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Using corpus data from recent High Alemannic, Swabian, East Franconian and North Saxon dialects – four varieties of the same language (German) – I will demonstrate how systems of differing formal explicitness due to morphological syncretism lead to different strategies in identifying “who does what to whom”. Morphology and syntax (word order) are two important formal means of overtly indicating “who does what to whom”. However, global structural ambiguity due to syncretism or (relatively) free word order requires covert inferences about the exact semantic relations by an interpreter on functional/semantic grounds. Notions like referential scales – among them the “animacy scale” – become relevant in these contexts. Broadening the perspective, I will also indicate historical changes in the balancing of these strategies (using Old High German, Middle High German and Early New High German data) and present neurophysiologic evidence for the neural mechanisms underlying them. Combining synchronic, diachronic and neurolinguistic perspectives makes it possible to shed some light on the traditionally puzzling relationship between the degree of overt morphology, the degree of syntactic (word order) restrictiveness, and the role of covert functional/semantic information in German diasystems and beyond.
In the presentation I will also outline the organization and application possibilities the corpus-linguistic tool (“ReffMech”) we are employing to analyze the relationship between the abovementioned formal and functional/semantic mechanisms in the identification of “who does what to whom”. The comprehensive database was developed in the context of the LOEWE Research Focus “Exploring Fundamental Linguistic Categories” and allows the syntactic and semantic annotation of spoken and written linguistic data from synchronic and diachronic, German and non-German Standard and Nonstandard varieties. Corpora in ReffMech can be segmented and classified on text, sentence, clause, phrase, and word/morpheme levels. The classification system includes voice, syntactic functions, syntactic categories, morphological case, agreement (among others) on the formal side, and Proto-Roles, animacy, causal information, and accessibility (among others) on the functional/semantic side. Importantly, the classification system allows capturing syncretisms and structural ambiguities. This “ReffMech” tool is thus broadly applicable and can easily be passed on to interested researchers.
References:

Bickel, Balthasar (2010): Grammatical relations typology. In: Jung Song, Jae (ed.):  The 
Oxford handbook of language typology. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 399–444.
Bornkessel-Schlesewsky, Ina/Schlesewsky, Matthias (2009a): Processing syntax and 
morphology. A neurocognitive perspective. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Bornkessel-Schlesewsky, Ina/Schlesewsky, Matthias (2009b): The role of prominence 
information in real-time comprehension of transitive constructions. A cross-linguistic 
approach. Language and Linguistics Compass, 3/1, 19–58.

Croft, William (22003): Typology and universals. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Kasper, Simon (2013): Grounding the linking competence in culture and nature. How action 
and perception shape the syntax-semantics relationship. Univ. Marburg Dissertation. 
Marburg. Available at <http://archiv.ub.uni-marburg.de/diss/z2014/0392/pdf/dsk.pdf>.
Panzer, B. (1972): Morphologische Systeme niederdeutscher und niederländischer Dialekte. 
Niederdeutsches Wort, 12, 144-169.

Primus, Beatrice (1999): Cases and Thematic Roles. Tübingen: Niemeyer. 

Schirmunski, V. (1962): Deutsche Mundartkunde. Vergleichende Laut- und Formenlehre der 
deutschen Mundarten. Berlin: Akademie Verlag.

Shrier, M. (1965): Case systems in German dialects. Language, 41, 420–438.

Silverstein, M. (1976): Hierarchy of features and ergativity. In: Dixon, R. M. W. (Hg.): 
Grammatical relations in Australian languages. Canberra: Australian Institute of 
Aboriginal Studies, 112-171.
Talmy, Leonard (2000): Toward a Cognitive Semantics. 2 Vols. Cambridge: MIT Press.
