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Section 1: Introduction 

In class, we discussed about the Language and Dialect. They all evolved from some kind of 

language but in the end, they may have different characteristics and uses. 

 

Some languages are barely intelligible to each other but are considered dialects. There are 

languages that can understand and communicate with each other but are two different languages. 

 

Russian and Ukrainian seem to be mutually intelligible, but they are considered two languages. 

Cantonese and Wu are considered to be branches of Chinese, but they are not the same as other 

dialects, as well as Mandarin, the standard language of modern Chinese. 

 

The study will begin with the social and historical evolution of language, examining how 

languages and dialects have been distinguished, and the impact of languages and dialects in 

modern social life. 

 

Section 2: Literature review 

 

Article #1: How to Define Dialect and Language - A Proposal for Further Discussion 

 (Linguistische Berichte, 2009-08, Vol.2009 (219)) 

 

The article discusses scopes and definitions of language and dialect from demographic, 

biological, and sociological perspectives. The authors have criticized several doctrines in 

the field of linguistics. Specifically, the authors note limitations in several of the currently 

available views, such as historical, political, and war-induced factors. These factors go 

beyond linguistics itself and should be excluded from linguistic studies. Many languages 

that were once identical or similar have been artificially segmented as a result of recent 

wars and the emergence of modern concepts such as state and politics. In the article, the 

Chinese and German have been used as the examples used for proving the above opinions. 

https://librarysearch.library.utoronto.ca/discovery/fulldisplay?docid=cdi_proquest_miscellaneous_85714813&context=PC&vid=01UTORONTO_INST:UTORONTO&lang=en&search_scope=UTL_AND_CI&adaptor=Primo%20Central&tab=Everything&query=any,contains,Dialect%20and%20language&offset=0


 

Article #2: Dialectology (Dialect and language) 

       (J.K. Chambers and Peter Trudgill, Cambridge University Press) 

 

 The book discussed about the definition and common misconceptions about dialects. 

In common usage, a ‘dialect’ is often considered to be a low-level, non-standardized form 

of language, as opposed to a ‘standard language’. However, linguists consider every form 

of language to be a dialect, including standard languages (such as Standard English). No 

one dialect is linguistically superior to another. 

 

For example, Norwegian, Swedish, and Danish are often considered distinct languages, but 

are interoperable with each other. German, on the other hand, is a single language, but 

some German dialects are not interoperable with each other. Interoperability is also 

influenced by education, frequency of contact, and social attitudes (e.g. political or cultural 

resistance) 

 

Language, Dialects and Accents: 

Dialect has been reflected in grammatical, lexical and phonetic differences. Accent refers 

only to differences in pronunciation. ‘Language’ is usually a non-technical term, closely 

related to political, geographical, historical and cultural factors. 

 

Autonomy and Heteronomy: 

Whether a dialect is considered a language or not often depends on whether it is 

autonomous. Specifically, Norwegian historically separated from Danish to become an 

independent language. In contrast, Scots has gradually been recognized as a dialect of 

English over the last two centuries. In this way, the division between ‘dialect’ and 

‘language’ should not be made absolute, but rather a complicated and interdependent 

product based on political, social and historical factors. This indicates that the concepts are 

often progressive and ambiguous in linguistics. 

 

Article #3: Language and dialect between past and future 

                      (Van Rooy, Raf, Language or Dialect, 2020; Oxford: Oxford University Press) 

https://librarysearch.library.utoronto.ca/discovery/fulldisplay?docid=alma991106881130406196&context=L&vid=01UTORONTO_INST:UTORONTO&lang=en&search_scope=UTL_AND_CI&adaptor=Local%20Search%20Engine&tab=Everything&query=any,contains,Dialectology&offset=0
https://librarysearch.library.utoronto.ca/discovery/fulldisplay?docid=cdi_oup_oso_oso_9780198845713_chapter_24&context=PC&vid=01UTORONTO_INST:UTORONTO&lang=en&search_scope=UTL_AND_CI&adaptor=Primo%20Central&tab=Everything&query=any,contains,Language%20and%20Dialect&offset=40


  

The article describes the differences between language and dialect in terms of linguistic 

features and describes the changes in dialect studies from early to modern times. The article 

focuses on the internal features of the language, such as vocabulary, pronunciation and 

grammar. 

