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Abstract 

This paper provides a historical overview of dialect classifications of Swedish. Since the late 19th 
century, four such classifications have been published, all of them based on traditional isoglottic 
dialectology. Lundell (1880) distinguished four main dialect groups, refraining from defining any 
subdivisions. Noreen (1903) distinguished four main dialect groups, basically the same ones as Lundell’s, 
but he also identified many subdivisions on multiple levels. Wessén (1935) distinguished six main dialect 
groups, while making it clear that the assumed boundaries between them should be regarded as 
transitional zones. His classification has had, and still has, a profound influence on Swedish dialectology. 
Elert (1994) distinguished seven regional varieties of spoken standard Swedish.  
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Name: svenska ['svɛn:ska]  Language code: ISO 639-1: sv, ISO 639-2: swe 

 
CLASSIFICACIONS DELS DIALECTES SUECS  

Resum 
Aquest article ofereix una visió general històrica de les classificacions dialectals del suec. Des de final del 
segle XIX, s’han publicat quatre classificacions, totes basades en la dialectologia isoglòtica tradicional. 
Lundell (1880) va distingir quatre grups dialectals principals, sense definir-hi cap subdivisió. Noreen 
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(1903) va distingir-ne quatre de principals, bàsicament els mateixos que els de Lundell, però també va 
identificar moltes subdivisions a múltiples nivells. Wessén (1935) va distingir sis grups dialectals 
principals, tot deixant clar que els límits suposats entre ells s’han de considerar com a zones de transició. 
La seva classificació ha tingut, i encara té, una profunda influència en la dialectologia sueca. Elert (1994) 
va distingir set varietats regionals del suec estàndard parlat. 
Paraules clau: classificació dialectal, dialectologia isoglòtica, dialectologia tradicional, dialectometria, 
suec 
 

KLASSIFICERINGAR AV SVENSKANS DIALEKTER 
Abstract 
I denna artikel ges en historisk översikt över klassificeringar av svenskans dialekter. Sedan slutet av 
1800-talet har fyra sådana klassificeringar publicerats, samtliga grundade på traditionell isoglottisk 
dialektologi. Lundell (1880) urskilde fyra huvudgrupper av dialekter, men avstod från att definiera några 
undergrupper. Noreen (1903) urskilde fyra huvudgrupper, i grunden samma som Lundells, men han 
identifierade också ett stort antal undergrupper på flera nivåer. Wessén (1935) urskilde sex 
huvudgrupper men gjorde också klart att de tänkta gränserna mellan dem bör betraktas som 
övergångszoner. Hans klassifikation har haft, och har fortfarande, ett djupgående inflytande på svensk 
dialektologi. Elert (1994) urskilde sju regionala varieteter av standardsvenskt talspråk.. 
Keywords: dialektklassificering, isoglottisk dialektologi, traditionell dialektologi, dialektometri, svenska 

 

 

1. Introduction 

 

Swedish belongs to the North Germanic (or Scandinavian) language group, along 

with Danish, Norwegian, Icelandic and Faroese. It is the national language of Sweden 

and the native language of the vast majority of Swedish citizens. Also, it is one of the 

official languages of the European Union and a working language for the Nordic 

Council. However, it was not until 2009 that the official status of Swedish was 

regulated by law in the Language Act (2009: 600). As the principal language of Sweden, 

Swedish is to be the common language of all areas of society. The public sector has a 

particular responsibility for the use and development of Swedish, and for ensuring that 

every resident in Sweden is given access to it. The Language Act also specifies the 

status of Sweden’s five national minority languages: Finnish, Meänkieli (Tornedal 

Finnish), Saami, Yiddish and Romani. 

Swedish has an equal status with Finnish as an official language in Finland. An 

exception from this rule is the autonomous region of Åland, situated in an archipelago 

between Finland and Sweden, where Swedish is the principal language. For hundreds 

of years, until 1809, all of Finland was a part of the Kingdom of Sweden. 
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In total, Swedish is spoken as a native language by 9,4 million people (2022): 8,8 

million in Sweden, 293,000 in Finland, 65,000 in the USA, 43,000 in Norway, 34,000 in 

Great Britain, 21,000 in Germany, 20,000 in Spain, 13,000 in Denmark, 11,000 in 

Australia, 8,000 in France, 8,000 in Canada, 6,000 in Belgium and 5,000 in Switzerland.1 

The area in which Swedish dialects are traditionally spoken today includes all of 

Sweden (except the northernmost part, see Section 2.3.2), the Åland islands, Åboland 

with its archipelago, and two separate areas along the coast of Finland: Nyland and 

Österbotten (Map 1). 

