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1. Introduction 
 

 Bernese is a Swiss German dialect spoken not only in Switzerland today, but also in seemingly 

unexpected places such as the state of Ohio, USA and Misiones, Argentina. In both of these locations, 

descendants of Swiss German immigrants are still speaking the language of their ancestors. While over 

a hundred years have gone by since the initial wave of Swiss settlers arrived, much of the language 

remains intact. Yet, Bernese in the diaspora differs from the Bernese spoken in modern Switzerland. 

Furthermore, the Bernese of those two communities in the Americas differs as well, which could be due 

to the contact with surrounding languages (i.e., English and Spanish). 

 In her recent book, Polinsky (2018) argues that transfer by itself “cannot fully account for all the 

changes in the weaker language” of heritage speakers (i.e., the heritage language). The following paper 

aims to shed light on this claim and identify potential reasons for changes in the once-dominant language. 

Before any claims regarding the reasons can be introduced, it is clear that the mere claim that changes 

occur needs to be verified. Thus, these research questions are posed to guide the discussion:  

 

1) Is there change in the speech of Heritage Bernese of Misiones and Ohio (compared to a 

baseline)?  

2) If a change in Heritage Bernese is found, can this be attributed to transfer or other independent 

(i.e., language-internal) developments? 

 

 In order to determine whether language contact, and thus transfer, is one of the major factors to cause 

change in language contact scenarios, this current study looks at two related but independent speech 

communities. Even today, descendants of Swiss immigrants are speaking their home dialect Bernese in 

Ohio, USA, as well as in Misiones, Argentina. However, these communities differ in various aspects with 

regards to their extralinguistic situation. For example, the time of arrival is drastically different, and with 

that, the number of generations that have spoken and still speak the language.  

 Furthermore, while Ohio Bernese has been subject to limited research with regards to the linguistic 

situation, the Misiones Bernese has been neglected entirely by the academic field. Before these 

communities are introduced, a closer look at the concept of crosslinguistic transfer is warranted. Transfer 

is often equated to crosslinguistic influence, which relates to “the influence of a person’s knowledge of 

one language on that person’s knowledge or use of another language” (Jarvis & Pavlenko 2008: 1). The 

current paper is concerned with potential transfer effects from the societal language surrounding the 

heritage communities. In particular, the phonology is looked at to determine whether transfer has taken 

place or whether the change in speech came about through other factors. Crucially, phonological features 

are less likely to be subject to transfer than, for example, the lexicon, according to the Stability Gradient. 

This framework proposed by Van Coetsem (1988) reflects on linguistic change due to contact with the 

source language (SL) and recipient language (RL) agentivity (i.e., the material the speaker draws from). 

In either case of agentivity, the direction of transfer (either borrowing or imposition) is from SL to RL 

(Winford 2005: 376).  

 Thus, it is not surprising to see evidence of transfer in lexical items, such as [bɔtu] ‘bottle’ and [xɔrn] 

‘corn’ for the Ohio Swiss German. The former example is not just transferred one-to-one from English, 

as even the /l/-vocalization that is one of the main phonological phenomena discussed in this paper is 
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retained in the borrowing [bɔtu]. In contrast, those lexical items in Misiones Swiss German are more 

resistant to contact with the major surrounding language (i.e., Spanish), as seen in Table 1. 

 

Table 1: Sample list of elicited lexical items 

English denotation Baseline (Wenger 1969) Ohio Swiss German Misiones Swiss German 

1. Bottle [fɫæʃə] [bɔtu] [flɑʃə] 

2. Corn [xɔrn] [xɔrn] [gətreɪdə] 

3. To knit - [ʃtrɪkrə] [liːsmə] 

 
 Nevertheless, the focus of this paper is not the lexicon, but rather two phonological phenomena of 

Bernese that could be lost by heritage speakers due to language contact. Jarvis and Pavlenko (2008: 62) 

argue that phonological transfer can be used as a broad cover term to refer to various crosslinguistic 

influence phenomena that involve the articulatory (i.e., phonetics), as well as the conceptual levels, of 

the sound system (i.e., phonology). Following the research questions above, this paper is concerned with 

the Bernese of these two communities, to determine whether phonological transfer has taken place. 

