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A cognitive geographic approach to
dialectology: Reachability as a predictor for
dialect distance

The central relationship under investigation in dialectology is often that
between geographic distance and dialect distance (Heeringa & Nerbonne,
2013). Nevertheless, other approaches to the spatial component of dialect
research may be more suited to represent contact situations, such as (histor-
ical) travel distance (Gemert, 2002; Gooskens, 2004) or ‘rice paddy distance’
(Stanford, 2012).

In this study, the theoretical framework of cognitive geography is used to
explain dialect variation in The Netherlands. Cognitive geography postulates
that the mental representation that individuals have of their environment has
a greater influence on their behaviour than the actual environment (Montello,
2018). In order to incorporate the mental representations of space in our
analysis, we use reachability indices based on perceptual travel times using
the public transportation network in The Netherlands as calculated by the
Netherlands Institute for Transport Policy Analysis (Bakker & Warffemius,
2017). This study aims to assess whether the use of these reachability indices
improves our understanding of dialect variation.

A model will be built in which the reachability indices for each munici-
pality are used as an explanatory variable for dialect distance. Dialect dis-
tance is calculated using the Levenshtein algorithm (Levenshtein, 1965) on
the phonetic transcriptions from the Goeman-Taeldeman-Van Reenen project
(Goeman & Taeldeman, 1996). Other demographic and geographic variables,
such as population size and geographical distance, will also be included in
the model.

We hypothesise that a high reachability index correlates to low dialect
distances between dialects and to a low distance to the standard language,
Dutch. Furthermore, we expect that the reachability indices add to the ex-
planation of dialect variation the most in urban centers, as contact situations
in these locations are less shaped by geographical distance than in rural areas.


Heike
Textfeld
Hedwig Sekeres1 & Martijn Wieling1
1Rijksuniversiteit Groningen



References

Bakker, P.; & Warffemius, W. (2017). De bereikbaarheidsindicator uitgew-
erkt voor openbaar vervoer: BBI-ov. Kennisinstituut voor Mobiliteits-
beleid. https://www.kimnet.nl/publicaties /rapporten/2017/10/13/
de-bereikbaarheidsindicator-uitgewerkt- voor-openbaar-vervoer-bbi-
ov

Gemert, 1. v. (2002). Het geografisch verklaren van dialectafstanden met een
GIS (Unpublished MA-thesis). University of Groningen.

Goeman, A., & Taeldeman, J. (1996). Fonologie en morfologie van de Ned-
erlandse dialecten. Een nieuwe materiaalverzameling en twee nieuwe
atlasprojecten. Taal en Tongval, 48, 38-59.

Gooskens, C. (2004). Norwegian dialect distances geographically explained.
In B.-L. Gunnarson, L. Bergstrom, G. Eklund, S. Fridell, L. H. Hansen,
A. Karstadt, B. Nordberg, E. Sundgren, & M. Thelander (Eds.), Lan-
guage variation in Europe. Papers from the Second International Con-
ference on Language Variation in Europe, ICLAVE 2, Uppsala Uni-
versity, Sweden, June 12-14, 2003 (pp. 195-206).

Heeringa, W., & Nerbonne, J. (2013). Dialectometry. In F. Hinskens & J.
Taeldeman (Eds.), Language and space: Dutch (pp. 624-646). De
Gruyter Mouton.

Levenshtein, V. I. (1965). Binary codes capable of correcting deletions, inser-
tions, and reversals. Doklady Akademii Nauk SSSR, 163(4), 845-848.

Montello, D. R. (2018). Behavioral and cognitive geography: Introduction
and overview. In D. R. Montello (Ed.), Handbook of behavioral and
cognitive geography (pp. 3-15). Edward Elgar Publishing Limited.

Stanford, J. N. (2012). One size fits all? Dialectometry in a small clan-based
indigenous society. Language Variation and Change, 24(2), 247-278.
https://doi.org/10.1017/50954394512000087