For hundreds of years, there was a Swedish-speaking minority population living 

in a small area on the coast of Estonia. Almost all of them, about 7,000 people, fled the 

country during World War Two, most of them to Sweden. Their archaic dialects were 

well preserved at the time, but today they are almost extinct. Until quite recently, one 

of these Estonian Swedish dialects was still spoken by a small group of people in the 

neighbourhood of Gammalsvenskby (‘old Swedish village’), today a part of the village 

of Zmijivka by the river Dnieper in southern Ukraine. Their ancestors were relocated 

there from the island of Dagö in 1781. 

 

 

2. Classifications 

 

In the history of Swedish dialectology, four overall classifications have been 

published: 1) Johan August Lundell’s classification (1880), 2) Adolf Noreen’s 

classification (1903), 3) Elias Wessén’s classification (1935), and 4) Claes-Christian 

Elert’s classification (1994). In all these classifications, the theoretical framework used 

is isoglottic dialectology, although in different ways. 

 
1  Nationalencyklopedin (NE) online: <https://www.ne.se/uppslagsverk/encyklopedi/l%C3%A5ng/ 
svenska). 
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Map 1. The Swedish language area today 
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2.1 Johan August Lundell (1880) 

 

Johan August Lundell (1851-1940) was a phonetician and a Slavist, but he is best 

remembered for his achievements in the field of Swedish dialectology. In the 1870’s, 

he created an elaborate system of phonetic notation (landsmålsalfabetet in Swedish), 

which was of groundbreaking importance to the scholarly documentation and study of 

Swedish dialects. Linguistic research was highly prestigious at Swedish universities at 

this time, and dialects had proved to be very valuable as living clues to the history of 

the Scandinavian languages.  

 

2.1.1 Framework: Isoglottic classification 

 

Lundell’s classification of the Swedish dialects was based partly on recently 

published literature on the subject, partly on his own surveys (Lundell 1879: 13). 

Hence, it was better founded and more advanced than any earlier attempts. 

Among the myriads of linguistic features that constitute the great diversity of 

Swedish dialects, Lundell chose a number of isoglosses that define a few main areas in 

contrast to each other. These features are either phonological or morphological, a 

choice that reflects the main interests of Swedish dialectologists in the last decades of 

the 19th century. Syntactic and prosodic features were usually mentioned only in 

passing. 

 

2.1.2 Classification of dialects and subdialects 

 

To begin with, Lundell stated that the dialects spoken on Gotland, a large island 

in the Baltic Sea, were so different from all other Swedish dialects that they had to be 

considered a group of their own. The rest of the Swedish dialects was roughly divided 

into three main groups, spoken in their respective parts of the Swedish language area: 
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- Norrländska mål (North Swedish dialects): approximately the northern three-fourths 

of Sweden plus the Swedish-speaking areas of Finland and Estonia. 

- Sydsvenska mål (South Swedish dialects): the southernmost part of Sweden, that is 

Skåne (Scania) with some adjacent areas. 

- Medelsvenska mål (Central Swedish dialects): the area between northern Sweden 

and southernmost Sweden. 

 

Lundell provided no map, and his written geographical outline of the four 

language groups presupposes very detailed knowledge of Swedish geography, 

especially of the borders of the traditional Swedish provinces (landskap in Swedish). 

Map 2 is an interpretation of this description (the Finno-Ugric languages spoken in 

northernmost Sweden are not taken into account here, cf. section 2.3.2). 

A selection of the linguistic features on which Lundell based his classification is 

displayed in Table 1. 