Furthermore, it aims to shed light on factors of language contact and crosslinguistic transfer by comparing 

two communities that are geographically separated and in contact with different languages. Furthermore, 

the current paper aims to determine whether a potential change observed in both communities is the result 

of language, or rather factors that are independent of Spanish and English. In the background section, the 

phonological phenomena that are characteristic for Bernese are introduced, followed by a brief 

presentation of the communities. 
 

2. Background 
 2.1. Phonological Phenomena in Bernese 

 

 The current paper is concerned with two Bernese phonological phenomena of two independent 

communities. In particular, the retention of these Bernese-specific characteristics is observed and 

analyzed to determine whether transfer from the dominant language, which is also the language of the 

larger surrounding society, has taken place. As noted by Marti (1985), Bernese has two phonological 

processes in which 1) /l/ is vocalized and 2) <nd> is velarized to [ŋ]. These phonologic peculiarities of 

Bernese constitute the focus of the inter-community comparison of this paper. 
  

2.1.1. /l/-vocalization 
 

 As in other Germanic dialects, such as Gottscheerish and Bavarian, Bernese has /l/-vocalization 

(Noelliste 2017: 182). However, unlike Bavarian, /l/ is only vocalized to a high back vowel (i.e., [ʊ] or 

[u], and not to [ɪ] or [iː]). Also, Bernese allows /l/-vocalization in specific environments only: it occurs 

only when preceded by a vowel and not in onset position (Christen et al. 2013: 265; Haas 1983: 1112). 

In line with this, Marti (1985: 55) notes that this vocalization process can occur in coda position, as 

illustrated in example 2. 
 

(1) [mɪʊx] 

 Milch 

 ‘milk’ 

(2) [taʊ] 

 Tal 

 ‘valley’  

 

With regards to the languages that are in contact with these heritage Bernese communities, it is 

important to note that Spanish spoken in Argentina does not have /l/-vocalization, while English has it in 

some regions – for example in Western Pennsylvania, which is in the vicinity of Kidron, Ohio. 
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Unfortunately, I am not aware of any study investigating the /l/-vocalization in Ohio. The Atlas of North 

American English (Labov et al. 2005) does not report on the process either, as the telephone signal used 

to conduct the interviews provided insufficient “reliable information” (Labov et al. 2005: 4). Continental 

Bernese is currently undergoing a spread of this feature. /l/-vocalization used to be a linguistic feature 

restricted to rural areas of western Switzerland (e.g., canton Berne); it has nowadays progressed into 

urban areas (i.e., Lucerne and Berne). It is also not restricted to certain social classes (Christen 2001). 

 

2.1.2. nd-Velarization 
 

The second phenomenon of interest relates to the velarization of <nd> in coda position.  

 

(3) [hʊŋ] 

 Hund 

 ‘dog’ 

 

 Similar to the /l/-vocalization, this phenomenon used to be restricted to rural areas of Switzerland, 

but it has now progressed into cities as well. Importantly, this feature is not universal across all words in 

Bernese, but rather it is lexically specified. Examples of such attested forms in the continental variety 

are: Hund ‘dog’, Kind ‘child’, Hand ‘hand’, and blind ‘blind’, but not hundert ‘hundred’ and Rind ‘beef’, 

which are not velarized (Christen et al. 2013: 263). A reason for the lexical specification could lie in the 

avoidance of ambiguity. If hundert and Rind also had the velarization, it would be homophonous with 

the verb [hʊŋərt] hungert ‘is experiencing hunger’ and the noun [rɪŋ] Ring ‘ring’. 

 

(4) [xɪŋ] 

 Kind 

 ‘child’ 

(5) [xɪndɐ] (Von Greyerz & Bietenhard 1976: 68) or 

[xɪŋɐ] 

 Kinder 

 ‘children’ 

 

In the baseline presented above, Wenger (1969) suggests that the singular and plural forms of that 

specific lexical item are identical: [xɪŋ] for Swiss German in Kidron (Wenger 1969: 220). 

 

2.1.3. Sociolinguistic Background and Participants 
 

 As mentioned above, both communities consist of descendants of Swiss immigrants. However, they 

differ in other aspects relevant to heritage language studies, such as time of immigration, contact to the 

home language, language(s) in contact, social dynamics, and age of the individual speakers. These 

constitute potential factors that influence the specific language contact scenario. It should also be noted 

that these two communities lend themselves to a direct comparison, as recordings from the 1960s and the 

2010s of the Bernese spoken in Kidron were played to the Bernese speakers in Misiones to verify the 

similarity of the dialects. 

