel, but in the latest 12th AdA survey round it emerged that die beiden, designating
two people (‘the(se) two’), is usual only in the northern part of Germany and partly in
Switzerland, whereas die zwei is used in the other regions.

Die zwei / die beiden

(wenn man von zwei Personen spricht,
2.B. in einem Satz wie:
.Die ___ verstehen sich richtig gut.")

* die beiden
£ -t; die zwei

o s’ Segier

.. &
oocn Zweimeidungen einer
P 'i;’w o
o
3

S Atlas zur deutschen Alitagssprache
\/\/K‘{ www.atlas-alltagssprache.de

Map 3. die beiden/ die zwei (AdA 12-4k)

A rather similar distribution resulted for von daher vs. von dem her (‘therefore’,
AdA 11-7c), which was not to be expected from the Duden entry. Eszett as desig-
nation of the letter «B> (combination of the letter names es for <s> and zett for <z»)
does not have any geographical indication in the Duden dictionary either, but it has
been shown to be usual only in the northern half of Germany, whereas in the south-
ern half along with Switzerland and Austria the letter is consistently termed scharfes
s (AdA 7-5d). The verbs einlaufen and eingehen can both designate the shrinking
of items of clothing, and both appear without further indication in the Duden; in

4 See Variantengrammatik: <mediawiki.ids-mannheim.de/VarGra/index.php/Telefonieren».
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the VWB, einlaufen is marked as “D” (‘Germany’), whereas eingehen is explicitly
labelled as “gemeindeutsch”. However, map AdA 10-13a shows a clear geographic
division between eingehen and einlaufen, the latter being usual only in northern Ger-
many and the northern part of the Rhineland, with some signs of spreading to south
(west) Germany.

Beyond the existence of regional variants in an onomasiological perspective, there
is also semasiological diatopic variation that is not yet sufficiently known. No entry
in the Duden nor in the VWB indicates that in most regions Teppich means only
‘carpet’, but in southwest Germany it is also the word used for ‘blanket’ (AdA 11-4f).
In contrast, the temporal use of direkt (‘directly’, ‘immediately’) is mentioned in the
Duden dictionary, but it is not stated that this sense variant is common only in part of
western Germany (AdA 7-11d).

Temporaler Gebrauch
von direkt

Wenn du mir das heute noch schickst,
schaue ich mir das morgen direkt an.

ublich
neuerdings Ublich
* uniblich

Zweitmeldungen Kieiner

www.atias-alitagssprache.de
Siebte Runde

Map 4. Temporal use of direkt (AdA 7-11d)

The idea for such AdA maps is often sparked by individual experiences (misun-
derstandings, surprise, discussions) of informants, colleagues, or friends, who pro-
pose including a certain question in a future survey (there is an extra field in every
questionnaire where participants can recommend further questions). The cyclic and
economical design of the survey makes it possible to include such questions, and there
is no disadvantage if it emerges that the hypothesis of geographical distribution can-
not be confirmed (as in the case of gleich: there does not seem to be a clear regional
pattern of its use in the sense of ‘immediately’ and in the sense of ‘not now, a bit later’
— AdA 7-11bc).

Beyond individual phenomena, the AdA surveys have also been used to explore
more complex questions, such as the geographical pattern of different phases of lan-
guage change, e.g., the standardization of the already mentioned am progressive, with
and without a direct object (AdA 2-18a-b, AdA 10-10a-d), the grammaticalization of
the passive with GET verbs (AdA 4-21a-b, 4-22a-f), or the development of an intensi-
fying adverb mords from a prefixoid (AdA 12-3f-h). However, as stated above, series
of related questions such as these imply the risk of boring the participants, so they

10
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must therefore remain an exception and the series of relevant questions cannot be as
differentiated as would be desirable from the linguistic point of view.

