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Variation in spoken datives and genitives

in Britain, North America and the Pacific

Joint work involving many people.
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Objective: wheeling out the electron microscope

What is the extent to which careful pairwise variety
comparisons can replicate previous findings about probabilistic
differences?
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Introduction
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Syntactic variation in spoken English

(1) a. we sent [the president]recipient [a letter]theme

(the ditransitive dative)
b. we sent [a letter]theme to [the president]recipient

(the prepositional dative)

(2) a. [the president]possessor ’s [speech]possessum
(the s-genitive)

b. [the speech]possessum of [the president]possessor
(the of -genitive)
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Countries/varieties

• Canada (CanE)

• New Zealand (NZE)

• Britain (BrE)

• United States (AmE)
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Dative dataset: sources

(version: January 2015)

• CanE/BrE: materials were collected in the UK and
Canada between 1997 and 2010 according to standard
Sociolinguistic procedures by Sali Tagliamonte
(Tagliamonte 2014)

• AmE: based on data extracted from the Switchboard
Corpus of American English (SWBD) (Bresnan et al.
2007; Bresnan and Ford 2010)

• NZE: data come from the Origins of New Zealand English
corpus (ONZE) (Hay and Bresnan 2006; Bresnan and Hay
2008)
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Genitive dataset: sources

(version: September 2014)

• BrE: based on data extracted from the Freiburg English
Dialect Corpus (FRED) (Szmrecsanyi 2006)

• AmE: based on data extracted from the Switchboard
Corpus of American English (SWBD) (Shih et al. 2015)

• CanE: data collected between 1997 and 2010 according to
standard sociolinguistic procedures by Sali Tagliamonte
(see e.g. Jankowski and Tagliamonte 2014)

• NZE: data come from the Origins of New Zealand English
corpus (ONZE) (Gordon et al. 2007)
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Unitary GLMMs

(analysis conducted in April 2015)

• the usual predictors are all significant in the expected
directions

• cross-variety patterns: reference level ‘CanE’ (most
observations)

• sig. interactions of country with the internal predictors
were fairly minimal in both constructions

• genitives: possessor animacy appears to play a greater
role in genitive choice in CanE than elsewhere

• datives: end weight effects are weaker in CanE than
elsewhere
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Methods & data
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Variable context definitions

• dative alternation: give only, broadly following guidelines
in Bresnan et al. (2007)

• genitive alternation: (mostly?/entirely?) compatible with
the guidelines in Rosenbach (2014)
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Annotation: datives

• SEMANTICS: transfer of possession (e.g. give) vs communication
(e.g. demonstrate) vs abstract (e.g. wish)

• REC.THEME.DIFF: log(recipient length) - log(theme length)
(number of words). Bresnan and Ford (2010) report that using a
relative measure helps reduce collinearity.

• RECIP.PRON: pronoun versus noun

• THEME.PRON: pronoun versus noun

• RECIP.definiteness.NEW: definite versus indefinite

• THEME.definiteness.NEW: definite versus indefinite

• RECIP.ANIMACY: animate versus inanimate

• THEME.ANIMACY: animate versus inanimate

• COUNTRY: US vs UK vs CAN vs NZ

• SPEAKER.pruned, THEME.HEAD.pruned, RECIP.HEAD.pruned
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CRF analysis: dative alternation
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observations

• NZE/AmE fairly similar

• animacy comparatively unimportant in
AmE, BrE, and NZE

• animacy comparatively important in
CanE
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CRF analysis: dative alternation
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Annotation: genitives

• Animacy.of.Por: animate versus inanimate versus collective versus
locative versus temporal

• Definiteness.of.Por: definite versus definite (pronoun) versus
indefinite

• sem rel binary: prototypical versus non-prototypical

• Length.of.Por: number of words, centered

• Length.of.Pum: number of words, centered

• Final.sibilancy: final sibilant present versus absent

• COUNTRY: US vs UK vs CAN vs NZ

• speaker.pruned, Por.head.pruned, Pum.head.pruned
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CRF analysis: genitive alternation
AmE
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• fairly similar in the bird’s eye perspective

• differences wrt the extent to which p’or
length plays a secondary role
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CRF analysis: genitive alternation
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pairwise GLMMs: model fitting procedure

• Zuur et al. (2009)

• ran the full set of model diagnostics, checking residuals
and random effects structure, leverage of certain items,
k-fold cross-validation etc.