 

Dialect groups Phonological features Morphological features 

Gotländska mål 
(Gotlandic dialects) 

• vowel system with many 
peculiarities 

• morphologic system partly 
incomparable with those of other 
Swedish dialects 

Norrländska mål 
(North Swedish 
dialects, including 
the Swedish 
dialects in Finland 
and Estonia 

• apical r 
• flapped (“thick”) l in some 

positions 
• vowel balance 
• metaphony 
• medial palatalization of k and g 

• -t, -d, -n dropped in inflectional 
endings 

Medelsvenska mål 
(Central Swedish 
dialects) 

• apical r 
• flapped (“thick”) l in some 

positions 

• -t, -d, -n dropped in inflectional 
endings 

Sydsvenska mål 
(South Swedish 
dialects) 

• uvular r 
• dental l in all positions 

• -t, -d, -n preserved in inflectional 
endings 

Table 1. Lundell’s classification 

 

In a wider perspective, Lundell viewed the North Swedish dialects as belonging to 

a North Scandinavian main group, together with the dialects of a vaguely defined area 

he called East Norway. Likewise, he viewed the South Swedish dialects as belonging to 

a South Scandinavian main group, together with the dialects of Denmark. 
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Lundell was aware of the fact that there are considerable (or even huge) 

differences within each one of these three dialect groups, but he refrained from 

defining any subdivisions, arguing that the available data was insufficient for this task. 

Nevertheless, he was convinced that one day it would be possible to draw up sharper 

dialectal boundary lines, as soon as every Swedish dialect had been thoroughly 

investigated and documented. He also expressed some ideas about dialects in an 

ethnological (or tribal) context, believing that the speakers of a traditional dialect 

shared a common mindset corresponding to their traditional style of clothing, building 

houses and so on. 
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Map 2. Lundell’s classification 
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2.2 Adolf Noreen (1903) 

 

Adolf Noreen (1854-1925) was a versatile and innovative linguist within the field 

of Scandinavian languages. His most impressive work is Vårt språk [Our language] 

(1903-1924), a grammar of Modern Swedish in several thick volumes, though partly 

unfinished. In the first volume, p. 98-131 are devoted to a tentative, yet detailed, 

classification of the Swedish dialects. 

 

2.2.1 Framework: Isoglottic dialectology 

 

In the broad outline, Noreen’s classification was based on Lundell’s pioneering 

work (see section 2.1.2), but Noreen specified the assumed boundaries between the 

three dialect groups on the Swedish mainland more precisely. Like Lundell, he 

provided no map, so Map 3 is an interpretation of his written description. 

 

2.2.2 Classification of dialects and subdialects 

 

Unlike Lundell, Noreen identified many subdivisions on multiple levels within 

each main dialect group. This was possible thanks to an increasing amount of 

documentation regarding Swedish dialects. As his classification is very detailed, only 

the most fundamental parts of it will be presented here (Table 2). 

 

Dialect groups Subdivisons 

South Scandinavian dialects Sydsvenska dialekter 
(South Swedish dialects) 

South West dialects 
North East dialects 
Bornholm dialect 

Danish island dialects 
Jutland dialects 

Medelsvenska dialekter 
(Central Swedish dialects) 

Götamål (Göta dialects) Öland dialects 
Östergötland dialects 
Västergötland dialects 

Sveamål (Svea dialects) Uppland dialects 
Södermanland dialects 
Närke dialects 
Värmland dialects 
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Dal (Dalsland) dialects 
Bohuslän dialects 

North Scandinavian dialects East Norwegian dialects Østlandsk Norwegian dialects 
Väst-nordsvenska dialekter 
West North Swedish dialects 
Bohuslän dialects 

Central-nordsvenska dialekter 
(Central North Swedish 
dialects) 

Bergslagen dialects 
Dalecarlian dialects 
Gästrikland dialects 
Hälsingland dialects 
Medelpad dialects 
Ångermanland dialects 
Västerbotten (including Norrbotten and 
Lappland) dialects 

Öst-nordsvenska dialekter 
(East North Swedish dialects) 

North Finland-Swedish dialects 
South Finland-Swedish dialects 
Baltic Swedish dialects (in Estonia) 

Gutniska dialekter (Gotlandic dialects) 
Table 2. Noreens’s classification 

 

Noreen’s division of the Middle Swedish dialects involves the use of two 

archaizing terms that are clearly inspired by the national romantic sentiments of 

the19th century: götamål (Göta dialects) and sveamål (Svea dialects). These terms are 

associated with certain ideas about götar and svear, two ancient North Germanic 

tribes whose history is little known. Lundell certainly included the concepts of götamål 

and sveamål in his discussion of classification, assuming that they were well known to 

the reader, but, in the end, he decided not to present them as subdivisions of Central 

Swedish. 

