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1. Introduction
 

The study of written sources and ego-documents has gained some momentum in historical
sociolinguistics, and has offered interesting insights into linguistic habits of multilingual communities
(e.g., Brown 2019; Knüsli 2019; Lindaman 2004; Stolberg 2019). Newspapers or private writings may
help to reconstruct communal literary habits, as well as patterns of language maintenance and shift.
Thus, the article will explore the language use of the East Frisian-American community between 1944
and 1984, as evidenced in three data sets. First, five sample issues of the community’s ethnic newspaper,
the Ostfriesen Zeitung (OZ), are analyzed for their use of High German (HG), Low German (LG) and
English (E).1 Second, a corpus of 369 correspondence letters is explored, to arrive at a more precise
representation of linguistic habits within the readership of the OZ. Finally, the private diary of an OZ-
reader is investigated to identify potential differences between published and private texts. Therefore,
three research questions are addressed: 
   

1.  What is the distribution and use of High German, Low German, English and mixed texts in the
Ostfriesen Zeitung, letters to the editor in the Ostfriesen Zeitung and a reader’s diary? 

2.  Is language use in private writing similar to that in published writing in the community?  
3.  Which factors may have contributed to language maintenance in the written domain? 

 
The study makes use of Sebba’s (2012) categories of analysis for multilingual texts and finds a

prolonged maintenance of HG as compared to the spoken domain. Although the community had
completely shifted from HG to E in the local church congregations by 1950, HG is still maintained as
the language of formal written communication in published and private texts. In all data sets, HG is the
most prevailing language, and used as the baseline for mixed texts. LG is used in inserted words,2

reported speech, or poems, and serves as the language of familiarity and emotion. The use of E can be
attested in the diary, but only to negligible extent in the newspaper and the correspondence letters. As

* The Pennsylvania State University. For questions, feel free to contact me at mhr21@psu.edu. I would like to thank
the diary writer’s family for allowing me to work with this fascinating text. I would also like to thank the participants
of WILA10 and WILA11 as well as the anonymous reviewers and the editors of this volume for their helpful
feedback.   
1 Despite the name East Frisia, the vernacular spoken by this group is Low German. Frisian was spoken in the area
before the 15th century (Reershemius 2004: 21) but only survives as a substrate and few lexical items in modern East
Frisian Low German.  
2 Matras (2009: 113–114) defines borrowings as “the regular occurrence of a structurally integrated, single lexical
item that is used as a default expression, often a designation for a unique referent or a grammatical marker, in a
monolingual context”, while defining codeswitches as “an alternational switch at utterance level, produced by a
bilingual consciously and by choice, as a single occurrence, for special stylistic effects.” Based on these definitions,
it can be assumed that English lexical insertions are mostly borrowings, since they often describe technological
advances or concepts that may not have a LG or HG term in this speech community (e.g., car, traveler’s check,
tire). For LG insertions into HG, it is more likely that these are codeswitches to signal communal belonging. For
example, to hus ‘at home = East Frisian’ or Tuffel ’potato’ could be expressed in HG but the authors consciously
decide on the LG option. But since the authors’ motivation and the linguistic repertoire of the community is hard to
assess for each inserted lexical item, I may use the broader term “inserted words”, which may entail both borrowings
and one-word codeswitches. 
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such, this is an interesting case supporting Salmons' (1983, 2005) verticalization process theory. In
contrast to many other newspapers that shifted to English due to economic pressure or societal changes,
the OZ’s editor continued to publish in HG and LG despite decreasing readership. Thus, the editor defied
verticalization processes and contributed to the prolonged language maintenance of HG in this written
venue. Likewise, patterns of language shift in the spoken domain do not seem to affect this individual’s
habits of private writing, as he continues to use predominately HG.
 
2. The East Frisians in the USA: Diglossia, literary preferences, and language 
maintenance 
 

The study of written sources allows for important insights into multilingual immigrant communities
and provides information on patterns of language maintenance and language shift both within individuals
and the community as a whole (e.g., Elspaß 2007; Knüsli 2019; Stolberg 2019).