2.1.4. Ohio Swiss German 
 
 Kidron, located in Wayne County, Ohio, is home to a moribund Swiss German variety spoken by 

about 40 remaining speakers. The majority has been living in Kidron and surrounding areas for the 

entirety of their lives (i.e., they were also born in this area). In this area, English is not the only majority 

language surrounding Kidron, as there are many Pennsylvania Dutch-speaking Amish communities. In 

fact, neighboring Holmes County is the largest Amish settlement in the nation (Louden 2016: 70). 

Obviously, the Swiss Germans are not indigenous to Ohio. The first settlers, consisting of three families 
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and one individual, arrived in 1819 (Umble 1955: 280). This was approximately 10 years after the first 

Amish appeared in the area (Louden 2016: 70). At the beginning of the 19th century, Mennonites were 

being religiously persecuted throughout Europe (Lehman 1962), which led these families to leave the 

rural mountain areas of the Tramelan region in canton Berne in pursuit of religious freedom and 

happiness. In the years following the initial settlement in Kidron, the number of Swiss families increased 

to 40 in 1831, 98 in 1880, and 192 in 1936. Overall, an estimated number of 1,200 Swiss Mennonites 

immigrated to the US. Most of the Swiss immigrants of Kidron came from the canton Berne. Thus, their 

base dialect would have been the Bernese Swiss German.   

 Today, Swiss German in Kidron is in the final generation of L1 speakers, as fieldwork interviews 

revealed. During the years 2017-2019, 34 speakers were interviewed (year of birth ≈1939, SD=10.79). 

The interviewees, who grew up in the 1930s and 40s, reported that they had not encountered any English 

until they entered formal education (i.e., public school). Thus, they acquired Swiss German as their L1 

and English as an L2. Today, English is their dominant language. Importantly, none of the L1 Swiss 

speakers passed the language on to their children. Some of our participants mentioned that the main 

reasoning behind this decision was grounded in their own experience in school. Having to learn English 

within a few years in school was a tremendous challenge that they did not want their own children to go 

through. In conclusion, it is clear that the linguistic situation in Kidron has developed rapidly during the 

last century. The community that was once monolingual in Bernese has now shifted to become English-

dominant, as confirmed by self-reports.  

2.1.5. Misiones Swiss German

Contrary to the Swiss community of Kidron, Swiss in Misiones is in the final two generations of L1 

speakers. This fact can be directly related to the shifted time of immigration. Argentina (and Misiones in 

particular) was sought after as a destination for peace and liberty following WWI. At that point, the US 

had already restricted immigration and new destinations had to be explored. In 1920, private companies 

decided to establish colonies and with those, towns such as Eldorado, Monte Carlo, and Puerto Rico. In 

the vicinity of Puerto Rico, in Ruiz de Montoya, Swiss settlers arrived in December of 1925, following 

the call of colonizer Julio U. Martin to plant and harvest Yerba. By 1947, Misiones had a Swiss population 

of 935, which was a rapid increase of 853 from the year 1920 (Gallero 2009). 

 The province Misiones is an area characterized by immigration and a rich linguistic landscape. In 

short, Germans from continental Germany, and also from Brazil,  (known as “teuto-brasileños” (Gallero 

2005)), settled in the north and center of the province. Besides the Germans, Swiss Germans, and teuto-

brasileños, there are over 40 different nationalities present in Misiones (Stemplowski 1988: 97). This 

diverse influx of immigrants has led to a linguistic landscape that is not only characterized by the societal 

languages of the area (Spanish and Portuguese), but also by many different immigrant languages. This 

has implications for language as well as dialect contact (Nützel & Salmons 2011). As an example, besides 

Bernese, there are various other Swiss dialects (such as Lucerne Swiss German and Basel Swiss German) 

spoken in and around Ruiz de Montoya, which even today houses the biggest population of Swiss descent 

in Misiones.  

 In contrast to the Ohio community, first-hand information is available for the ancestors of the Swiss 

German speakers in Misiones. The Swiss speakers reported on in this current study belong to one family. 