Noreen’s third subdivision of the Middle Swedish dialects, called the Bohuslän 

dialects, doubles as a subdivision of the East Norwegian dialects, which in turn form a 

subdivision of North Scandinavian dialects. This is due to the fact that the dialects 

spoken in the province of Bohuslän share many linguistic features with the dialects of 

South East Norway, especially in the northern part. 

Although Noreen discussed linguistic differences in great detail, he was clearly 

aware of the nature of the Scandinavian dialect continuum (see section 3). As an 

introduction to his classification of the Swedish dialects (Noreen 1903: 99), he 

admitted that any attempt to divide them into groups would be more or less warped, 

due to the lack of defined limits. Nevertheless, he considered his suggested 
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classification to be practically and, essentially, theoretically satisfying – at least as long 

as these matters were still not more generally, and more thoroughly, investigated.  

 

 
Map 3. Noreen’s classification 
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2.3 Elias Wessén (1935) 

 

In the first decades of the 20th century, a new practice of dividing the Swedish 

dialects into six main groups was established. Thanks to Elias Wessén (1889-1981), a 

prominent linguist and philologist in the field of Scandinavian languages, this view was 

effectively spread as a pedagogical model. As a prolific writer, he published several 

reference works, among them a concise introduction to the traditional Swedish 

dialects entitled Våra folkmål [Our vernaculars]. This book was published in nine 

editions from 1935 to 1969 and reprinted in 1970. For several decades, it was widely 

used as course literature at Swedish universities and other educational institutions. 

The six main dialect groups were illustrated by a map, now a classic (see Map 4), that 

shaped the linguistic worldview of generations of Swedish dialectologists and teachers 

of Swedish to such a degree that it still exerts a great influence whenever Swedish 

dialects are discussed. Although Wessén’s classification was not originally his idea, he 

was definitely the one who made it well known. 

 

2.3.1 Framework: Isoglottic dialectology 

 

Like the earlier versions, Wessén’s classification of the Swedish dialects was built 

on the notion of isoglosses, but his overall approach to the subject was quite different. 

As an introduction, he made it clear that the assumed boundaries between the 

Swedish dialect groups should be regarded as transitional zones rather than sharp 

divisions, emphasizing that an isogloss drawn as a line on a map represents a 

simplification of the linguistic reality. Moreover, opinions may differ as to which 

isoglosses should be considered the most significant. Thus, any classification of the 

Swedish dialects is bound to be a more or less arbitrary construction. From a practical 

point of view, however, some sort of classification is needed in order to get an 

overview of the great variety of features found in the Swedish dialects. 
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2.3.2 Classification of dialects and subdialects 

 

Wessén’s map of the six main Swedish dialect groups (see Map 4) illustrates the 

view that there are no sharp divisions between them (at least not on the Swedish 

mainland). Their names are simply written over the parts of the map where their 

respective centres are considered to be. A schematic overview of the groups is 

provided in Table 3. 

 

Dialect groups Subdivisions 

Sydsvenska mål (South Swedish dialects) 
Götamål (Göta dialects) 
Sveamål (Svea dialects) Uppsvenska mål (Upper Swedish dialects) 

Mellansvenska mål (Middle Swedish dialects) 
Dalmål (Dalecarlian dialects) 

Norrländska mål (Norrland dialects)  
Östsvenska mål (East Swedish dialects)  
Gotländska mål (Gotlandic dialects)  
Table 3. Wesséns’s classification 

 

Like Noreen, Wessén chose to use the traditional terms sveamål and götamål 

(see §2.2.2). Although these words are often regarded as old-fashioned today, they are 

still included without any comment in most dictionaries of modern Swedish. This 

probably reflects the long-standing influence of Wessén’s book, Våra folkmål, on how 

the geolinguistic landscape is conceptualized. Another reason might be that these 

terms are not so easily replaced.   