4.2. Exploration of the evolution of areal distributions

Besides exploring and documenting the full extent of current geographical var-
iation in colloquial German, the AdA project aims to determine how this variation
developed in the past and continues to develop today. On the one hand, this means
investigating the relation between variation in today’s colloquial German and varia-
tion in dialects (if the latter is documented); on the other hand, a comparison of the
current AdA maps with WDU maps from approximately 40 years ago helps to shed
light on recent developments in colloquial usage.

4.2.1. Variation in colloquial German and local dialects

Variation in colloquial German must be considered against the background of
traditional local dialects. For many lexical phenomena, traditional dialectal usage is
documented in the Deutscher Wortatlas (DWA), which was based on surveys from
1939-1940. More recently, several regional atlas projects have collected and mapped
lexical dialect data (see Lotscher 2019, 683; Post 2019, 714; Ruge / Schroder 2019, 738).
In comparison to the dialectal distributions documented in these dialect atlases, the
AdA maps mostly show a reduction of diversity. There is geographical variation, and
some of the dialectal variants are still in use in colloquial speech, but their number
is reduced. This holds true even for names for small or trivial objects of everyday
life (as opposed to commodities or merchandise, for example), even though condi-
tions would favour diversity in such cases. To take one example, the words for ‘apple
core’ (see above, map 2) preserve some dialectal diversity, but comparison with the
dialect map for the Rhineland RWA 15 (data collected in 1996) nevertheless reveals
that, in the colloquial language of this region, two of the five main dialectal designa-
tions are replaced by the less expressive and more transparent word Kerngehduse,
which is also used in northern Germany. For ‘match’ (an article of merchandise), in
the entire German-speaking area, practically the only two variants with the largest
area in the dialect map (DWA 111, 12), Streichholz and Ziindholz, are still in use
(AdA 4-9). Streichholz is used throughout Germany except in Bavaria, whereas map
RWA 38 shows 13 different dialectal variants for Rhineland alone (Streichholz, Fix-
feuer, Fixholz, Fixspan, Feuerspan, Feuerzeug, Spdnchen, Streichspan, Schwefel,
Schwegel, Fimp, Feuer, Fix).

Less widespread dialectal variants have generally tended to disappear, above all
in the northern part of Germany. The development also depends on the distribution
itself. If dialectal contrasts are well preserved in colloquial German (or even stand-
ard German), they are primarily large-scale contrasts with a certain balance between
larger regions, mostly north-south, e.g., Junge/Bub (‘boy’) (AdA 1-1 - DWA 1V, 11),
Schreiner/Tischler (‘carpenter’) (AdA 10-5f —- DWA 9), or hier/da (‘here’) (AdA 2-17a
— DSA 181).

11
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Besides the recurring picture of a north-south division separating Germany
approximately through the middle, a tendency towards national homogenization can
also be observed: dialectal variants that were located primarily in one of the Ger-
man-speaking states but were also common in smaller parts of neighbouring states
spread within the borders of the national territory in which they were predominant,
whereas in neighbouring regions they are replaced by variants that prevailed in the
respective national territory. For example, in the dialects a woollen hat was known as

Gestrickte
Kopfbedeckung

* Mitze
* Kappe/Kopp
* Haube/Haubn

Zweitmeldungen Keiner

Atias zur deutschen Alltagssprache
www.atlas-alltagssprache.de

Map 5. ‘woollen hat’ (AdA 8-3a)

Miitze in the northern half of Germany only, while Kappe was used in the south
(west) and in Switzerland, and Haube (Haubm) in parts of Bavaria and most of Aus-
tria, including Vienna (DWA 12). In recent colloquial usage, the former similarities
between southern Germany and Switzerland and Austria are vanishing: Miitze now
dominates in southwest Germany up to the Swiss border, and is also frequent in the
(former) Bavarian Haube area up to the Austrian border — but it does not play any
role in Switzerland or Austria, and in Austria the area of Haube has enlarged against
competing Kappe (AdA 8-3a).