In this case, we will study the East Frisian immigrant community in the USA in the 1940s to 1980s.
The community originated in East Frisia (modern-day Northwest-Germany) and because of economic
hardships and changing political situations, approximately 20,000 East Frisians migrated to the USA
between 1840 and 1900 (Lindaman 2004: 78). As a traditionally diglossic community, the East Frisians
used LG exclusively as a spoken language and HG in religious service, in education, and as a written
language (Reershemius 2004). In the USA, however, the settlers quickly accepted English as the
language of instruction in local schools, which led to an American-born generation that spoke LG but
preferred to read and write in English instead of HG. Despite initial resistance by the older generation
(Saathoff 1930: 74), all churches switched to English by 1950, either to avoid losing members, or simply
because they could no longer find HG-speaking pastors. Thus, the first language shift in the East Frisian-
American community from HG to E as the language of religious service in the local churches was
completed by 1950 (independent of congregation and region). 3 Additionally, the shift from LG to E in
the spoken domain was underway, since after 1950, most parents did not teach their children LG
anymore. These developments can be attributed to verticalization processes (Salmons 1983, 2005),
which are defined as a shift of control over local institutions to the state or national level, and have been
shown to contribute to language shift in the spoken domain (Bousquette & Ehresmann 2010; Johnson
2018).

The underlying question of this study is to what extent the language shift in the spoken domain
impacted a supraregional newspaper with a interspersed but highly targeted audience (such as the OZ)
and its audience, both in their language use in the public as well as the private domain. While their
potential multilingualism may be reflected to some extent in writing, Fishman (1965: 78) points out that
language maintenance may differ depending on the medium of communication. More specifically, he
suggests that multilingual speakers may maintain a preference for their first language of literacy (i.e.,
the language they first learned to read and write) in written texts, despite shifting to another language in
the spoken domain. The question arises, then, how language maintenance manifests itself in written texts
by members of a diglossic immigrant community which is in the process of shifting to the majority
language in the spoken domain?

3 Although sociohistorical circumstances in the individual settlements differed based on e.g., the surrounding society,
church synods or state legislation, linguistic developments are very similar in the local communities. Interestingly,
the East Frisians promoted a sense of supra-regional community and an East Frisian-American identity through the
OZ. Despite being dispersed across the Midwest, individuals kept in touch through letters or the OZ, and even
visited each other. Yearly “Ostfriesenfeste” (‘East Frisian fests’) were held, which attracted large audiences from
different states.
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3. The study 
3.1. Methodology: Analyzing Multilingual Texts 
 

Although countless definitions and studies on spoken codeswitching exist,4 their applicability to
written texts is limited (Sebba 2012: 108). In writing, different languages may occur within the same
unit (i.e., headline, paragraph, article), but rarely in intrasentential switches, which is why the term
“language mixing” is used for the alternation of languages written multilingual texts (Sebba 2012: 108).
I will make use of Sebba’s (2012) categories of analysis for multilingual texts, in order to systematically
analyze language mixing in multilingual texts while taking visual representation into account. 

In written data, the message is carried both in the linguistic text itself as well as in its visual
representation (Sebba 2012: 106). The proposed framework is divided into four categories, namely units
of analysis, language-spatial relationships, language-content relationships and language mixing types,
each of which entails three characterizations (see Table 1). For newspapers, the units of analysis may be
visual units, such as columns or frames, genre-specific units such as articles or paragraphs, or
grammatical unit, such as sentences. The language-spatial relationship describes the distribution of
languages, both in a numerical or proportional, as well as in a visual context. Language-content
relationships show whether text A is a translation of text B or not. For example, while warning signs
typically convey the same message in different languages, this may not be the case in advertisement or
newspaper articles. The fourth category, language mixing type is used to indicate whether a particular
unit is written exclusively in one language (absent) or in two or more languages (mixed). Importantly,
language mixing type is dependent on the unit of analysis: although there may be no intrasentential
language mixing (i.e. absent within sentences), an entire text or column may be marked as mixed if
intersentential language switches or insertions of borrowed words occur. Additionally, the category
includes language neutral units, referring to elements that cannot be assigned to only one language (e.g.,
names, cities, countries, or addresses). 
 

Table 1. Categories of Analysis for Multilingual Texts (summarized from Sebba 2012: 106-109) 

I Units of 
analysis 

a. 
b. 
c. 

grammatical units (e.g., sentences, morphemes) 
genre-specific units (e.g., paragraphs) 
visual/spatial units (e.g., column, box, frame) 

II Language-
spatial 
relationships 

a. 
b. 
c. 

symmetrical (equal distribution of space per language) 
asymmetrical (unequal distribution of space per language) 
mixed (symmetrical and asymmetrical parts within one unit) 

III Language-
content 
relationships 

a. 
b. 
c. 

equivalent (both texts have the same content, B is a translation of A) 
disjoint (both texts have different content) 
overlapping (some parts are direct translations; other parts are disjoint) 

IV Language 
mixing type 

a. 
b. 
c. 

absent (only one language exists within a particular unit) 
mixed (two languages identifiable; code-switching in the narrow sense) 
language-neutral units (items that cannot be exclusively assigned to only 
one language) 

  
In addition to these descriptive categories, tendencies for language topic relationships are explored,

to understand whether a certain language is more likely to be used for a particular topic. Such
relationships are defined a priori, but arise from a bottom-up close-reading of the texts at hand, and are
not part of Sebba’s categories. 