• genitives: include in full model interactions suggested by
ctree

• fairly minimal ranef structure: speaker,
recipient/theme/possessor/possessum head noun lemmas;
intercept adjustments only; re-optimization in each
pairwise comparison
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Pairwise comparisons: datives
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Predictions

• Bresnan and Hay (2008): “Non-animate recipients are
more likely to be used in the double object construction in
the NZ than in US spoken data” (252)
failure to replicate

• Wolk et al. (2013): end-weight of themes is a stronger
effect in AmE than in BrE
failure to replicate

• Tagliamonte (2014): no substantial differences between
BrE and CanE
we do find differences
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Model quality measures: datives

N % corr. pred. C κ

CanE/BrE 2126 97.0 0.99 8.5
CanE/NZ 2018 96.9 0.98 7.7
CanE/US 2403 96.3 0.98 10.1
NZ/BrE 1808 97.7 0.99 7.7
NZ/US 2077 97.2 0.99 11.0
BrE/US 2190 96.8 0.99 8.0
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Significant cross-variety differences in regression

CanE/BrE REC.THEME.DIFF (p = .001)
CanE/NZE REC.THEME.DIFF (p = .009)
CanE/AmE nil
NZE/BrE SEMANTICS (p = .02)

RECIP.PRON (p = .02)
THEME.ANIMACY (p = .049)

NZE/AmE SEMANTICS (p = .004)
BrE/AmE nil
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CanE versus BrE: end weight differences
x-axis: standardized length difference centered around zero

y -axis: log odds (predicted outcome: PD)

summary

in BrE, heavy recipients favor PD more
strongly than in CanE

ê end weight stronger in BrE
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CanE versus BrE: end weight differences
x-axis: standardized length difference centered around zero

y -axis: log odds (predicted outcome: PD)

summary

in BrE, heavy recipients favor PD more
strongly than in CanE

ê end weight stronger in BrE
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CanE versus NZE: end weight differences

x-axis: standardized length difference centered around zero

y -axis: p (predicted outcome: PD)

summary

in NZE, comparatively heavy recipients
favor PD more strongly than in CanE

ê end weight stronger in NZE
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CanE versus NZE: end weight differences

x-axis: standardized length difference centered around zero

y -axis: p (predicted outcome: PD)

summary

in NZE, comparatively heavy recipients
favor PD more strongly than in CanE

ê end weight stronger in NZE
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NZE versus BrE: semantics
x-axis: ‘T’: transfer, ‘A’: abstract, ‘C’: communication

y -axis: log odds (predicted outcome: PD)

summary

in BrE, comm tokens favor PD vis-a-vis
transfer; vice versa in NZE

(similar difference in NZE versus AmE)
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NZE versus BrE: semantics
x-axis: ‘T’: transfer, ‘A’: abstract, ‘C’: communication

y -axis: log odds (predicted outcome: PD)

summary

in BrE, comm tokens favor PD vis-a-vis
transfer; vice versa in NZE

(similar difference in NZE versus AmE)
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NZE versus BrE: recipient pronominality
x-axis: ‘P’: pronoun, ‘N’: noun

y -axis: log odds (predicted outcome: PD)

summary

in BrE, nominal recipients have a more
strongly favoring effect, compared to
pronominal recipients, than in NZE



Introduction Methods & data Pairwise comparisons: datives Pairwise comparisons: genitives Synopsis

NZE versus BrE: recipient pronominality
x-axis: ‘P’: pronoun, ‘N’: noun

y -axis: log odds (predicted outcome: PD)

summary

in BrE, nominal recipients have a more
strongly favoring effect, compared to
pronominal recipients, than in NZE
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NZE versus BrE: theme animacy
x-axis: ‘i’: inanimate, ‘a’: animate

y -axis: log odds (predicted outcome: PD)

summary

in BrE, animate themes favor the PD (as
they should); in NZE, no effect.
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NZE versus BrE: theme animacy
x-axis: ‘i’: inanimate, ‘a’: animate

y -axis: log odds (predicted outcome: PD)

summary

in BrE, animate themes favor the PD (as
they should); in NZE, no effect.
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NZE versus AmE: semantics
x-axis: ‘T’: transfer, ‘A’: abstract, ‘C’: communication

y -axis: log odds (predicted outcome: PD)

summary

in AmE, comm tokens favor PD vis-a-vis
transfer; vice versa in NZE

(similar difference in NZE versus BrE)
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NZE versus AmE: semantics
x-axis: ‘T’: transfer, ‘A’: abstract, ‘C’: communication

y -axis: log odds (predicted outcome: PD)

summary

in AmE, comm tokens favor PD vis-a-vis
transfer; vice versa in NZE

(similar difference in NZE versus BrE)
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Interim discussion: datives

