Syntactic weight and the dative alternation in 20th century British
and American English

The dative alternation (/ gave Mary the book vs. | gave the book to Mary) has
received a lot of scholarly attention recently (see Bresnan et al. 2007, Bresnan and
Nikitina 2009, and Grimm and Bresnan 2009). Grimm and Bresnan (2009) were the
first to use a parsed version of the Brown-family of corpora (covering printed
American and British English in the 1960s and 1990s). With their focus on the
parameters weight, thematicity, pronominality and persistence, they illustrate the
relative influence of each parameter by using a logistic regression analysis.

Building on Grimm and Bresnan (2009), my study adds another data point (the
1930s) in the form of B-Brown and B-LOB, thus allowing for an extensive analysis of
diachronic, regional and register variation in 20th—century British and American
English. The corpora are parsed with a dependency parser and the relevant variable
constructions are extracted in a largely corpus-driven approach. In this paper, |
concentrate on syntactic weight as one determining factor. Hence, my study adds to
previous research on syntactic alternations, focusing on syntactic weight and the
dative construction.

References

Bresnan, Joan, Anna Cueni, Tatiana Nikitina, and Harald Baayen. 2007. Predicting
the dative alternation. In: G. Boume, |. Kraemer, and J. Zwarts (eds.). Cognitive
Foundations of Interpretation. Amsterdam: Royal Netherlands Academy of
Science, 69-94.

Bresnan, Joan and Tatiana Nikitina. 2009. The Gradience of the Dative Alternation.
In: Linda Uyechi and Lian-Hee Wee (eds.). Reality Exploration and Discovery:
Pattern Interaction in Language and Life. Stanford: CSLI Publications, 1-23.

Grimm, Scott and Joan Bresnan. 2009. Spatiotemporal variation in the dative
alternation: A study of four corpora of British and American English. Paper
presented at the 3rd international conference on Grammar and Corpora,
Mannheim, 22-24 September 2009.