4 For theories and definitions of codeswitching in speech, see (Gumperz 1977; Poplack 1980; Auer 1988; Myers-
Scotton 1993; Muysken 2000; inter alia). 
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3.2. Data 
 

The Ostfriesische Nachrichten (‘East Frisian news’) was first published in 1882, in Breda, Iowa. In
the late 1920s, there was an editor change, followed by a name change to Ostfriesen Zeitung (OZ, ‘East
Frisian newspaper’) in September 1944. It published news from East Frisia, correspondences from
settlements across the USA, literary texts, advertisement, and family events (Rocker 2021). In its 90-
year history it never switched to English, and was only discontinued after the second editor's death in
1972. For the data analysis, we will consider (1) five selected newspaper issues with diary author’s name
on it (20. Aug 1939; 15. Sept 1947; 1. May 1958; February 1966; December 1971; total of 32 pages)
and (2) a corpus of 369 correspondence letters published in the newspaper, one issue per year in the
years between 1944 and 1971.  

Additionally, a personal diary written by a member of the East Frisian-American community, who
was also a reader of the newspaper, will be explored. The diary writer was born in September 1901, in
East Frisia, where he learned LG as his first language, and HG as a second language in elementary
school. He migrated to Iowa in 1924, where he learned E as a third language as an adult learner, and
continued to use LG and HG in the community. He received the OZ from 1939 to 1971, and contributed
at least eight correspondence letters. The diary begins 50 years after migration, spans from 1974 to 1982,
and is 160 handwritten pages long. It is written in HG, LG and E, with considerable orthographic
variation in all three languages. He passed away in 1984.  
   
4. Results 
4.1. Language use and mixing in the Ostfriesen Zeitung 
  

First, units of analysis were confined to genre-specific units, namely the articles or frames of the
newspaper. In this case, texts were marked as mixed whenever two (or more) identifiable languages were
found within one unit. The characterization as mixed does not imply the equal distribution of languages
within these units, and may be due to intersentential code-switches or insertion of single lexical items
(see Figure 1 for illustration). The issues were divided by articles, and the number of texts per language
was counted.  
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Figure 1. Examples of language mixing in the Ostfriesen Zeitung (left: August 20, 1939, page 1; right:  
February 1966, page 4). (High German = H; Mixed = M; Low German = L). 

When comparing the issues for language mixing types, HG is clearly the preferred language.
Overall, 258 out of 334 texts are entirely in HG, with a range from 64% (1966) to 89% (1958). The
number of exclusively LG articles lies between two and six, with a proportional distribution of 2%
(1939) to 8.5% (1966). In addition to exclusively HG or LG texts, we also find between 4% (1958) and
23% (1966) mixed-language texts (see Figure 2). Thus, while the overall number of articles decreased
in 1966 and 1971, the proportion of LG and mixed-language texts increased. Additionally, while the
number of pages remained stable (8 pages) fewer articles were counted, indicating longer texts
(exemplified in Figure 1, right side).  
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Figure 2. Number of articles by language per issue (in chronological order).  

A close-reading of the issues suggests a pragmatic divide of text forms and topics among the
languages. HG is used for general news and reports, politics, family affairs (e.g., obituaries,
anniversaries), and in literary texts. LG, both in the monolingual and the mixed texts, occurs in
correspondence letters from readers, in short stories, or in poems. In the mixed texts, LG occurs in the
form of inserted lexical words for cultural concepts, short common phrases and idioms, or intersentential
codeswitches. Oftentimes, the narrative frame of the story is HG, while reported speech is LG.
Importantly, the implementation of LG is often humorous and linguistic misunderstandings are a
common theme (and often the punchline) in these narrations. Only two entirely English texts were found,
both of which were legal announcements by the publisher. Otherwise, the insertion of single English
borrowings in otherwise HG advertisements (e.g., traveler’s checks, ointment, jar) or LG
correspondence letters (e.g., car, tires, combine) can be attested. In the issue from December 1, 1961
(page 5) (not included in the data set), the editor publishes a letter originally written in E, which he
translated into HG before publication. It can therefore be assumed that letters entirely written in E would
not occur in the data, due to editorial decisions. Finally, neutral texts are found at relatively stable rates
across all issues, including inquiries about acquaintances, lists of subscribers, or short obituaries
(typically addresses and names). 