• compared to BrE & NZE, end weight weak in CanE

• recipient animacy: stable across the board

• specifically, no recipient animacy difference NZE/AmE
(contra Bresnan and Hay 2008)
note: in the NZE part of the dataset, 42/61 (68%) of inanimate recipients

appear in the ditransitive pattern; in AmE the figure is 135/187 (72%)

• semantics difference NZE/BrE and NZE/AmE: in NZE,
communicative uses of give disfavor the PD
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Pairwise comparisons: genitives
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Predictions

• Rosenbach (2002), Hinrichs and Szmrecsanyi (2007):
animate possessors discourage s-genitive usage less
strongly in AmE than in BrE
(but: mostly written data)
failure to replicate

• Hinrichs and Szmrecsanyi (2007): long possessums favor
s-genitive usage in AmE but not in BrE
(but: written data)
failure to replicate

• Hundt and Szmrecsanyi (2012): animacy is overall a more
important factor for predicting genitive variation in
(earlier, written) NZE than in (earlier, written) BrE
replication successful
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Model quality measures: genitives

N % corr. pred. C κ

CanE/BrE 3652 93.5 0.98 12.4
CanE/NZE 3946 94.9 0.99 13.8
CanE/AmE 3104 93.3 0.98 12.9
NZE/BrE 3616 94.4 0.99 11.1
NZE/AmE 3068 94.6 0.98 8.0
BrE/AmE 2774 92.0 0.98 7.7
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Significant cross-variety differences in regression

CanE/BrE Animacy.of.Por (p < .001), Final.sibilancy (p = 0.09)
CanE/NZE Animacy.of.Por (p = .09), sem rel binary (p < .07)
CanE/AmE Animacy.of.Por (p = .04), Length.of.Pum (p = .03)
NZE/BrE Animacy.of.Por (p = .04), Final.sibilancy (p = .02)
NZE/AmE nil
BrE/AmE nil
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CanE versus BrE: possessor animacy

x-axis: ‘i’ inanimate, ‘a’ animate, ‘c’ collective, ‘l’ locative, ‘t’ temporal

y -axis: p (predicted outcome: s-genitive)

summary

in BrE, the s-genitive-favoring effect of
locative possessors, relative to inanimate

possessors, is weaker than in CanE
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CanE versus BrE: possessor animacy

x-axis: ‘i’ inanimate, ‘a’ animate, ‘c’ collective, ‘l’ locative, ‘t’ temporal

y -axis: p (predicted outcome: s-genitive)

summary

in BrE, the s-genitive-favoring effect of
locative possessors, relative to inanimate

possessors, is weaker than in CanE
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CanE versus BrE: final sibilancy

x-axis: ‘0’ final sibilant absent, ‘1’ final sibilant present

y -axis: p (predicted outcome: s-genitive)

summary

in BrE, the s-genitive-disfavoring effect of
final sibilancy is weaker than in CanE
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CanE versus BrE: final sibilancy

x-axis: ‘0’ final sibilant absent, ‘1’ final sibilant present

y -axis: p (predicted outcome: s-genitive)

summary

in BrE, the s-genitive-disfavoring effect of
final sibilancy is weaker than in CanE
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CanE versus NZE: possessor animacy

x-axis: ‘i’ inanimate, ‘a’ animate, ‘c’ collective, ‘l’ locative, ‘t’ temporal

y -axis: p (predicted outcome: s-genitive)

summary

in NZE, temporal possessors favor the
s-genitive more strongly (relative to
inanimate possessors) than in CanE
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CanE versus NZE: possessor animacy

x-axis: ‘i’ inanimate, ‘a’ animate, ‘c’ collective, ‘l’ locative, ‘t’ temporal

y -axis: p (predicted outcome: s-genitive)

summary

in NZE, temporal possessors favor the
s-genitive more strongly (relative to
inanimate possessors) than in CanE
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CanE versus NZE: semantic relation

x-axis: semantic relation

y -axis: p (predicted outcome: s-genitive)

summary

in NZE, prototypical semantic relations
favor the s-genitive more strongly than in