 

The article points out that the distinction between languages and dialects did not originate 

in ancient Greece but was a product of the Renaissance in the 16th century. Humanists 

developed the concept by rediscovering ancient Greek scholarship. Following this, in the 

16th and 17th centuries, scholars' definitions of language and dialect became clearer. 

Dialect was considered a secondary concept subordinate to language and its geographical 

and regional characteristics were emphasized. Between the 17th and 18th centuries, 

scholars began to focus on the linguistic differences between related dialects and how they 

could be distinguished from different languages. 

 

With the rise of geo-linguistics since the 19th century, scholars have come to realize that 

the boundaries between language and dialect are potentially arbitrary. The subsequent rise 

of structuralism and generative grammar made the study of language more concerned with 

the macroscopic rules of language, gradually ignoring microscopic variations of dialects. 

 

Some different views have also been put forward in the article, and some scholars argued 

that the boundary between dialect and language is blurred, and that differences in a few 

features alone are not enough to distinguish them completely. 

 
        

Section 3: Discussion 

 

People started to learn about themselves since an early age. Language, as the tool of 

communication, it would be an important part of human beings' ability to establish group living 

relationships. 

 



Linguists try to analyze language through different perspectives. Some studies take the origin of 

species in biology as an entry point and use the idea of species evolution in biology to try to explain 

the development of language. There are also studies that use human psychology and sociology to 

analyze how language has changed over the course of the human history. It is undeniable that 

linguistics, like human biology, still has not come to a unified conclusion on some of its history. 

Nonetheless, several viewpoints have emerged, and even though linguists are still arguing about 

them, they are all more logically complete, while each has some staunch supporters. 

 

Traditionally, dialects have been considered a lower form of language. This claim has been 

challenged because it is argued that all forms of language can be considered dialects and that no 

form of language is superior.i At the same time, there is also another definition of dialect based on 

the “biologically based linguistic research” mentioned in the previous article: “A DIALECT 

consists of groups of mutually comprehensible I-languages”ii 

 

From this, it seems that there are many ways of interpreting the study of dialects and languages, 

and although we cannot clearly discern whether they are correct or incorrect, we can learn from 

what they have in common some facts that are recognized by linguists: 

 

1. The commonality of geography and dialect 

 

Many linguists agree that dialects are linguistic variants that is limited by its geographic range. 

Erasmus Schmidt and Petrus Antesignanus explicitly associate dialects with geographic 

areas.iii Since humans are the users and carriers of language, human activity is decisive for 

dialect change. 

 

Geographic barriers, including the mountains, rivers, and social isolation, such as differences 

in culture, economic activities, will lead to gradual evolution of languages into different 

dialects in different regions. 

 

The geographical meaning of “dialect” was not common until the mid-sixteenth century, and 

after 1550 this interpretation gradually emerged. Clement of Alexandria, first published in 



1550, defines a “ diálektos ”  as a locally marked speech. Petrus Antesignanus’ work 

Commentary on Greek Grammar (1554) and Conrad Gessne’'s work Mithridates (1555) 

quickly spread this geographical reading. 

 

Linguists illustrate this feature with several examples. For example, Differences in dialects in 

different parts of Germany can result in people 30 miles apart not being able to understand 

each other. Georg Wenker's work Sprachatlas des Deutschen Reichs is the first dialect atlas 

to present a comprehensive overview of German language variants. 

 

Modern linguists have begun to use more advanced techniques to study the influence of 

geography on dialects, such as computer modeling and map analysis to further analyze the 

distribution of linguistic variants. At the same time, research has also included how the 

sociolinguistic concept of the linguistic continuum extends geographic dialect variation into 

a larger theoretical framework. 