34



Overall, this cursory inspection of the language use in five sample issues of the OZ revealed a strong
preference for HG as the default language of written communication, whereas the use of LG and E is
confined to particular discourse pragmatics needs. More specifically, LG is used as the language of
cultural identity and familiarity, by referring to well-known cultural concepts and humorous themes.
However, since the newspaper published a number of (literary) texts from Germany, a closer
investigation of correspondence letters written by readers of the newspaper living in the USA can
provide more nuanced insights into the linguistic habits of the community.

4.2. Language use and mixing in correspondence letters published in the Ostfriesen Zeitung 
 

A corpus of 369 correspondence letters extracted from 28 issues of the OZ (one per year, 1944-
1971) was compiled (see Rocker 2021). The number of correspondence letters varies between seven
(1971) and 23 (1947) but no clear trend can be detected. The letters stem from correspondents in 120
locations across 16 states, with a high number of letters originating in the Midwest (91% of all letters
came from Iowa, Illinois, Nebraska, Minnesota and South Dakota) (Rocker 2021). The majority of all
correspondence letters are written in HG, with proportions per issue ranging from 60% (1952) to 100%
(1960, 1969). Similar to the newspaper as a whole, mixed-language texts are more numerous than LG-
only texts, both in total numbers (42 mixed-texts vs. 15 LG-only texts), as well as proportional
distribution per issue (0-30% mixed texts vs. 0-18% LG-only texts).   

HG is used as the “default language”, when reporting news from the settlements, such as family
events (births, visits, anniversaries, obituaries), the weather and harvest. LG occurs in mixed-language
text as inserted words (e.g., to Hus ‘at home’, meaning East Frisia; Tuffel ‘potato’), or in reported speech
in personal anecdotes (see example 1).  

(1)  December 1, 1968; (anonymous)5 

Ein Mann kam an die Tür: „Well is dar?“ Ich sagte: “Ick wull blot fragen, of ick hier woll
övernacht blieben kunn, ick hebb all so wiet schluurt mit mien Kuffer un kann nich wieder.“ 

‘A man came to the door: “Who is it?“ I said: “I just wanted to ask if I could stay here overnight,
I already dragged my suitcase so far and I can’t go any further.”’ 
 

Entirely LG-texts are usually jokes or letters with humorous content. Importantly, there are only a
handful of authors who (often repeatedly) contribute LG-only letters, while most other contributors write
in HG or use LG only for a few words or sentences. As before, the amount of E inserted words is very
limited and typically refers to new technological advances (e.g., car, tires, combine; see also example
2).  

(2)  March 1, 1969; (anonymous)6 

a.  Bit hen to twalv Jahr was ick in de oll Kuntrie na de School gahn […] 
  ‘Until I was twelve, I went to school in the old country.’ 

b.  Vader muss na de Taun un Mezien halen. 
  ‘Father had to go to town to get medicine.’ 
 

Thus, HG once again is the preferred and neutral written language, LG is used for humorous content,
mostly shown in personal (often self-deprecating) anecdotes, linguistic misunderstandings, friendly
teasing of acquaintances and ethnic jokes (see Salmons 1988).  

5 HG in regular font, LG in italics. 
6 LG in italics, E insertions underlined. 
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Figure 3. Number of correspondence letters by language, one issue per year (1944-1971) 
 

4.3. Language use and mixing in a reader’s diary 
 
The reader’s diary begins in 1974, two years after the last issue of the OZ was published. Still, as

the author read and contributed to the newspaper for more than thirty years, it can be assumed that it
influenced his literary preferences and writing habits. Moreover, since private texts are generally not
edited or altered for publication, they may reveal a closer reflection of written language choice in the
private sphere.  

Similarly to the OZ and the correspondence letters therein, HG is more frequently used than LG and
E. In fact, 50 out of 160 pages (31%) are entirely HG, 60 pages (37.5%) are HG-LG mixed, 11 pages
are HG-E mixed and 19 pages with all three languages can be found. To put it differently: only 20 pages
do not include any HG content. However, there are two observations that do not align with the findings
for the published materials. First, the majority of the diary (96 pages or 60%) shows some form of
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language-mixing, which stands in contrast to the newspaper and correspondences, where language-
mixing texts constitute up to 23% of all articles in one newspaper issue and up to 30% of the
correspondence letters in one issue. Second, while the amount of E content both in the newspaper and
the correspondence letters is confined to single lexical items, it can be found on 41 pages (26%) of the
diary. The use of E includes single inserted words, inter- and intrasentential switches, full paragraphs
and even entire pages. Overall, the diary writer seems to use the languages more creatively and freely,
even occasionally making use of intrasentential codeswitches between all three languages (see example
3 in the Appendix and Rocker (In Press), for examples and in-depth analysis).7 

