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(1) Corpus-based typology with Mult-CAST



Traditonal research in discourse & grammar

• roots in the functonalist traditon: Chafe, Givòn, Prince, Du Bois, among many others 

• ‘grammar’ shaped and constrained by demands of successful communicaton, rather than 
an autonomous module

 
• explicitly cross-linguistc, empirical perspectve

• remains hugely infuental, e.g. in Cognitve Grammar, Grammatcalizaton



Corpus-based typology

• couples the functonalist traditon with digital corpora, and methodologies from corpus 
linguistcs and variatonist sociolinguistcs (Schnell & Barth 2018)

• complements grammar-based, or “data-reducton” typology (Wälchli 2009)

• botom-up, data-driven, probabilistc rather than categorial generalizatons

• atends to variaton, atends to context

• in Mult-CAST: focus on spoken language, monologic, indigenous content, sample breadth 
rather than corpus breadth





(2) The cross-linguistc uniformity in the use of 
full (“lexical”) expressions



Lexical versus reduced (Kibrik 2011) forms of referring expressions

lexical ‘full’ expfessions / lexical NPs:

A new syntax professor  /  Amanda  /  that woman  /  the supervisor ...

feduced / ‘light’ fofms:

she  /  her  /  Ø 



feduced fofms full fofms



Uniformity of lexical expressions: interim summary

• discourse is carried by a felatvely unifofm bedfock of lexical expfessions (40–60%), 
regardless of language
 
• the locus of cross-linguistc variability is the fespectve contfibutons of zefo and 

pfonouns among the feduced expfessions (Schiborr, in prep., Schnell & Barth 2018)



Explanatons for uniformity of lexical expression
• lexical forms are used with similar rates across languages because their use is largely 

determined by the same factofs

• most powerful factor: anaphofic distance

• the pronoun vs. zero choice is tempered by language-specifc inherited historical 
accidents of morphosyntax, not treated in today’s presentaton, e.g. 

• presence of agreement morphology
• informatvity of pronouns (gender, number etc.)
• differing effects with subjects and objects (Schnell & Barth 2018, resub.; Schwenter 

2006, 2014)
(excepton: same-subject clause sequence contexts favour zero subjects across all languages; Torres Cacoulos & 
Travis 2019, Vollmer 2019, Schiborr, in prep.)

 



Anaphoric distance and lexical expression (Schiborr, in prep.)



Uniformity of lexical expressions: theoretcal implicatons

• suggests a re-evaluaton of the view that informatveness of discourse is language 
specifc (i.e. that some languages are apparently ‘less explicit’, rely more on ‘pragmatc 
inference’, typologies of ‘pragmatc vs. syntactc’, ‘hot vs. cold’ languages; Stoll & Bickel 
2009, Huang 2000)
 

• e.g. Mandarin: actually among the highest levels of lexical expressions in our sample 
(Vollmer 2019)
 
• litle evidence for an across-the-board impact of ‘accessibility’ dictatng zero vs. pronoun, 

and lexical vs. reduced (Schiborr, in prep.)



Uniform rates of lexical NPs: candidate universal

• in spontaneous unplanned discourse, between 40–60% of referring 
expressions are lexical NPs, regardless of language
 



(3) Light Human Subjects:
The skewed distributon of new referents in syntax



Light human subjects

• original observaton by Du Bois 1987: Avoid new/lexical A

• lexical referental forms (with new referents) vs. feduced  referental forms (pronouns, 
zero) are not evenly distributed across syntactc functons (Du Bois 1987, 2003, 2017)

• tfansitve subjects (A) apparently partcularly favour reduced as opposed to lexical forms

• transitve (A) and intransitve subjects (S) apparently differ in this respect, with S 
clustering with P (objects)
 
• Du Bois’ explanaton for Avoid lexical A is related to informaton management in 

discourse, e.g. avoidance of more than one new referent per clause



Light human subjects

• these claims have been questoned on empirical and conceptual grounds (e.g. Payne 
1987, Kärkkäinen 1996, Haspelmath 2003, Everet 2009, Haig & Schnell 2016):
 
• no clustering of S and P; S and A closer than predicted 
• role of informaton management overestmated; animacy accounts for most of the 

variaton

 
• data from Mult-CAST …



Distributon of lexical arguments: A, S, and other



Human vs. non-human A and S

tfansitve subjects (A) intfansitve subjects (S)



Light human subjects: interim summary

• the impact of transitvity (A vs. S) has been overrated
 
• the relevant generalizaton couples ‘humanness’ with ‘subject’ (S or A)

 
• not a queston of ‘constraints on informaton management in discourse’, but a more 

general strategy refectng cognitve prominence of human, topical enttes



Explanatons 

• rather than a direct link of syntactc role and transitvity (‘A’) with informaton status, a 
more general concern with human actofs drives the distributon:

 the signifcant factof is the pfagmatc and semantc pfominence of human fefefents



Light human subjects: candidate universal

• in spontaneous unplanned discourse, human subjects 
are generally (>75%) reduced 



(4) The person asymmetry across subjects and objects



Subject/object asymmetry: main fnding

• asymmetry between subjects and objects wrt. to various parameters regularly noted 
(e.g. Haig 2018; Schnell & Barth, resubm.; Dalrymple & Nikolaeva 2011)
 
• objects exhibit more complex paterns of pronominalizaton, with language-specifc 

factor weightngs (Schnell & Barth 2018)
 
• the single most robust difference appears to be robust regularites in the distributon of 

person values in transitve clauses
 



Subject/object asymmetry: main fnding

• the person value of transitve subjects is determined by content and genfe: 

convefsatonal →    high levels of 1st/2nd person, low levels of 3rd person
naffatves        →    low 1st/2nd person, high 3rd person

• the person value of objects is impefvious to content and genfe: 

all genfes:        →    overwhelmingly 3rd person



Person values, subjects vs. objects



The person asymmetry: candidate universal

• in spontaneous unplanned discourse, objects are overwhelmingly (> 90%) 
third person, regardless of content and genre
 

• the person values of transitve subjects, on the other hand, are dependent 
on content and genre



(5) Summary: candidate universals

Spontaneous unplanned discourse appears to comply with the following quanttatve 
universals:

• Light Hퟐuman Subjects 
the majority (> 75%) of human subjects are reduced in form (pronominal, zero)

• Unifofm fates of lexical expfession
between 40–60% of referring expressions are lexical NPs;
the respectve rates of pronoun and zero, on the other hand, are subject to cross-linguistc 
variability
 

• The subject/object asymmetfy in pefson values
at least 90% of all objects are third person; 
there is no comparable constant rate for subject person values
 



Thanks!
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