
Contribution to the Symposion „Minor Languages: Coming to Grips with a Suitable 
Definition“ 

1 The statistical, geographical and historical situation of Plattdüütsch 

2 The statistical, geographical and historical situation of Lëtzebuergesch 

3 The definition of “minor language” in relation to Plattdüütsch and 
Lëtzebuergesch 

3.1 _____________________________________ The relevance of a standard or norm 

3.2 ___________________________ The relevance of a complete set of social domains 

4 Conclusions 

 

Plattdüütsch Standard 
German 

older forms 

kopen 

eten (t) 

maken 

kaufen (f) 

essen (s) 

machen

got. kaupôn 

got. itan 

got. *makôn 

dat (t) 

ik (k) 

das, dass

ich (ç) 

got. Þata 

got. ik 

Peerd (p) 

tein (t) 

Kopp (p) 

Pferd (pf)

zehn (ts) 

Kopf (pf)

lat. paredrus 

got. taíhun 

lat. caput 
 

Table 1 The shift of stop-consonants 
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Figure 1 The shift of long vowels to diphthongs (in Hus/Haus) 

 

Figure 2 The census results of 1985 (cf. Stellmacher, 1987: 21) (SH= Schleswig-Holstein, HH= 
Hamburg, NIn= Niedersachsen-north; Nis= Niedersachsen-south, NW= Nordrhein-Westfalen) 
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Figure 3 The geographical space of low German in northern Germany 

Figure 4 Languages in which books were printed around 1500 and in the second quarter of the 
seventeenth century 

Macedonian 1.3 millions
Lattian 1,34
Slovenian 1,8
Lithuanian 2,6
Albanian 3,3
Norwegian 3,9
Finnish 4,36
Slovakian 4,5
Danish 4,88
Belo Russian 7,5
Swedish 8,13
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Greek 8,8
Czech 9,4
Portuguese 9,7
Table 2 National languages in Europe between one and ten millions of speakers (cf. Haarmann, 

1975: 17) 

First conclusion: Low German (Plattdüütsch) is statistically and 
geographically neither a minority nor a minor language. It can cope in 
this respect with many national languages of Europe. 

 

 

Figure 5 The historical evolution of the frontiers of Luxenburg 

 

 

Figure 6 Nazi-propaganda for the German Language in 1940 
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Diphthongs of Lëtzebuergesch 

 
/I�/  

'giel'  <gelb
> 

yell
ow 

/
æi/ 

'Äis' <Eis>              
ice 

/
U�/ 

'Nue
cht' 

<Nac
ht> 

nig
ht 

/
�i/ 

'schrei
ven' 

<schreiben>  
write 

/�
I/ 

'Bréi
f' 

<Brie
f> 

lett
er 

/
æU/ 

'Haus' <Haus>       
house 

/�
U/ 

'Bou
f' 

<Bub
e> 

boy /
�U/ 

'Daum' <Daumen> 
thumb 

Diphthongs of German 
(standard) 

[haUs
] 

<Haus>   house 

[haIs]
  

<heiß>     
hot 

[h�Is] <Heuss> proper 
name 

 Table 3 Diphthongs in low and high German  
    
 

/'la:� n�T / <lache nicht>    [T] stimmlos 

/'la:x n�T 'z�u d�m/ <lache nicht so dumm> [t(d)] 

/hu�l da.t  �'v�ç/ Huel dat evech <Nehm das weg> 

/kh
� m bis  � 'ran/ Komm bis eran <Komme bis heran> 

/h�I    ge:t   �t  � 'ran an 
n�t  ' �raUs/ 

Hei get et eran au nët 
eraus 

<hier geht es herein und 
nicht heraus> 

Table 4 Sandhi im Lëtzebuergeschen 

 

dat as en alen Dreck das ist ein alter Dreck  (nominative) 

hal däin alen Dreck behalt deinen alten Dreck  (accusative) 

géi mat déngem alen Dreck geh mit deinem alten Dreck  (dative) 

ech soen dir (Dat) ich sage dir 

du brauchst eiser (Gen) du brauchst uns 
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mat dem  Dreck (Dat)  mit dem Dreck 

genuch des  Dreck (Gen) genug des Drecks 
Table 5 Loss of case distinctions (cf. Bruch, 1973: 45) with  exceptions in the case of pronouns 

and articles after prepositions (Bruch, 1973: 48) 
 

den Harri - mat dem Kätti - d'Anni - de 
Péiter 

use of articles with 
proper names 

mat + dem mam with the 

no + dem nom after the 

un + den um on the 

vun + dem vum of the 

iwwer + dem iwwerm above the 

hanner + dem hannerm behind the 
Table 6 Enclitic use of articles after prepositions  

 

Hie géing nëmme laache, wann en iech 
geséich kräischen. 

Er würde nur lachen, wenn er euch 
weinen sähe. 

He would only laugh if he saw you cry 

Hie frot, ob en heem dierft goën (dierft 
heemgoën) 

Er fragt, ob er heimgehen darf. 

He asks if he can go home 

Ech sin em begéingt, wéi ech an d'Stad 
si gaang. 

Ich bin ihm begegnet, weil ich in die 
Stadt gegangen bin. 

I met him because I went into town 
Table 7 Order of constituents in complex verb phrases (cf. Bruch, 1973: 94 f) 
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Figure 7 The equivalents of German „gleiten“ (to glide) (cf. Hoffmann: 255) 

Second conclusion: Lëtzebuergesch is statistically and geographically a small 
(“minor”) language. The linguistic distance to high German is less deep (historically 
and typologically) than in the case of Plattdüütsch. By its status as the language of a 
practically monolingual community and with the official status as national language 
(since 1984) it comes near to “major” languages in Europe. 
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2000 Plattdüütsch      1350 

 recognition as „regional language in the    written 

 European Charta     language in the Hanse 

dialect         language 

without official status    nationally 
or/and internationally recognized 

 

1800 Lëtzebuergesch 1839    1984 

 
Figure 8 The different moves of both languages on a scale 
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