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Quantifying Lexical Variation:  
A Corpus-Based Analysis of Semasiological Divergence in Dutch. 

 
Although lexical differences are a key aspect of Language Variation, they are notoriously 
difficult to study as a sociolinguistic variable. However, Geeraerts (2009) shows that is 
possible to study lexical variation from a variationist perspective. Based on his framework, we 
can classify lexical variation studies along four dimensions: (1) their semantic perspective 
(semasiological vs. onomasiological), (2) their specificity (lexicon-wide overviews vs. 
specific case studies), (3) their sociological scale (large vs. small communities),  and (4) their 
methodology (corpus vs. survey based). In this paper, we combine the first mentioned values 
on these dimensions and focus on one specific type of lexical variation study. More 
specifically, we illustrate how a corpus-based statistical analysis can provide a general 
overview of the variation in word meaning (semasiological perspective) between the standard 
varieties of a single language. To that end, we introduce so-called distributional models of 
lexical semantics that were originally developed in Computational Linguistics and that allow 
for a large scale analysis of meaning differences on the basis of corpus data. As a case study, 
we quantify the over-all divergence in word meaning between Belgian and Netherlandic 
Dutch. 

Distributional models of lexical semantics (also known as vector spaces or word space 
models) try to capture the meaning of a word on the basis of the contexts in which it appears. 
The models record the frequencies of the context words that co-occur together with a set of  
target words under investigation. Target words that occur in similar contexts are then taken to 
be semantically similar. For instance, the semantic similarity between stroke and caress can 
be derived from the fact that they both often co-occur with words like lovingly, hand, or cat. 
Peirsman et al.(2010) extended this type of models to compare words across different 
varieties of the same language and find semantic equivalents. In this paper, we further 
develop this approach by analysing for a large set of words whether their contextual usage is 
the same in two varieties (i.e. they are semantically equivalent) or whether they show a 
difference in usage and meaning. This allows us to get a general, quantitative picture of the 
semasiological divergence between two language varieties. 

As a case study we will look at a sample of 10.000 nouns, adjectives and verbs in a large; 
register-controlled corpus of Netherlandic and Belgian Dutch (1.5G words of newspaper text). 
For all words, we calculate the similarity between their Belgian and Netherlandic usage with a 
distributional model. Results show that meaning divergence for verbs is minimal, but 
considerably larger with adjectives and nouns. We also zoom in on a few specific cases and 
show how the distributional models allow to identify the diverging contexts and help to pin-
point the different meanings a word has in the two varieties. 
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