4.2.2. The development of colloquial German: Comparison WDU — AdA

Findings from comparisons between variation in dialectal and in colloquial
German have already been provided by the WDU maps. However, these are based
on data collected in the 1970s, when the border between East and West Germany was
still an enormous obstacle to contact and when the systematic expansion of upper
secondary and tertiary education (i.e., extended teaching of the standard variety) was
still at its beginning.

Comparing the WDU maps to the recent AdA maps now makes it possible to bet-
ter grasp the development of colloquial language in recent decades. As it has always
been a goal of the AdA project to shed light on this development (see Elspal3 2005),
a considerable number of AdA maps are concerned with phenomena included in the

12
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WDU, and where possible the questions they are based on are formulated in exactly
the same way they were in the WDU survey.

In many cases, comparison shows that regional variants continue to decline in
colloquial German. Variants that were still in use according to Eichhoff’s inform-
ants (mostly born about 1945-1955, some of them older) are no longer mentioned by
the AdA informants. For example, the picture of the words signifying ‘blueberry’ in
Germany has been narrowed down to competition between Blaubeere and Heidel-
beere, with regional predominance of one or the other of these two words (AdA 11-1).
Only a few isolated dots on the map remain as traces of Bickbeere and Waldbeere,
which in the WDU map still dominated in large swaths of the north and west of Ger-
many, respectively (WDU 2-96). The use of Schwarzbeere in the southeast has also
considerably declined. Blaubeere has supplanted the variants that have disappeared,
spreading to the south too, where it hardly appears in the WDU map.

Such diffusion of northern variants in southern Germany can be found rather
frequently when comparing AdA and WDU maps. This is no surprise, as northern
German variants are considered to be more prestigious, corresponding to the prox-
imity of today’s colloquial language to standard language in the north (where col-
loquial language is not based on the local Low German dialects but on the High
German standard language).

Nevertheless, in recent times lexical change in the opposite direction is also
observed. Quite a few maps show that variants from the south have increasingly
been adopted by speakers in the north (e.g., Lauch ‘leek’ instead of Porree,
AdA 2-8 vs. WDU 2-91; or halt instead of eben ‘just’, AdA 9-5e vs. WDU 2-103).
This may be due to the economic dominance of the south (including the dominance
of TV media companies based in Munich) in the last decades. However, another factor
might also play a role, at least in the case of modal particles and discourse markers,
(e.g. halr): as a consequence of the proximity of colloquial language to standard
language in the north, speakers might be looking for new markers of informality, and
may be borrowing them from the south (see Elspall 2005, 18-20), certainly with the
added help of the media.

However, change in recent colloquial German does not automatically mean uni-
formization — we also find “horizontal” changes, i.e., the new map shows the same
variants as the old one, but with modified areas (see below). Frequently, such “hori-
zontal” changes track towards convergence with political boundaries — above all at
national borders (as seen above in the case of ‘woollen hat’), but also at borders of
federal states (Bundeslinder). For example, heuer ‘this year’ instead of dieses Jahr
(WDU 1-42/AdA 8-4d) is completely stable not only in Austria, but also in Bavaria;
on the other hand, its use is receding in Switzerland and it has completely disappeared
in Germany outside Bavaria. Even if these administrative boundaries do not have
the character of real borders today, they can influence contact to a certain degree
(e.g., with regard to public transport or club membership, not to mention school
districts, which today channel contact over a long and significant period of life);

13



AN ONLINE ATLAS OF COLLOQUIAL GERMAN: THE ADA

besides, up to now, nationally and regionally organized media have also had an influ-
ence on language use. Moreover, such administrative, and often also historical, bound-
aries can also influence mental maps and thus perceptions of whether other speakers
and the variants they use belong to “your” region or not (Moller 2012; see also AdA
6th survey round; Schmidt/Herrgen 2011, 173; Auer 2004).

