
Measuring Syntactic Distances Between Dialects:
A Web Application for Annotating Dialectal

Data

Emanuele Di Buccio, Giorgio Maria Di Nunzio, and Gianmaria Silvello

Dept. of Information Engineering – University of Padua
[dibuccio,dinunzio,silvello]@dei.unipd.it

Abstract. Research in dialectal variation allows linguists to understand
the fundamental principles underlying language systems and grammat-
ical changes in time and space. Since different dialectal variants do not
occur randomly on the territory and geographical patterns of variation
are recognizable for an individual syntactic form, we believe that a sys-
tematic approach for studying this variations is required. In this paper,
we present a Web application for annotating dialectal data, in particular
with the aim of measuring the degree of syntactic differences between
dialects.

1 Motivation and Background

Syntactic comparison across languages is essential in the research field of linguis-
tics. In fact, the study of closely-related varieties has proven to be extremely use-
ful in finding relations between cross-linguistic syntactic differences that might
otherwise appear unrelated, and in analysing the linguistic structures in the task
of historical reconstruction [7, 6]. More precisely, syntactic variation studies the
ways in which linguistic elements, i.e. words and clitics, are put together to form
constituents, that are phrases or clauses. In this context, the analyses of dialec-
tal variation patterns may result in more fine-grained linguistic theories, and
empirical dialect data may also help improve the validation process of linguis-
tic theories. Therefore, dialectal variation research may contribute to a better
understanding of the inner workings of the human language system [9]. Differ-
ent dialectal variants do not occur randomly on the territory and geographical
patterns of variation are recognizable for an individual syntactic form. In other
words, the geographical distribution of an individual syntactic phenomenon is
often geographically coherent to a certain extent. This indicates that there might
be a relationship between syntactic variation and geographical distance. How-
ever, when several distribution patterns of syntactic phenomena are combined
for joint analysis, the interpretation of geographical distributions is less clear [9].

This paper builds on previous work by the authors [2, 3, 5, 4] and present
an extension of the Web application for annotating dialectal data in Synctactic
Atlas of Italy (ASIt), which allows linguists to build a meaningful linguistic
context and annotate documents with tags.



2 A Web Application for Tagging Dialectal Data

Following the work of [8], the term variable (tag) is central to this work. Generally
speaking, a variable may be defined as a linguistic unit in which two language
varieties can vary. We define a syntactic variable as a form or word order in a
syntactic context where two dialects may differ. Several types of variables can be
distinguished; for instance, they can be distinguished according to the linguistic
unit to which they refer. The ASIt [1] tag set was defined to support the study
on Italian dialects; it includes two different types of tags to capture word-level
and sentence-level phenomena. Another example is the set of 192 features made
available by The World Atlas of Language Structures (WALS)1 in which each
feature describes one aspect of cross-linguistic diversity.

The main linguistic idea behind this work is built on the concept of “clitic
clusters” which happens when more than one clitic shows up within a single
clause. One very interesting fact about clitic clusters is that the order in which
they are in a cluster appears to be random; that is, it is not normally the same
order as the corresponding order of full noun phrases, and there is what appears
to be random variation between languages as to which ordering restrictions they
impose. For example, a third person dative clitic must follow a third person
accusative clitic in French, whereas the order must be the other way around in
Italian, Spanish and Romanian. 2 For example, the sentence “Martine sends it
to him” is translated in:

– Martine le lui envoie (French) (accusative-dative)
– Martina glielo spedisce (Italian) (dative-accusative)
– Martina i-l trimite (Romanian) (dative-accusative)

A first person dative clitic, however, must precede a third person accusative clitic
in French (as in the other Romance languages). For example, “Martine sends it
to me” becomes:

– Martine me l’envoie (French) (dative-accusative)

Therefore, we can study each clitic cluster as a separate as a separate space.
Each space forms a context in which some linguistic phenomena should charac-
terise a variety, that is the vectors of varieties that are similar should be closer
in this space.
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