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This chapter introduces the reader to lectometry, the quantifiable degree of dissimilarity
between lects. A lect is defined as any level of variety of the human language, including
what are commonly referred to as “dialects” or “languages”, as well as many other levels, such
as sociolects, idiolects, situolects, doculects, and so on. Dissimilarity can be defined in many
ways, namely in the domains of phonology, semantics, syntax, vocabulary, genealogy, register,
and so on.

The term “lectometry” was coined by Ruette (2012) and further used by a number of pa-
pers (Ruette et al. 2011; Geeraerts 2018; Plevoets 2020, e.g.), defined as “measur[ing] distances
between lects, where lects are defined as language varieties that differ along any of various
dimensions, such as dialects and regiolects” (Rosseel et al. 2020, p. 132). However, the first
authors tended to distinguish “lects” from “languages” and reserve the term “lectometry” to
distance between dialectal or sub-dialectal varieties.

Here we expand the term (without contradicting the original definition) by interpreting
“lects” as including not only dialects, regiolects, and sociolects but literally any level of vari-
ation, namely those that are commonly referred to as “languages” or even “macrolanguages”.
We highlight that this is not a redefinition of the term but only a logical corollary to the fact
that there is no consistently defined boundary between what is called a “dialect” and a “lan-
guage”, as this dichotomy is a modern European social construct (Van Rooy 2020), and that
even the difference between unrelated “languages” can be seen as a variation of the human
language (or the human linguistic capacity).

The novelty of this monograph lies not in merely expanding the scope of the term lec-
tometry, but rather finding a common ground between the two fields of dialectology and
quantitative typology. Dialectology commonly employs various methods of dialectometry
(Nerbonne and W. Heeringa 1997; W. J. Heeringa 2004, e.g.). Quantitative typology, on the
other hand, also commonly involves comparing different “languages” at a numerical scale,
which often results in quantified levels of difference, i.e. distance (Szeto and Yurayong 2021;
Joo and Hsu ahead of print, e.g.). Logically, if there is no consistent boundary between “lan-
guages” and “dialects”, there should also not be a strict barrier between dialectometry of dialec-
tology and “language-metry” of quantitative typology (although, of course, different metrics
may be used depending on how genealogically close two varieties are). Thus there is the need
to relabel the two fields as one and revisit it within a common frame.

The chapter concludes by summarizing the following chapters, which will be done after
their first drafts are written.
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