This is particularly interesting in the case of eastern Germany. It has often
been stated that 40 years of political division had only a marginal influence on the
language. There are a few examples of specific East German variants such as Broiler
‘grilled chicken’ and Plaste ‘plastic’. In both cases, in the WDU survey the eastern
variant was considered the (only) usual designation by all East German informants
(WDU 4-35,2-77), whereas in the AdA survey 20 to 30 years after reunification some
of the eastern German informants have adopted the West German variant; however,
Broiler and Plaste still prevail very clearly as “normal” words in the eastern regions
(AdA 9-1b, 2-13a). What is more striking is the observation that, in a few cases, east-
west differences have actually become more pronounced after the fall of the wall
instead of disappearing. For example, map 2 shows the word Griebs(ch) (Krebs) as
the usual designation for an apple core throughout eastern Germany up to the Bal-
tic Sea, with a rather clear contrast to the designations used in the western regions,
whereas, according to the WDU map, in the 1970s there was no east-west difference
at all in the northern regions, with (Kern-)gehduse being used on both sides of the
Inner German border. Other examples are Eierkuchen (‘pancake’), which has become
a practically exclusive eastern German variant in the AdA map (AdA 7-1a), whereas
its area still goes beyond the border in the WDU map (4-24); or Mohrriibe (‘carrot’)
(see 4.2.3), which has spread specifically in the eastern part of northern Germany.

4.2.3. WDU — AdA: Combination maps

Comparisons between the WDU and AdA are easy to make insofar as the map
area and even the grid of localities are the same. However, whereas in the pilot
project («www.atlas-alltagssprache.de/pilotprojekt/>; Elspafl 2005) the map symbols
were identical to those in the WDU in order to facilitate comparison, the symbol
system ultimately adopted for the AdA differs from Eichhoff’s. In an online presenta-
tion, it is easy and clearer to use colours instead of monochrome symbols of different
shape. Moreover, the WDU symbols often differ considerably from each other with
regard to the use of black shading (e.g., thin bar vs. filled circle), which can lead to
a biased perception of competing forms when different variants coexist in the same
region, as the “heavier” symbols with more black tend to dominate the optical impres-
sion and so the corresponding variants may be perceived as prevailing.

The different symbol systems do make it more difficult to compare the WDU and
AdA situations at a glance. Conversely, it is possible to make use of just this differ-
ence in order to allow for an exact comparison, presenting both the WDU data and
the AdA data in one combination map (as far as we have digitized some of the WDU
maps). In map 5 (variants for ‘carrot’),
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Méhre
WDU: Méhre
AdA: M&hre

WDU: Wurzel
AdA: Wurzel

WDU: Mohrriibe
AdA: Mohrribe

WDU: Gelbe Rube
AdA: Gelbe Riibe

WDU: Karotte
AdA: Karotte

WDU: Ruebli
AdA: Riebli

AdA-Zweitmeldungen Keiner

Map 6. ‘carrot’ (combination WDU II, 89 — AdA 9-1k)

the shapes of the symbols are the same as those used in the WDU map indicating
the situation in the 1970s, whereas the colours are those of the AdA map of 2012.
The map legend shows which shape corresponds to which colour — if there has been
no change from the WDU survey, the pairing should be as it is in the legend; other-
wise, the usage has changed (in order to highlight these cases, the symbols are slightly
bigger). For example, the variant Méhre is represented by a filled circle in the WDU
system and by the colour light blue in the AdA, and the variant Wurzel by a square
in the WDU and the colour yellow in the AdA. Consequently, light blue circles in the
map indicate that nothing has changed — that Mohre is still used in areas in which it
was used in the 1970s — whereas light blue symbols with another shape indicate an
expansion of the Mo6hre area. The light blue squares in northern Germany show that
Mohre has expanded into a region where, according to the WDU, the normal word in
the 1970s was Wurzel. Conversely, squares with a colour other than yellow indicate
that the Wurzel area has become smaller, in favour of Mdohre where the squares are
light blue and in favour of Mohrriibe where they are dark blue.

