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Comparative Variation Analysis

Variation studies is an increasingly popular area in linguistics, becoming
embedded in curriculum design, conferences, and research. However, the
field is at risk of fragmenting into different research communities with dif-
ferent foci. This pioneering book addresses this by establishing a canon of
state-of-the-art quantitative methods to analyze grammatical variation from
a comparative perspective. It explains how to use these methods to investi-
gate large datasets in a responsible fashion, providing a blueprint for applying
techniques from corpus linguistic, variationist, and dialectometric traditions
in novel ways. It specifically explores the scope and limits of syntactic varia-
bility in a global language such as English, and investigates three grammatical
alternations in nine varieties of English, exploring what we can learn about
the grammatical choices that people make based on both observational and
experimental data. Comprehensive yet accessible, it will be of interest to aca-
demic researchers and students of sociolinguistics, corpus linguistics, and
World Englishes.

B E N E D I K T S Z M R E C S A N Y I is Professor of Linguistics at KU Leuven.
His research interests include language variation and its interfaces with
typology, geolinguistics, complexity theory, and psycholinguistics.

J A S O N G R A F M I L L E R is Assistant Professor of Corpus-Based Sociolin-
guistics at the University of Birmingham. His research involves the appli-
cation of various quantitative techniques to examine the forces shaping how
language varies across regions, styles, and time.
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Studies in Language Variation and Change is dedicated to studies of system-
atic and inherent variation in language, including contemporary or historical
sources. It is concerned with the impact of society, geography and culture in
so far as they intersect with the structures and processes of language. Stud-

ies in Language Variation and Change is firmly situated in the variationist
sociolinguistic enterprise with its roots in historical linguistics, dialectol-
ogy, anthropology and importantly in the advancing quantitative methods of
the field. The series concentrates on book length syntheses of research that
engages with the details of linguistic structure in actual speech production
and processing (or writing). It emphasizes replicability of findings, consistent
reporting and building critical and substantive explanations out of empirical
foundations.
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Series Editor’s Preface

As Language Variation and Change scholarship has expanded beyond variable-
by-variable analyses and North America, the scholars of the field have begun to
broaden their academic relationships as well. I got to know Benedikt Szmrec-
sanyi through a collaborative research project funded by the National Science
Foundation in the USA:

Bresnan, Joan. 2010–2014. The Development of Syntactic Alternations.
Research project funded by the National Science Foundation (NSF). BCS-
1025602. With collaborators Ford, Marilyn, Hay, Jen, Rosenbach, Anette,
Szmrecsanyi, Benedikt, and Tagliamonte, Sali A.

The project brought together multiple data sets with a plan to build parallel
corpora in order to conduct a unified analysis of two well-studied syntactic
variables, the dative and genitive alternation. What a great plan, right? It was a
veritable epic journey, not only in expanding studies of variation and change,
but also in setting the stage for combining data sets, advancing statistical mod-
elling, and importantly, establishing best practice for a multiparty collaborative
enterprise. While the grandiose aims of the project were to refine the variable
contexts in consultation with other members of the team, we spent most of
our time in deep discussion about which was the best way to code contexts of
variation and analyze them “properly.” Everyone had their own backgrounds,
training and predilections and we all had our own vocabulary. Looking back,
I wish we had recorded our meetings and discussions. They would have been
a gold mine for studying how academic disciplines operate in practice; data,
coding, analysis, but oh, so many different ways of doing things and an insight-
ful journey into how different people come to an understanding of each other’s
point of view. During the same time frame statistical methods were changing
quickly as mixed-effects models and new tools for analysis were introduced.
This required us to adjust the analytic models and rework the statistical model-
ing techniques. One of Joan’s Ph.D. students at the time was Jason Grafmiller,
who was instrumental in conducting the analyses of the big, amalgamated data
set that was eventually published in Glossa.

xiii

www.cambridge.org/9781108491563
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-108-49156-3 — Comparative Variation Analysis
Benedikt Szmrecsanyi , Jason Grafmiller
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

xiv Series Editor’s Preface

Szmrecsanyi, Benedikt, Grafmiller, Jason, Bresnan, Joan, Rosenbach, Anette,
Tagliamonte, Sali A. and Todd, Simon. 2017. Spoken Syntax in a Compara-

tive Perspective: The Dative and Genitive Alternation in Varieties of English.

Glossa. 861–27.