Within the sveamål, three subdivisions are distinguished: uppsvenska mål, 

mellansvenska mål and dalmål. While uppsvenska mål and götamål are clearly 

different, mellansvenska mål show a mixture of features from both of these groups. 

The Swedish standard language is largely based on the uppsvenska and mellansvenska 

dialects. As for the dalmål, the third subdivision of the sveamål, Wessén admits that 

they occupy a place apart. In fact, they are among the most distinctive and archaic of 

the Swedish dialects, hardly intelligible to outsiders. 
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The largest dialect group, at least geographically speaking, is the norrländska 

mål. They cover approximately the northern three-fifths of the Swedish mainland, 

except the northernmost part, where Saami and Finnish are traditionally spoken. This 

old linguistic frontier is marked on Map 4. As a general observation, it should be noted 

that the norrländska mål are actually far more diversified than they appear to be on 

this map and in Wessén’s brief description. 

Wessén classified the Swedish dialects spoken in Finland and Estonia collectively 

as östsvenska mål (East Swedish dialects), not as eastern varieties of North Swedish or 

North Scandinavian (cf. Lundell and Noreen). 

 

 

Map 4. Wessén’s classification (reproduced from Wessén 1935) 



Dialectologia. Special issue, 15 (2026), 211-230.  
ISSN: 2013-2247 
 
 
 
 

 
 

225 

 

2.4 Claes-Christian Elert (1994) 

 

Claes-Christian Elert (1923-2015) was a linguist and a phonetician. Unlike the 

others, his classification (Elert 1994) was not based on the traditional Swedish dialects, 

but on the regional varieties of standard Swedish generally spoken today. 

 

2.4.1 Framework: Isoglottic dialectology 

 

Elert’s method was basically the same as that of Lundell, Noreen and Wessén, 

but he was able to build his classification on a wider range of linguistic features. 

Besides regional differences in the pronunciation of certain speech sounds, he also 

included some characteristic sentence intonation patterns, citing modern phonetic 

studies (see also Bruce 2010: 68-93 with references). 

 

2.4.2 Classification of regional varieties of Swedish 

 

Elert distinguished seven regional varieties of spoken standard Swedish, as 

displayed in Table 4 with a few examples of the linguistic features he used, among 

them the regional sentence intonation patterns. By using the term talspråk (spoken 

language) instead of dialect, he emphasized that this was a new kind of classification. 

For evident reasons, Estonian Swedish was not included (see section 1). 

Map 5 shows a cartographic synthesis of Elert’s classification of the regional 

varieties of standard Swedish. The assumed boundaries between the seven defined 

varieties are marked by thick but rather blurry lines, possibly indicating their 

approximate nature. On the whole, Elert’s classification does not differ radically from 

Wessén’s, although it’s partly based on other sets of criteria. What makes it stand out 

is, above all, that the spoken standard language of Central Sweden comes out as more 

differentiated, mainly based on differences in sentence intonation patterns and the 

pronunciation of certain vowels. 



Anna WESTERBERG 

 
 

 

 
 

226 

As a visual help to understand the descriptions of regional sentence intonation 

patterns given in Table 4, Elert also provided a map showing typical pitch curves of 

sentences (Map 6). The seemingly isolated parts on the east side of this map represent 

the coastal areas of Finland where Swedish is traditionally spoken (cf. Maps 1-5). 

Interestingly, the sentence intonation pattern of Gotlandic Swedish is very 

similar to that of Dalecarlia-Bergslagen Swedish, in spite of the fact that these areas 

are not geographically connected. 

 

Regional varieties  Linguistic features 

Sydsvenskt talspråk (South Swedish) • uvular r 
• diphthongization of long vowels 
• rise of pitch followed by slow falling towards the end of a 

sentence 
Mälardalskt-östmellansvenskt talspråk 
(East Central Swedish) 

• diphthongization of long vowels (to end in e or ä) 
• merger of short e and ä 
• even and relatively moderate falling of pitch towards the end 

of a sentence 
Västmellansvenskt-östgötskt talspråk 
(West Central and Östgöta Swedish)  

• uvular r in some positions 
• flapped (“thick”) l in some positions 
• rising pitch towards the end of a sentence 

Gotländskt talspråk (Gotlandic 
Swedish) 