CanE
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CanE versus NZE: semantic relation

x-axis: semantic relation

y -axis: p (predicted outcome: s-genitive)

summary

in NZE, prototypical semantic relations
favor the s-genitive more strongly than in

CanE
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CanE versus AmE: possessor animacy

x-axis: ‘i’ inanimate, ‘a’ animate, ‘c’ collective, ‘l’ locative, ‘t’ temporal

y -axis: p (predicted outcome: s-genitive)

summary

in AmE, collective possessors favor the
s-genitive more strongly (compared to

inanimate possessors) than in CanE
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CanE versus AmE: possessor animacy

x-axis: ‘i’ inanimate, ‘a’ animate, ‘c’ collective, ‘l’ locative, ‘t’ temporal

y -axis: p (predicted outcome: s-genitive)

summary

in AmE, collective possessors favor the
s-genitive more strongly (compared to

inanimate possessors) than in CanE
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CanE versus AmE: possessum length

x-axis: centered possessum length (in words)

y -axis: p (predicted outcome: s-genitive)

summary

in AmE, the s-genitive-disfavoring (no,
that’s not a typo!) effect of long

possessums is even stronger than in CanE
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CanE versus AmE: possessum length

x-axis: centered possessum length (in words)

y -axis: p (predicted outcome: s-genitive)

summary

in AmE, the s-genitive-disfavoring (no,
that’s not a typo!) effect of long

possessums is even stronger than in CanE
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NZE versus BrE: possessor animacy

x-axis: ‘i’ inanimate, ‘a’ animate, ‘c’ collective, ‘l’ locative, ‘t’ temporal

y -axis: p (predicted outcome: s-genitive)

summary

in BrE, the s-genitive-favoring effect of
animate possessors (compared to inanimate
possessors) is weaker than in NZE (p < .1)
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NZE versus BrE: possessor animacy

x-axis: ‘i’ inanimate, ‘a’ animate, ‘c’ collective, ‘l’ locative, ‘t’ temporal

y -axis: p (predicted outcome: s-genitive)

summary

in BrE, the s-genitive-favoring effect of
animate possessors (compared to inanimate
possessors) is weaker than in NZE (p < .1)
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NZE versus BrE: final sibilancy

x-axis: ‘0’ final sibilant absent, ‘1’ final sibilant present

y -axis: p (predicted outcome: s-genitive)

summary

in BrE, the s-genitive-disfavoring effect of
final sibilancy is weaker than in NZE



Introduction Methods & data Pairwise comparisons: datives Pairwise comparisons: genitives Synopsis

NZE versus BrE: final sibilancy

x-axis: ‘0’ final sibilant absent, ‘1’ final sibilant present

y -axis: p (predicted outcome: s-genitive)

summary

in BrE, the s-genitive-disfavoring effect of
final sibilancy is weaker than in NZE
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Interim discussion: genitives

• possessor animacy: most variable constraint
(but no difference in the AmE versus BrE pairing!)

• final sibilancy also surprisingly variable
(2 significant interaction terms)

• more often than not, increasing possessum length predicts
of -genitive usage
(anti-end weight/Easy First)
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About possessor animacy

What happens if we run models with a binary animacy
distinction?

• still not the slightest trace of an animacy difference
between BrE and AmE (p = .82)

• in BrE and AmE, the s-genitive-disfavoring effect of
inanimate p’ors is weaker than in CanE

• in BrE and AmE, the s-disfavoring effect of inanimate
p’ors is weaker than in NZE (p < .1)

ê CanE and NZE have strong animacy constraints
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About possessor animacy

What happens if we run models with a binary animacy
distinction?

• still not the slightest trace of an animacy difference
between BrE and AmE (p = .82)

• in BrE and AmE, the s-genitive-disfavoring effect of
inanimate p’ors is weaker than in CanE

• in BrE and AmE, the s-disfavoring effect of inanimate
p’ors is weaker than in NZE (p < .1)

ê CanE and NZE have strong animacy constraints
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Synopsis
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Summary

• no obvious cross-constructional parallelisms according to
regression analysis
But CRF: animacy comparatively important in CanE in both

alternations

• surprisingly hard to replicate previous findings

• CRF: genitive grammars more homogeneous than dative
grammars
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To do / issues

• Annotation problem concerning theme pronominality
(datives)
give them [so much ice cream] = pronominal?

• dative extraction criteria for CanE/BrE differ from those
for AmE/BrE, according to the documentation ê link to
pairwise differences we are observing?
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