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Gradience in German grammar and the feature hierarchy
 – A usage-based account

The „Hierarchy of features and ergativity“ has been established in order to describe case 
splits  in  languages  that  display  ergativity  in  a  part  of  their  grammar.  It  is  an 
implicational hierarchy that can be used to predict the case marking pattern (ergative or 
accusative) that will be found with the respective type of NP in a given language.
The ordering of the positions on the hierarchy is generally explained with respect to 
crosslinguistic  tendencies  concerning  the  argument  positions  in  transitive  sentences: 
Nominals from the top of the hierarchy tend to occur as “agents”, while those from the 
bottom  of  the  hierarchy  rather  occur  as  “patients”.  In  most  constructions  across 
languages, nominals from the top of the hierarchy tend to be the “privileged syntactic 
argument” (the grammatical “subject”) (Van Valin and LaPolla 1997).

The Hierarchy of features and ergativity (Silverstein 1976); simplified depiction 
after Dixon (1994)

1st person (speaker) +definite/referential/specific
2nd person (addressee) Highest probability of accusative marking
3rd (pronoun)/demonstrative Lowest probability of ergative marking
name, kin term
human being
animate -definite/referential/specific
inanimate Lowest probability of accusative marking
abstract Highest probability of ergative marking

The hierarchy can also be used to describe gradience phenomena in non-ergative 
languages.For  German  case  marking,  word  order  with  ditransitives  and  passive 
formation, it can be shown that pronouns are treated differently from nouns, in terms of 
grammar and/or statistics. As for case marking, there is an accusative marker for 1st and 
2nd person pronouns and masculine singular 3rd person pronouns, demonstratives and 
articles.  Furthermore,  one  out  of  ten  declension  classes  for  nouns  has  distinctive 
marking for nominative and accusative in the singular. Most members of this masculine 
class are expressions for human beings and higher animals. This hierarchy-relevant fact 
is  a  result  of  changes  in  declension  class-membership  that  took  place  around  the 
transition  from  Middle  High  German  to  New  High  German:  Almost  only  the 
aforementioned kinds of nouns were left in the class. Accordingly, there seems to be 
another split with respect to the gender distinction, and, furthermore, there seems to be a 
semantic correlation between gender and animacy in that for common nouns, the feature 
cluster [masculine+animate/human] is decisive for the stability of the membership in the 
accusative-marking declension class.

In  the  paper,  it  will  be  argued  that  there  is  a  motivation  for  the  grammatical 
treatment of pronouns in terms of topicworthiness due to presupposition in discourse. 
The motivation for  the  changes  in  declension  class  membership can  be seen in  the 
effects of frequency of usage. Thus, the hierarchy as a whole can be regarded as an 
index for the correlation between discourse and grammar.



References
Aissen, J. (2003): Differential object marking: Iconicity vs. economy. Natural language and linguistic  

theory 17. 673-711.
Becker, T. (1994): Die Erklärung von Sprachwandel durch Sprachverwendung am Beispiel der deutschen 

Substantivflexion. In: Köpcke, K.-M. (ed.): Funktionale Untersuchungen zur deutschen Nominal-  
und Verbalmorphologie. Tübingen: Niemeyer, 45-63.

Bresnan, J., A. Cueni, T. Nikitina, and H. Baayen (2007): Predicting the Dative Alternation.In G. Boume, 
I. Kraemer, and J. Zwarts (ed.): Cognitive Foundations of Interpretation. Amsterdam: Royal 
Netherlands Academy of Science, 69-94.

Comrie, B. (1981): Language universals and linguistic typology: Syntax and morphology. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press.

Dahl, Östen (2008): Animacy and egophoricity: Grammar, ontology and phylogeny. In Lingua 118, 
141-150.

Diedrichsen, E. (2006): Ergativität und Diskurs. Berlin: LIT.
Diedrichsen, E. (in press): The grammaticalization of the bekommen-passive in an RRGperspective. To 

appear in: Kailuweit, R., R. Matasoviæ and B. Wiemer (eds.): New applications of Role & Reference 
Grammar: Diachrony, grammaticalization, Romance languages. Cambridge: Cambridge Scholar 
Press.

Dixon, R.M.W. (1994): Ergativity. Cambridge: CUP.
Du Bois, J. W. (1987): The Discourse Basis of Ergativity. Language 63:4, 805-855.
Eisenberg, P. (2000): Das vierte Genus? Über die natürliche Kategorisation der deutschen Substantive. In: 

Bittner, A., D. Bittner und K.-M. Köpcke (Hgg.): Angemessene Strukturen: Systemorganisation in 
Phonologie, Morphologie und Syntax. Hildesheim: Olms, S. 91-105.

Köpcke, K.-M. und D. Zubin (1996): Prinzipien für die Genuszuweisung im Deutschen. In: Lang, E. and 
G. Zifonun (Hgg.): Deutsch – typologisch. Berlin/New York: De Gruyter, 473-491.

Silverstein, M. (1976): Hierarchy of features and ergativity. R.M.W. Dixon (ed.):
Grammatical categories in Australian languages. Canberra: Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies, 

New Jersey: Humanities Press, 112-171.
Silverstein, M. (1981): Case marking and the nature of language. Australian Journal of Linguistics 1,  

227-244.
Silverstein, M. (1986): Noun phrase Categorial Markedness and syntactic parametricization. In Choi, S. et 

al.: Proceedings of the Eastern States Conference on Linguistics, October, 1985 at SUNY Buffalo. 
Columbus, Ohio: Ohio State University, 337-61.

Silverstein, M. (1993): Of Nominatives and datives: Universal Grammar from the bottom up. In: Van 
Valin, R. D. (ed.): Advances in Role and Reference Grammar. Amsterdam/Philadelphia: Benjamins, 
465-498.

Van Valin, R. D., Jr. and R. J. LaPolla (1997): Syntax: Structure, meaning and function. Cambridge: CUP.