• diphthongization of long vowels 
• strongly falling pitch towards the end of a sentence 

Dalabergslagssvenska 
(Dalecarlia-Bergslagen Swedish) 

• characteristic articulation of u 
• tone accent 1 in many compounds 
• strongly falling pitch towards the end of a sentence 

Norrlandsstandardsvenska 
(Northern standard Swedish) 

• no diphthongization of long vowels 
• flapped (“thick”) l in some positions 
• relatively moderate falling of pitch which begins early before 

the end of a sentence 
Finlandssvenska (Finland-Swedish) • characteristic articulations of u, long a and some consonants 

• no contrast between tone accent 1 and tone accent 2 
• strongly falling pitch towards the end of a sentence 

Table 4. Elert’s classification 

 

Similarly, some familiar geographical patterns are revealed in Therese Leinonen’s 

dialectometrical investigation of vowel pronunciation in modern rural varieties of 

Swedish, in which aggregating techniques are applied to recorded vowel data elicited 

from the SweDia 2000 database (Leinonen 2011). The results of her analyses show that 

the variation in vowel pronunciation across Swedish dialects is continuous with no 

sharp dialect borders, but also that a number of more coherent dialect areas, 
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separated by gradual transitions, can be distinguished in this continuum. These areas 

largely correspond to the main dialect groups in Wessén’s classification. 

 

 

 
Map 5. Elert’s classification Map 6. Regional sentence intonation patterns  
(reproduced from Elert 1994) (see Table 4 for a description) 
 (reproduced from Elert 1994) 

 

 

3. Discussion 
 

The traditional Swedish dialects form a linguistic continuum, which is in turn a 

part of a Scandinavian dialect continuum, comprising dialects of Swedish, Norwegian 

and Danish (Chambers & Trudgill 1998: 5-7). This inevitably causes some difficulties 

and dilemmas in defining subdivisions on which to build a meaningful classification of 

these dialects. All of the classifications described above can provide multiple examples 

of this, some of which will be discussed in this section. 



Anna WESTERBERG 

 
 

 

 
 

228 

The concept of norrländska mål (North Swedish dialects) was given a very wide 

definition in the classifications of Lundell and Noreen, much wider than what is usual 

today. Apparently, this is because some of the linguistic features considered typical of 

these dialects actually reach well beyond the south border of the geographic area 

called Norrland (Map 7). One of the clearest examples of this is the medial 

palatalization in word forms like bäcken ‘the brook’, by which [bɛkːɛn] becomes 

[bɛtʃːɛn]. Although the isogloss of this feature goes right across the middle of Svealand, 

not far north of Uppsala, it’s traditionally called norrländsk förmjukning (‘Norrland 

softening’). This feature also occurs in the Swedish dialects of Finland (and Estonia), 

which partly explains why Lundell and Noreen classified them primarily as North 

Swedish or North Scandinavian dialects. 

 
Map 7. The principal parts of Sweden (Creative Commons, credit to Lapplänning) 
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Another characteristic of the northern dialects is a phenomenon called vowel 

balance, meaning that ending vowels are treated differently depending on whether 

the root syllable of the word was historically long or short. Vowel balance is indeed a 

prominent feature of the Norrland dialects, but it’s equally striking in the northern 

parts of the province of Dalarna (Dalecarlia), which is situated in north-west Svealand 

(see Map 7). Moreover, it also occurs in some of the Swedish dialects of Finland (and 

Estonia). While Lundell and Noreen classified the dialects of northern Dalarna as North 

Swedish, Wessén presented them as a strongly deviating subdivision of Central 

Swedish (see also section 2.3.2). 

Unlike Lundell and Noreen, Wessén classified the Swedish dialects of Finland and 

Estonia as East Swedish in the first place. Although they do have many features in 

common with the dialects of northern Sweden, he chose to highlight the 

characteristics that make them stand out. One well-known example is that the lexical 

contrast between tone accent 1 and tone accent 2, so typical of most Swedish and 

Norwegian dialects, is almost totally absent in the East Swedish dialects, due to 

centuries of language contact with Finnish and Estonian. 

As we have seen, the significance of some of the major isoglosses within the 

Swedish dialect continuum may be judged very differently, depending on perspective. 
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