All of them were born in Misiones, growing up speaking mainly Swiss. Their direct ancestors immigrated 

to Misiones from the canton Berne (i.e., Gurbrü, Thun and Bümpliz) and Basel. Their oldest son has 

never visited Switzerland. However, his younger brother stayed in Switzerland for 18 years in Lucerne 

(age 18-36) before he decided to move back to Misiones. Each speaker acquired Bernese as their L1 and 

Spanish as their L2. The family has a Yerba business. Yerba is a type of tea that is Argentina’s national 

drink and is often termed as Oro Verde (‘green gold’) among the local community. 

 It is worth noting that these two generations are the final generations that were raised with Bernese 

being the L1. This represents a rapid shift away from the heritage language towards the societal language 

(i.e., Spanish), despite the rich linguistic diversity ascribed to Misiones. Traditionally, immigrant 

languages are said to be maintained for about three generations (Alba et al. 2002; Fishman 2014). 
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3. Methodology

3.1. Data Collection

The data were collected during field interviews in 2017, 2018, and 2019 for the Bernese speakers of 

Ohio. The data from the Bernese speakers in Misiones were collected in May of 2019. More specifically, 

these speakers were recruited in their home environment; Kidron, Ohio, as well as Ruiz de Montoya and 

Oro Verde (named after the Yerba tea), Argentina.

Interviews were conducted at the participants’ homes or in public locations, such as a church or a 

local school. In addition to a language background questionnaire, a variety of tasks that are naturalistic 

and semi-guided were conducted. In order to elicit free speech constrained to a certain topic, the Frog 

Story by Mercer Mayer (1969) as well as short video clips were used. These video clips were played 

without sound to the participants, who were asked to describe what they saw. Following Polinsky’s 

elicitation approach, clips of the Russian comic Nu Pogodi were employed (Polinsky 2018: 82).  

In addition to these semi-structured elicitation techniques, a structured technique in the form of a 

picture-naming task was chosen over word list readings. This is due to the fact that there are no writing 

conventions for Bernese, despite efforts to implement a written standard by Rudolf von Tavel (see Keller 

1961: 104 f. for an excerpt). At the beginning of the 20th century, he wrote the majority of his works in 

Bernese. The pictures were chosen from the International Picture Naming Project (IPNP) (Szekely et al. 

2004) after comparing and matching them to a word list attached to a dissertation on the Bernese Swiss 

German of Kidron by Wenger (1969).

The recordings were imported into Praat (Boersma & Weenink 2015). The analysis focused on the 

binary distinction of whether a phonological feature was present or absent. In other words, for the /l/-

vocalization, formant values were analyzed to see whether the <l> was actually vocalized to [ʊ]. For the 

nd-velarization, the analysis similarly focused on a binary distinction. With the presence of the velar 

pinch immediately following the preceding vowel, the nd-velarization was marked as present. In contrast, 

the lack thereof would be indicated by a burst of the final stop.

4. Results

The two speaker groups differ with regards to their Bernese in various aspects, despite being 

mutually intelligible. The results reflect on the two phonological features, /l/-vocalization and nd-

velarization. In order to be able to determine whether transfer effects exist, a baseline is needed. 

Theoretically, this means that current recordings are compared to recordings of first-generation 

immigrants. However, those are not available and, therefore, the baseline needs to be reconstructed 

(Polinsky 2018: 13). In the current case, the best available baseline is an earlier documentation of the 

Ohio Swiss German dialect by Wenger (1969). This baseline gains further validation by the fact that the 

dialects are mutually intelligible. 

4.1. /l/-vocalization

In terms of the first phonological feature of Bernese, /l/-vocalization, similar results in Ohio and 

Misiones can be observed, as seen in Figure 1. These results for Ohio and Misiones Swiss German 

indicate that 88% of the items are vocalized where /l/-vocalization is expected following the baseline. It 

should be noted, however, that the picture-naming task that was used to elicit comparable data to the 

baseline did not always yield the expected form. Consequently, the raw results are not evenly distributed 

across communities. 
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Figure 1: Raw numbers of vocalized /l/ in Ohio (left) and Misiones (right) 

Furthermore, individual differences also play a role. For instance, the youngest participant of the 

Misiones speakers, does not have as many items with /l/-vocalization as the other three speakers. He only 

vocalizes [esʊ] Esel ‘donkey’, while the other three speakers also vocalize items, such as [mɪux] Milch 

‘milk’, [mæuxə] melken ‘to milk’, [ɫœfuw] Löffel ‘spoon’, [bʁɪuwe] Brille ‘glasses’, [fɔguw] Vogel ‘bird’ 

and [saʊts] Salz ‘salt’.   

