Probabilistic variation in a comparative perspective: the grammar of varieties of English

We report on an ongoing project that applies the Probabilistic Grammar framework (e.g. Bresnan
2007) to variation within and across a range of dialects and varieties of English. Through state-
of-the-art quantitative analyses of syntactic alternations in corpus data plus supplementary rating
task experiments, the project seeks to explore the extent to which language users' grammatical
knowledge differs across dialects and varieties of English. In treating variation as a "core
explanandum" (Adger and Trousdale 2007, 274) of linguistic theory, the project contributes to
the development of usage-based theoretical linguistics by adopting a variational and large-scale
comparative perspective.

On the methodological plane, the project explores variability in the hidden — though
cognitively 'real' — probabilistic constraints that fuel variation within and across speech
communities. Such constraints, e.g. the tendency to place long constituents after short
constituents (Wasow and Arnold 2003), are not necessarily tied to surface material but to subtle
stochastic generalizations about language usage, which — according to experimental evidence
(Bresnan and Ford 2010) — language users implicitly know about. Thus, rather than simply
describing probabilistic variation in corpus data, the project aims to illuminate aspects of the
linguistic knowledge that language users with different dialect backgrounds implicitly command.
This objective is accomplished by investigating the probabilistic effects of various constraints on
linguistic choice-making as a function of regional variety

The case study which we present to highlight the descriptive and theoretical benefits of
the approach explores three patterns of syntactic variation in English that are sensitive to a range
of constraints: the genitive alternation (the president’s speech versus the speech of the president),
the dative alternation (Tom sent Mary a letter versus Tom sent a letter to Mary), and particle
placement (Tom looked the word up versus Tom looked up the word). These alternations we
study in three regional varieties of English covered in the International Corpus of English:
British English (Europe), Indian English (Asia), and Canadian English (North America). Using
advanced statistical methods, such as mixed-effects logistic regression modeling and conditional
random forest analysis, we will be specifically interested in (1) the extent to which we see a core
grammar that is explanatory across different varieties, (2) the degree to which individual
probabilistic constraints are stable as opposed to malleable, and (3) the degree to which the
alternations under study exhibit cross-constructional parallelisms.
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