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Background

Lifespan Studies of Language Change

ÅQuestions about the apparent-time approach to language change:
φDo all individuals change in the same way, at the same rates, and at the same points 

across their lifespan? 

φDo the grammars of individuals change along with the grammars of the communities 
they are a part of?

Frequency and Phonetic Mergers

ÅBybee (2002) finds that reduction affects high-frequency words first

ÅHay et al. (2015) find that sound change, if in progress, affects low-frequency 
words first and then spreads to high-frequency words across the years

ÅTomaschek et al. (2018) maintain that high-ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴŎȅ ǿƻǊŘǎ άƎŜǘ ƳƻǊŜ 
ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜέΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ Ƴŀȅ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŜƳ ƳƻǊŜ ǊŜǎƛǎǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ
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The Linguistic Variable: /ai/ Diphthong

ÅLinguistic Variable: Modern standard German /ai/ diphthong

ÅMHG Phonemes /i:/ and /ei/:  merged in contemporary Standard German

MHG /i:/ Ą{²D ώ₳ƛϐ Ϥ {¢5 ώŀƛϐ

e.g., MHG ZeitώȊƛΥǘϐ ΨǘƛƳŜΩ Ą{²D ώǘǎ₳ƛǘϐ Ϥ {¢5 ώǘǎŀƛǘϐ 

MHG /ei/ Ą{²D ώ₮ƛϐ ŀƴŘ ώ₳ƛϐ Ϥ {¢5 ώŀƛϐ 

e.g., MHG kleinώƪƭŜƛƴϐ ΨǎƳŀƭƭΩ Ą{²D ώƎƭ₮ƛϐ ƻǊ ώƎƭ₳ƛϐ Ϥ {¢5 ώƪƭŀƛƴϐ

ÅResearch Question: To what extent are the two MHG phonemes, /i:/ and 
/ei/, losing their historical phonetic contrast and merging, or becoming 
more similar to each other, across the lifespan of the individual speaker
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Our Hypotheses: /ai/ Diphthong

We expect to see a greater loss of phonetic contrast:

1) in the later recordings (2017) than in the earlier ones (1982)
(e.g., Auer 2011; Schwarz 2019)

2) in Stuttgart rather than Schwäbisch Gmünd
(e.g., Trudgill 1986; Nerbonne & Heeringa 2007)

3) with speakers who have a low orientation to Swabian
(e.g., Auer & Hinskens 2005; Dodsworth 2017)

4) in environments with following voiceless consonants
(e.g., Kluender et al. 1988, Denes 1955)

5) in high-frequency over low-frequency words
(Bybee 2002, Hay et al. 2015, Tomaschek et al. 2018, Todd et al. 2019)
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The Study
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Swabian

Swabianor Schwäbisch
is a High German dialect, 
belonging to the 
Alemannic family, 
spoken by just over 
800,000 people.

Two communities:
Å Stuttgart area
Å Schwäbisch Gmünd
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Two Swabian Communities

Schwäbisch GmündStuttgart
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16 speakers
Gmünd

24 speakers
Stuttgart

1982 40 speakers

20*2 speakers

Panel Study

2017 107 speakers

58 speakers
Gmünd

49 speakers
Stuttgart

Swabian Corpora