 

At the same time, some linguists have raised the question whether the influence of geography 

on dialects will diminish as mankind's technological level increases in a modern society 

characterized by globalization and well-developed means of transportation, although there is 

no clear evidence to support this hypothesis. 

 

2. Evolution of dialects through historical change 

 

Dialects usually originate from some common linguistic ancestor. Over time, geographic 

isolation, social differentiation and cultural change led to the differentiation of languages and 

the formation of different dialects. 

 

For example, the Indo-European family of languages was initially considered to be a unified 

language system, but as humans migrated to different regions, it gradually evolved into 

different language branches, such as Germanic, Romance and Slavic. Further differentiation 

within these languages resulted in the formation of several dialects. 

 



Centralized states tend to promote standard languages, a process of standardization that can 

suppress the status of local dialects, but at the same time allow some dialects to retain a 

specific regional identity. For example, the promotion of standardized French in France under 

Louis XIV through the Académie Française had a significant impact on the use of local dialects 

such as Langue d'oc and Langue d'oïl. 

 

Industrialization and urbanization: The development of modern Europe was the focus of 

all mankind at the time. In particular, the achievements of the First and Second Industrial 

Revolutions laid the foundation for modern industrial development throughout the world. The 

Industrial Revolution and urbanization brought about population movements, leading to 

increased interaction of languages and dialects, and the consequent gradual weakening of 

certain local dialects. 

 

Global population movements during the colonial period are also a good example of the 

resulting dialectal changes. European languages spread around the world with the colonizers 

and evolved into new variants in different environments. For example, Spanish evolved into 

dialects significantly different from European Spanish in various Latin American countries, 

and English developed distinct local variants in India, Africa and the Caribbean. 

 

Impact of political activities on language: Since the founding of New China, Putonghua 

(Mandarin) has been promoted as the official language of the country, gradually replacing 

local dialects in public life. Especially in education and the media, the popularization of 

Putonghua has significantly reduced the space for the use of dialects. During the Soviet period, 

despite the ostensible promotion of national language education, the promotion of Russian as 

a unifying language actually suppressed the use of local dialects and national languages. 

 

At the same time, we can find examples of political activities that have turned dialects into 

languages: after the Korean War, the originally unified Korea was split into two countries, 

South Korea and North Korea. The languages of the Korean peninsula were once considered 

to be the same language, and the languages of the different regions were considered to be 



dialectal offshoots of the Korean language. However, after the split both governments have 

declared their own branches to be one language.  

 

Currently linguists still believe that the two languages are practically the same, but in the last 

few decades South Korea has absorbed a larger number of foreign words, and if North Korea's 

closed-door policy is continued, it is foreseeable that in the future this could lead to a large 

gap between the two languages, or even to two different languages linguistically, as in the 

case of Ukrainian and Russian. 

 

3. The Future of Dialects: 

 

Trends in the Context of Globalization and Technologization: With the rapid development 

of globalization and modern technology, the future of dialects faces new challenges and 

opportunities. Dialects may either die out as a result of the suppression of standard languages 

and the turn of the younger generation or be revitalized by technology and cultural renaissance. 

 

The UNESCO estimates that there are more than 6,000 languages in the world, about half of 

which could disappear by the end of the 21st century. Many of these endangered languages 

are dialects. 

 

There is much can be done to ensure dialectal diversity, such as trying to promote Mandarin 

while using the standard language in cultural activities and education. In practice, dialects 

have been used to demonstrate the uniqueness of local cultures. For example, the Venetian 

dialect in Italy is used in international film festivals as a symbol of Italian culture.iv For 

instance, the Chinese Cantonese is widely known for the internationalization of Hong Kong 

cinema and Cantonese pop music. 

 

The future of dialects is full of challenges and opportunities as well. Through the two-way 

interaction of cultural revival, technical support and globalization, dialects can find a balance 

between endangerment and revival. Dialects should be considered as both the object of 



linguistic research, and central element of cultural diversity, since the preservation and 

development are essential for the continuation of the cultural heritage of mankind. 
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