This backstory gives you the history from which developed the authorship team
of Benedikt Szmrecsanyi and Jason Grafmiller. They were uniquely poised to
take variationist work to a new level, not only across corpora and with cutting-
edge methods, but also with established experience in functional collaboration.

In this book, Benedikt and Jason have taken variationist work to the next level,
extending the comparative endeavour to a global perspective, analyzing nine
varieties of English from two compendia of data, the International Corpus
of English (ICE) and the Global Corpus of Web-based English (GloWbE) –
parallel, balanced corpora of the standard national varieties of each country,
including both spoken and written registers. As Benedikt and Jason started
presenting their work at conferences, I was consistently impressed with their
methods, techniques and the importance of the findings arising from their
studies.

On July 9–10, 2018, some of the original Bresnan-lead team and a few others
met for a reunion workshop at Annette Rosenbach’s beautiful farm Tana-

gra in McGregor, Western Cape, in South Africa. After yet another superb
presentation of results about their research in a talk entitled “Measuring Var-
iable Grammars,” I suggested to Benedikt and Jason that it was time to
pull together their joint work in a single monograph to consolidate the new
direction of comparative studies and advanced statistical techniques they had
pioneered. Among their new techniques they had developed was a Variation
Based Distance and Similarity Modelling (VADIS) method which quantifies
the similarity between and coherence across datasets as a function of the corre-
spondence in their patterns of choice between competing variants of a variable.
In December 2018, Jason came to Toronto to teach me how to use the VADIS
method. One cannot have too many tools with which to probe data!

Comparative Variation Analysis: Syntactic Variation in World Englishes

explores the stability and plasticity of probabilistic grammar(s) across (stand-
ard) varieties of English around the globe in three syntactic alternations: the
genitive, dative, and particle placement alternations. In keeping with the mis-
sion statement of the series, Studies in Language Variation and Change, the
book advances the field in several ways. First, it applies rigorous quantitative
methods, not only using the standard methods of the field but augmenting
the “sociolinguistic toolkit” to include new visualization methods. Second,
it brings into the field a new level of cross-variety comparison, extending
the comparative sociolinguistic enterprise to incorporate new methods (e.g.
VADIS). Third, it advances the techniques brought to bear on cross-linguistic
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Series Editor’s Preface xv

analysis by using experimental methods. Szmrecsanyi and Grafmiller adhere
to quantitative procedures meeting the standards of replicability, consistent
reporting, and the embedding of research findings in sociolinguistic theory.
Their efforts to develop and employ multiple “lines of evidence,” corpus,
dialectal and experimental, to arrive at a fulsome explanation lends greater
validity to the eventual explanations they propose.

As the chapters in Benedikt and Jason’s book build from the introduction,
to the variables, to the methods, the reader will notice they are entering new
and exciting territory for variationist studies. Benedikt and Jason step beyond
alternation-by-alternation analyses (Chapter 5), which is itself cutting-edge,
into analyses of distance, similarity, and coherence (Chapter 6), where the
reader will learn the VADIS method. But that is not all; Chapter 7 demonstrates
experimental corroboration of corpus predictions that tap the grammatical
knowledge of participants’ preferences. In the final chapter, “Where Are We
Now, and Where to Next?” Benedikt and Jason pull together all the evidence
and synthesize it insightfully, pointing analysts to “the road ahead.” They pro-
pose two explanations for the prevalence of probabilistic grammar universals:
1) shared histories, the “common ancestry” of the varieties under investiga-
tion, and 2) shared humanity, “the influence of theoretically universal biases in
production and comprehension that influence language structure.”

By the end of the book, Benedikt and Jason have taken readers on an adventure
in language variation, deep into the largest corpora in the world, using the most
cutting-edge methods and they have sorted out – I would judge – to be among
the most complex set of findings ever. Now, there is an apocryphal story, passed
down to me from late-night conversations with colleagues and students, that
when faced with inscrutable findings, Benedikt’s advice and modus operandi
is to partake in a glass of wine and deeply ponder the patterns. Whether this
is true or not, the fact that Benedikt and Jason have been able to concisely
and incisively interpret their complex and multi-faceted results (i.e. see the
forest in the trees) is testimony to their scholarship and deep understanding
of human language. The intricate design in World Englishes has sorted itself
into a comprehensive understanding at a new level that that will leave readers
equipped for advancing their own studies in the future.

Sali A. Tagliamonte
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Data Availability Statement

The data we report on in this study were compiled from two corpora: the
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