Several developments can be seen in the combination map. The typical north
German variant Wurzel has mainly retreated to Schleswig-Holstein and the surround-
ings of Hamburg and Bremen, replaced in the rest of its former area by other regional
variants: by Mohre in the west, but mostly by the East German variant Mohrriibe in
the north of eastern Germany. Whereas Mdhre has spread in northwest Germany, it
has been almost completely replaced by Karotte in Austria and South Tyrol, Karotte
becoming the only “normal” variant in Austria (with the exception of Vorarlberg).
In contrast to this development towards national uniformity, the spread of Karotte
beyond its small dialectal area in Germany introduces new variation in the formerly
homogeneous south German Gelbe Riibe area, probably due to the fact that, in
commercial contexts, only Mohre and Karotte are used, the latter often in order to
designate a finer type of carrot (see ElspaB 2005, 15f).
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5. Statistical evaluation

Digitized comparisons such as those described above will also allow for a quan-
titative evaluation of the developments in the decades between the WDU and the
AdA surveys, once there are a sufficient number of parallel maps. Regarding current
usage, the AdA material gathered so far could already be used for statistical anal-
yses of the dominating patterns of distribution (in spite of the aforementioned risk
that certain patterns might still be overrepresented in the corpus). Cluster analysis
of the data of 222 AdA maps from the first survey rounds has confirmed the statis-
tical prevalence of the abovementioned north-south division (Lang 2008, 47), which
interestingly enough does not coincide with the border between High German and
Low German but runs farther to the south; an explanation might be found in a still
well-known mental border going back to the political situation in the 19th century
(see Durrell 1989). Moreover, the cluster analysis has underlined the relevance of the
national borders as dividing lines in colloquial lexical usage, and not only national
borders but also the borders of federal states (Bundeslinder) turn out to be dominat-
ing division lines (Moller/ElspaB 2019, 778). So the pattern clearly differs from the
situation in the dialects, at least with respect to the familiar pattern based on phono-
logical features of the dialects (see Lameli 2013, 186).

Factor analysis of the data of 191 more recent maps from AdA survey rounds 8-10
(Pickl et al. 2019, 47) has also corroborated most of these results: a north-south divi-
sion, differences between Germany and Switzerland and between Switzerland and
Austria, the latter in accordance with the state border, against the dialectal situation.
However, in the east the results of this study are more in line with the dialectal condi-
tions: here the factor loads show a stronger connection between Bavaria (apart from
Franconia) and Austria. The localization of the east-west division in southern Ger-
many also coincides less with the border between the federal states and more with the
dialectal contrast between Bavarian and Swabian. Yet a restriction of the analysis to
the Austrian data once more shows a coincidence between the main contrasts in col-
loquial speech and the borders of federal states. Factor analysis of the Austrian data
moreover revealed a spreading of east Austrian—Viennese variants to urban centres
in other regions (ibid., 51-53).

6. Conclusion

The success of the Atlas zur deutschen Alltagssprache shows that crowdsourcing
via the Internet is a powerful and — in comparison to traditional survey methods —
extremely cheap means of gathering data on geographical variation in language use.
Concerns that this access might be less reliable than traditional survey methods
seem to be unfounded. The online approach makes it possible to run the project over
a period of years, as the regular presentation of the results can be linked to new sur-
veys, which allows for remaining in contact with a growing core group of inform-
ants. Moreover, the low-threshold access to the maps can help to develop laypersons’
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knowledge of linguistic variation and counteract the still widespread idea that the
main difference between linguistic variants is that one is “correct”, and the oth-
ers are “wrong” (and that the work of linguists consists in making such decisions).
The data collected up to now provide information on long-term and recent develop-
ments in regional variation in everyday speech, and show that although small-scale
diversity is declining, the German language is still characterized by an omnipresent
areal diversity that still needs further exploration.

Université de Liege Robert Moller
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