HG
50

HG/LG
60

HG/E
11

E
5 LG

6
LG
9

HG/LG/E
19

0 20 40 60 80 100 120 140 160
Number of pages

E/

Figure 4. Language use in OZ reader’s private diary (HG=High German, LG=Low German, E=English) 
 
Although HG is the base language on most pages, it is favored when family life and daily

occupations are reported, which is comparable to the results from the published sources. Likewise, LG
is frequently used in idiomatic expressions and reported speech, and it is strongly favored when more
emotional topics are addressed (especially childhood and aging). Interestingly, all nine LG-only pages
contain self-composed poems, which mirror the OZ’s practice for publishing LG-literary texts and
poems. Besides the clear patterns for HG and LG, some general trends for the usage of E can be
described. All five E-only pages cover a single extreme weather situation (multiple-day snowstorm),
while in mixed units, E is typically used when political or religious opinions are discussed.  
 
5. Discussion and Conclusion 
 

The fact that the OZ’s editor insisted on publishing in HG despite falling subscriber numbers can be
interpreted as an individual effort to maintain the newspaper’s long tradition. Instead of allowing more
E content to cater to a larger audience and making the newspaper more profitable,8 or selling the
enterprise, he preserved the newspaper’s character. Since the newspaper had a non-local audience and
its editor did not cave in to societal and economic pressures, the OZ is an interesting case of language
maintenance, defying verticalization processes (Salmons 1983, 2005). The high proportion of HG texts
in these volumes catered to the older generation or readers who had immigrated to the USA themselves,
and did not consider the needs and preferences of a more English-dominant American-born generation.
While the older generation was unable to stop a language shift in the spoken domain (i.e. in the
churches), language maintenance was made possible by the editor in the OZ. Thus, the data examined in

7 Personal communication with the diary author’s son, who reports that he never heard his father speak HG. In his
letters to the OZ, only HG and LG are used, but this may be due to the newspaper’s audience and the editor’s
restrictions. 
8 The editor founded a travel agency and organized group tours and private trips to East Frisia, which are regularly
reported on in the newspaper. It is likely that this enterprise was more lucrative than the newspaper, as the subscriber
numbers constantly declined, from 7,100 in 1910 (Lindaman 2004: 79) to a mere 1,400 in 1971 (Monahan 1971).
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this study constitutes the “tail end” of an intergenerational language shift, and the language use in these
texts is not representative of the entire East Frisian-American population at the time, but rather only of
those who subscribed or contributed to the newspaper. Since the diary writer is part of this population,
and first learned to read and write in HG, it is not entirely surprising that he prefers to write in his first
language of literacy in his private diary, despite using LG and E in oral communication ( see Fishman
1965: 78).  

The use of the LG in all three data sets to report personal events with some form of emotional
involvement, reported speech or for poems (in the OZ and the diary) is in line with other studies on
dialect use in written personal texts (Schiegg 2016) and especially its humorous use seems to be a
common habit in multilingual communities (Brandes 1983, Salmons 1988). Hence, LG can be defined
as the language of emotion and closeness in this community (Koch & Oesterreicher 1985). Overall, these
findings underline the importance of considering readership and authorship of written texts and a careful
comparison with language use in other domains in order to effectively describe patterns of language shift
and maintenance. 
 
Appendix

(3) {Geh nu hin, und schlage Dreizieg “die,, zum 
Tode, so wierd das Gesetz des Reichs diech rühmen, und
abschreiben “diech,, von alle unannehm-liechkeiten} HG

{un vör Gelt, un Gold, kanst de Düvel danz’n laut’n.} LG

{Rub the sholder x with another, as a playfull kitten likes
to do, we will call it coddeling, and the rest will gladly
be done for Jou,} E {zur Strafe, die venichtung, zum Feuer  
ist das Holz gesetzt, zum abwarten fehlt die zündung.} HG

Diary2_Page14_1980 
{Go now and strike thirty “die” to death, and the law of the empire will praise you, and write
yourself off from all inconveniences. }HG {And for money and gold, you can let the devil
dance. }LG [English], {as a punishment, the extinction, the wood is set for the fire, for waiting
the kindling is missing. }HG 
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