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My son Jakob, who turns 4 this Sunday, 
captured making eths on my computer. Like 
most here, it has an Icelandic keyboard.





  

ICELANDAIR INFLIGHT MAGAZINE

"Reduced" written Icelandic, here with the "broddstafir" (vowels with 
acute accents) are preserved. The article reviews recent Icelandic films. 

Here the goal seems to be not to disturb the cognitive tranquility of 
paying foreign visitors by forcing strange graphic forms onto them.

Þ > TH Þorsteinn > Thorsteinn, Þórsson > Thórsson
Ð > D Guðmundsson > Gudmundsson, Guðnason > Guðnason,

Guðjónsdóttir > Gudjónsdóttir
Æ > AE Snær > Snaer 



  

GOOD NEWS: book search engines have got their reduction algorithms mostly coordinated.





 





  

Some phones can create and display Þ and Ð; some can only display; 
some can do neither. Æ, used in other languages, is more robustly 

supported. Many people don't take any chances and make a point of 
writing all SMSs in "reduced" Icelandic. These messages show Ð > D 
and Þ > T. In both messages, acute accents and umlauts over vowels 
are also reduced. The right-side message includes an unreduced Æ. 

DOMESTIC TEXT MESSAGES





  

TOP 50 FIRST NAMES FOR ALL 
LIVING FEMALE ICELANDERS 
1.1.2010 – THOSE WITH Ð Þ Æ

TOP 50 FIRST NAMES FOR FEMALE 
ICELANDERS BORN IN 2009 –  
THOSE WITH Ð Þ Æ

Rank Name n % Rank Name n %

1 Guðrún 5.053 3,20 15 Guðrún 24 0,97

3 Sigríður 3.693 2,34 29 Ragnheiður 18 0,73

14 Ragnheiður 1.332 0,84 42 Auður 13 0,53

15 Guðbjörg 1.316 0,83 42 Þórdís 13 0,53

19 Guðný 1.217 0,77

26 Auður 1.064 0,67

28 Þórunn 1.044 0,66

33 Þóra 991 0,63

41 Þórdís  846 0,54

46 Valgerður 751 0,48

47 Guðlaug 744 0,47 Source: Hagstofa Íslands, hagstofa.is



  

TOP 50 FIRST NAMES FOR ALL 
LIVING MALE ICELANDERS 
1.1.2010 – THOSE WITH Ð Þ Æ

TOP 50 FIRST NAMES FOR MALE 
ICELANDERS BORN IN 2009 –  
THOSE WITH Ð Þ Æ

Rank Name n % Rank Name n %

2 Sigurður 4385 2.74 4 Sigurður 36 1,41

3 Guðmundur 4137 2.59 11 Guðmundur 29 1,13

21 Þorsteinn 1.245 0,78 35 Davíð 15 0,59

23 Guðjón 1.184 0,74

28 Davíð 1.001 0,63

42 Friðrik 782 0,49

43 Þórður 781 0,49

45 Hörður 773 0,48 Source: Hagstofa Íslands, hagstofa.is



  

Borrowing the term "diglossia" to describe the 
avoidance of Ð, Þ, and Æ

Charles Ferguson's classic definition of diglossia 
from Word 15 (1959): 325-340:

H and L are closely related languages or varieties of 
a language (Ferguson was thinking of spoken 
language, but this can easily be applied to writing)

H has higher prestige, is used in formal situations, is 
considered "standard" (e.g. "proper" use of Ð and Þ)

L has lower prestige, is used less formally, is 
considered "wrong," but is actually just as able to 
express meaning as H (e.g. Ð>D, Þ>T/TH, Æ>AE)



  

The two "dialects" of reduced Icelandic:
Þ > T and Þ > TH

In SMSs, the T dialect is definitely prevalent. In some other 
contexts TH is preferred. Some people have strong preferences.

One of my informants for this talk was a young man named 
Þorsteinn. His e-mail address is thorsteinn@somewhere.net. He 
says that when he tells Icelanders his e-mail address verbally, 
people say "is that with a TH?" and he has to confirm that yes, it 
is. He feels that Þ > T is the default, assumed reduction, while Þ > 
TH is an exception to the rule for which people need reassurance. 
He prefers to be known as Thorsteinn and not Torsteinn in writing 
and says he would avoid the written form Torsteinn. Among friends 
and family, he goes by either of two nicknames he has, neither of 
which includes any special Icelandic characters. 

Note that Icelanders do not reduce Ð to DH. One does see 
foreigners doing this, though. Examples are in geographical data 
and in Drupal's keyword reduction algorithm.



  

TWO VISIONS OF THE FUTURE

The pessimistic vision

Look at all the grief that these 
letters cause. Maybe we can 
even get rid of them. Looking 
into the history of Ð in par-
ticular shows how our world 
could have been otherwise – 
Ð-free – and better so. Ð is in 
complementary distribution 
with D and we don't need it. 
We can replace Þ with TH. 
With globalization processes at 
work in the world of commu-
nication, unusual graphic 
coordination norms are under 
pressure and it's natural if they 
disappear. (An example of this 
viewpoint: Anton Kaldal 
Ágústsson's senior thesis at 
LHÍ.)

The optimistic vision

The battle for character set equality is not 
finished and can still be won. We need 
increased Unicode penetration (not just ISO 
8859-1) so that Ð, Þ and Æ can be used on an 
equal footing with other characters in all kinds 
of computer and mobile operating systems. If 
the lack of Unicode support in PHP is resolved, 
that will ripple through many other contexts. 
Surely we can put an end to SMS discrimi-
nation against multibyte characters and poor 
disclosure of the extra costs that result. We 
can easily educate Icelanders better about 
how to avoid using "reduced" spelling. Overall, 
there is every reason to preserve unusual 
coordination norms; they make the world more 
interesting, it is a matter of fairness to those 
who use them, and supporting them is not so 
costly -- it just takes diligence and 
consideration.


	Slide 1
	Slide 2
	Slide 3
	Slide 4
	Slide 5
	Slide 6
	Slide 7
	Slide 8
	Slide 9
	Slide 10
	Slide 11
	Slide 12
	Slide 13
	Slide 14
	Slide 15