 The Ohio Bernese speakers behave more homogeneous, as ‘donkey’ [esʊ] and ‘to milk’ [mæuxə] 

are vocalized for all speakers, as expected. It should also be noted that these speakers regularly opted for 

different lexical items than those expected in continental Bernese. Those instances were not included in 

Figure 1, as this would skew the results away from the actual results of vocalization compared to the 

expected rate of vocalization, in accordance with the baseline. 

 

4.2. nd-velarization 
 
 With regards to the second phonological feature of Bernese, a different picture in Ohio and Misiones 

evolves. While Ohio Swiss German maintains this feature across the majority of the speakers, Misiones 

Swiss German is undergoing a transitional change away from the nd-velarization. In other words, instead 

of velarizing the <nd> to [ŋ], as in ‘Hund’ [hʊŋ], the majority of the Misiones Swiss speakers pronounced 

it with Auslautverhärtung (final obstruent devoicing) or [hʊnt], which is a phonological process found in 

Standard German, but not in Bernese. The exception to this observation stems from the oldest speaker 

interviewed in Misiones. Consequently, the results of Figure 2 represent the results of this speaker in 

gray, while the others are in black.  
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Figure 2: Raw numbers of velarized <nd> in Ohio (left) and Misiones (right)
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In contrast, Ohio Swiss German maintains this feature. The exception here is the one instance of 

over-pronunciation, where several Swiss characteristics come together. In other words, the pronunciation 

of [hʊŋkx] not only contains velarization, but also the typical Swiss affricate [kx] (Marti 1985: 34), which 

is unexpected in this position. In summary, Ohio Swiss German maintains this feature until the final 

generation of L1 Bernese speakers, while Misiones Swiss German is on the verge of losing this feature, 

despite having younger L1 Bernese speakers.  

 

5. Discussion 

Returning to the research questions, it is clear that the results of this comparative study reveal both 

maintenance of phonological features and a change in phonological complexity. The ongoing change 

evidenced in the Misiones Swiss German with regards to the (lack of) nd-velarization and the lexical 

change seems to suggest that transfer cannot be the sole cause. More specifically, transfer due to language 

contact seems to be an unlikely reason for change in Misiones, as the changes observed resemble features 

that are part of Standard German. However, the majority of German speakers in Misiones do not speak 

Standard German, but rather the Brazilian variety of German, Hunsrik. Instead, it is likely that schooling 

and the fact that these speakers are literate in German could have influenced their pronunciation of their 

L1. The importance of orthography and schooling and the consequences on laryngeal realizations (e.g., 

employed in the Auslautverhärtung of the Misiones Swiss German) has been noted in the literature (e.g. 

Kleber 2018; Simon 2011) . The Ohio Swiss German speakers, in contrast, did not receive any formal

education in German. They also did not learn to read and write in German, which could serve as an 

explanation for the discrepancies between these two communities. The delayed shift away from the 

continental variety, as mentioned above, could serve as an additional explanation. 

 

6. Outlook 

Future studies and field trips to these two communities need to consider a variety of factors when 

working with these speakers. In particular, it should be noted that semi-longitudinal data can reveal how 

much Bernese these speakers still know. In other words, it would be beneficial to return to the speakers 

for several consecutive days, so that the language that they have not spoken in years, if not decades, can 

be reactivated. This is particularly relevant for Ohio, where the shift to societal language in the 

community, English, has been completed for several decades (Klosinski 2019). In contrast, Misiones still 

has speakers of Bernese that use the language on a daily basis.   

 Furthermore, it would be interesting to see how other aspects of the phonology are maintained. For 

instance, Bernese differs in its implementation of stop contrasts when compared to the contact languages 

Spanish and English (Kraehenmann 2001; Kraehenmann & Lahiri 2008). Consequently, the phonological 

systems of these heritage Bernese varieties are more complex than presented in the analysis. Yet, it is a 

start that shows the phonological systems are vulnerable to change due to contact, but also to factors such 

as schooling. Having two independent but related communities allows for an analysis that considers the 

contact (i.e., dominant) language, but also independent factors as they relate to bilingualism (Polinsky 

2018: 134). 
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