
Dialectometric approaches to Dene language classification 

At present, Dene languages are typically classified according to the regions in which they are spoken 

(Mithun 1999). While this geographical classification succinctly captures the broad, tripartite structure 

of the language family, it provides less immediate insight into linguistic relationships between these 

high-level branches and their constituent varieties. Further progress on such classification has proven 

difficult, however, given both apparent inconsistencies in the bundling of phonological isoglosses 

(Krauss & Golla 1981) and the scarcity of detailed documentation for many Dene languages. While 

the latter situation has improved substantially in recent decades, the former problem of determining 

the internal structure of the language family remains a matter of continued investigation. 

 This presentation approaches the problem of internal classification through the application of 

quantitative methods from dialectometry (Séguy 1971, Goebl 1982). Dialectometric methods derive 

aggregate measures of linguistic distance between varieties on the basis of multivariate comparisons of 

their linguistic features. These distance measures may then be applied to explore linguistic 

relationships between both the features and the varieties under consideration, allowing varieties to be 

clustered according to their pairwise distances and the resulting subgroupings visualized 

geographically. Using the software tool Gabmap (Nerbonne et al. 2011), we demonstrate the 

application of these methods to recently-assembled databases of Dene lexical items in three semantic 

domains – the body and its by-products, kinship terms, and numerals. Considering the linguistic 

distances and language clusters which result from each application, we propose that dialectometric 

methods improve our understanding the structure of historical linguistic relationships between Dene 

communities. 
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