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Personal networks are dynamic and malleable, changing in distance and density throughout our 
lives, as are the frequency or strength of interaction between individuals and the availability of 
forms or features determined by contact between individual speakers and their language 
varieties. In bilingual communities, the complexity of an individual’s network can impact 
language choice (Zentella 1997) and the composition (especially ethnicity) of an individual’s 
social networks has been found to be more explanative of language choice than age or gender 
(Wei 1994). By drawing on an author’s or recipient’s networks, we can reduce the rigidity of 
former linguistic boundaries, and show language “as produced by individual language users, 
embedded in the social context in which these language users operate” (Auer et al. 2015). 
Recreated micro-level networks increase our understanding of features and varieties with 
which authors (and recipients) may have been in contact with and therefore had available to 
them.  

In this presentation, I show the reconstructed personal network of letter writers and 
recipients, with data gathered by content-mining, simultaneously creating a small letter corpus 
and “data-mining” the letter content. Data gathered from outside sources such as genealogy 
sites, U.S. and Wisconsin Census, birth, death and marriage records, death and burial 
information, are used to supplement the expansive reconstruction of these individual networks. 
The Ego, in this case the collector or original recipient of the letters, serves as the default central 
“anchor” of each network (Granovetter 1983; Milroy & Milroy 1992; Scott 1988).  

Data come from nearly 100 letters and documents of the Mueller family, from the 
Reedsburg, Wisconsin area, written between 1877 and 1934. The letters are mainly addressed 
to Katharina Mueller, with more than twenty-five authors from several locations in Lower 
Saxony and southern Wisconsin, with individual letters from Europe and the US. Primary 
analysis is of letters written by Katharina’s three sisters and the woman who describes herself 
as Katharina’s foster mother.  
 
The personal networks of these authors illustrate the following points: 

1. contact of individual varieties/dialects, 
2. interaction between individuals, groups, and varieties, 
3. availability of forms or features. 

 
For example, author M. Sander, Katharina’s “foster mother” writes twenty letters over thirty-
one years. Based on the meta-data of the letters alone, there is one author, one to multiple 
recipients (Liebe Freunde “Dear friends”) per letter, three locations of origin, and three 
destinations of the letters. With the content-mining of the letters, the number of known people 
in the network jumps from three (author, recipient, and recipient’s husband) to 105 individuals, 
and nine neighboring farms. The number of known locations connected to the author and 
recipient jumps from six to forty-four (Figure 1 and 2).  
 
This approach can solve problems related to multiple locations with the same name (Barum, 
Lower Saxony), individual locations with multiple names (Ableman/Rock Springs, 
Wisconsin), and show the strength and density of community and personal connections. The 
network analysis of this small letter corpus increases our knowledge of the expanses over which 
19th century letter writers purveyed information, both geographically and socially.  



Figure 1. Network Overview United States (Southern Wisconsin & Northern Illinois) 

 
Figure 2. Network Overview Europe 
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