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We report on an ongoing project that combines the variationist methodology (Labov 1982) and the 

Probabilistic Grammar framework  (Bresnan 2007) to study syntactic variation within and across nine 

varieties of English from around the world: British, New Zealand, Canadian, Irish, Indian, 

Singaporean, Hong Kong, Philippines, and Jamaican English. Our main interest lies with the extent to 

which language users’ grammatical knowledge differs across these speech communities. The project 

is thus situated at the crossroads of variationist linguistics, usage-based theoretical linguistics, 

cognitive linguistics, and dialectology. We specifically investigate variable effects of the conditioning 

factors that constrain syntactic variation in naturalistic corpus data. Such conditioning factors, e.g. 

the tendency for longer constituents to follow shorter ones, can be seen as stochastic generalizations 

about language usage that form part of speakers’ linguistic knowledge. Our case study is concerned 

with the English dative alternation (John gives Mary a rose versus John gives a rose to Mary). Based 

on richly annotated datasets, we find that the direction of the influence of individual factors is largely 

consistent across all nine varieties. For example, wherever we look in our data, longer constituents 

tend to follow shorter ones. That being said, there seem to be interesting quantitative differences 

with regard to the effect size of the constraints on variation. For example, in the dative alternation, 

pronominality of the recipient has a stronger effect in Indian and Canadian English than in all other 

varieties. We argue that such subtle quantitative differences are indicative of PROBABILISTIC (or: 

CONGNITIVE) INDIGENIZATION, which we define as the process whereby stochastic patterns of internal 

linguistic variation are reshaped, via experience-based learning, in speakers of post-colonial varieties 

(see Szmrecsanyi et al. 2016). Crucially, the notion of probabilistic indigenization is compatible with a 

probabilistic model of linguistic knowledge which is shaped both by general, higher-level cognitive 

factors as well as by surface level, community-specific usage norms. In other words, our data 

highlight the dual nature of language and language variation as both a psychological phenomenon 

and a social phenomenon that is sensitive to context (Geeraerts 2010), including the cultural and 

regional setting. 
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