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TOP-DOWN METHODS IN DIALECTOLOGY
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DIALECTOLOGY

Two main aims:
1 Catalogue attested linguistic features per location
2 Find spatial patterns in the variation between these features
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DIALECTOLOGY

(from van Bree 1996: 232)
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DIALECTOLOGY

(from Lameli 2013: 2)
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DIALECTOLOGY

Requirements:
1 Naturalness
2 Commensurability

Consequence of this struggle to balance naturalness and commensurability:
top-down approaches

1 Elicited data (questionnaires, word lists, list of sentences, translation + judgment
tasks)

2 Pre-selected features for spoken corpora

Advantages:
1 Comparability
2 Replicability
3 Cost-effectiveness
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TWO PROBLEMS

Problems:
1 Observer’s Paradox: priming and accommodation
2 Selection Bias (e.g. SAND: “Development of an inventory of existing knowledge on syntactic

variation. Among other things, this included a study of the literature”; Barbiers et al. 2005:8)

OP: well known, can also be shown to riddle syntactic dialect surveys (e.g. SAND)

(from Van Craenenbroeck et al. 2019)
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TWO PROBLEMS

Selection Bias:
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ELUSIVE SYNTACTIC PHENOMENA

Selection Bias is real: you only find what you search for
(and sometimes not even that)

(https://www.meertens.knaw.nl/sand/)

https://www.meertens.knaw.nl/sand/
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ELUSIVE SYNTACTIC PHENOMENA

Elicitation can only find what was asked for –

Certain phenomena, particularly such that are dependent of specific discourse
contexts, have a tendency to be overlooked

What about using recorded speech – Naturalness?

(Blancquaert 1948: 12)
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BOTTOM-UP SYNTACTIC DIALECTOLOGY?
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EARLIER (BOTTOM-UP) PROPOSALS

Szmrescanyi (2013): 57 pre-selected syntactic features based on earlier
dialectological literature and atlases (most of it itself based on elicited data
collection), relatively superficial (extracted semi-manually with scripts, corpus
neither parts-of-speech tagged nor parsed) in a corpus of transcribed spontaneous
dialect speech of English in the UK (FRED)

Sanders (2010): bottom-up feature extraction from automatically parsed Swedish
part of the ScanDiaSyn (Johannessen et al. 2014) corpus (the SweDiaSyn-part),
36,713 sentences from 49 locations> various automatic feature extraction
methods, e.g. POS-trigrams, leaf-ancestor-paths, leaf-head-paths, PS-rules, ...

Wolk (2014): bottom-up; POS-bigrams (not enough data for trigrams – sparsity!)
from POS-tagged part of FRED (1 million out of 2,5 million tokens from 163
locations in 43 UK counties)
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CHALLENGES FOR BOTTOM-UP APPROACHES

1 Comparability. Traditional dialectology works with word lists and sentence lists for
a reason. Spontaneous speech/free text: What to compare?

More abstract syntactic patterns✓
Frequencies✓
Alternatives / Variants

2 Missing data: Accidentally unattested yet possible patterns

3 Linguistic theory: What’s the relationship between (surface) patterns and
underlying parameters?
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SPONTANEOUS DIALECT SPEECH CORPORA

parsed corpora of spontaneous dialect speech = rare
CORDIAL-SIN (Martins 2000-; Magro 2010) – ca. 600,000 word forms, 42 places
AAPCAppE (Tortora et al. 2017) – ca. 1 million word forms

Both: Penn Treebank system
Constituency parsing (as opposed to dependency parsing) plus some dependency
features (grammatical functions)
Relatively shallow trees:

no VP
all constituents of a clause are immediate daughters of IP
CP-layer only if e.g. wh-movement/relativisation/..
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EXPERIMENT

POS-trigrams (or even only bigrams) (as used by Nerbonne/Wiersma 2006, Sanders
2007;2010, Wolk 2014) may represent some syntactic information, but are still very
close to the actual words (cf. Wolk 2014)

Experiment: trigrams of constituent labels from the Penn-style syntactic
annotation of e.g. CORDIAL-SIN

Besides more word-level labels such as for verbs, the Penn scheme has
phrasal-level annotations, and some information on grammatical function

(1) NósNP−LFD

we
dantesADVP ,
before

[@em
in

@estas
these

redes]PP ,
nets

eraSR−D−3S

was
raroADJP−PRD

rare
[[o
the

dia]
day

que
that

não
NEG

se
REFL

pegava
caught

um,
one

dois
two

lavagantes
lobsters

ou
or

três]CP−REL

three
]NP−SBJ .

(Vila Praia de Âncora, Adail *1925; INF-VPA01)

; More sentence-level syntactic information
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EXPERIMENT

1 Extracted all constituent labels (searching for all
IP-MATs) using CorpusSearch (Randall 2005) in
the 42 places in the CORDIAL-SIN

2 Extracted all constituent label trigrams per place
(unifying finite verb tags), padding sentence
boundaries, and counting them using a Python
script (total corpus: 16,250 different trigrams)

3 Normalised these counts with the number of
IP-MAT-tokens in each place (= text length)

4 Removed trigrams that occur≤ 5 times in the
whole corpus (; 2939 different trigrams)
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EXPERIMENT

5 Computed the logarithmic transform to reduce the effect of the Zipfian distribution
; less strong effect of frequent trigrams that appear in all texts⇒ 42× 2939
frequency matrix
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EXPERIMENT

6 From this: 42× 42 distance matrix (cosine similarity)
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EXPERIMENT

7 Multidimensional Scaling (using Gabmap, Nerbonne et al. 2011),
(first 2 dimensions: r = 0.99)
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EXPERIMENT

8 Clustering (Ward’s method, 4 clusters, using Gabmap, Nerbonne et al. 2011)
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COMMON ‘PROBLEM’

“In linguistic terms, this means that
syntax is more prone to nonareal
variation. Similar syntactic
distributions are, to some extent,
areally discontinuous.”

(Birkenes/Fleischer 2021: 157)¹

(Wolk/Szmrecsanyi 2016:9)

(Wolk/Szmrecsanyi 2016:8)

¹=Comparison of syntactic variables in atlas data with character trigrams in Wenker-questionnaires (cf.
also Birkenes 2020) to establish whether phonological and syntactic variation align, geospatially.
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THOUGH...

(Lindley Cintra 1983: 160–1)

“The principal dialect

division in Portugal is

north versus south,

with an approximate

transition to the

north of Coimbra.”

(Lipski 2017: 503)
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FEATURES
Cluster 1:2

Most distinctive:
zzz.zzz.np-sbj-1>
zzz.conj.np-sbj-1>
zzz.np-sbj-1.vfin>
np-sbj-1.vfin.np-se-1>
vfin.np-se-1.np-acc>
ip-smc.zzz.zzz>

Least distinctive:
zzz.zzz.np-sbj<
zzz.np-sbj.vfin<
np-sbj.vfin.np-acc<
vfin.np-acc.zzz<

vfin.zzz.zzz

Cluster 1:3

Most distinctive:
zzz.zzz.np-sbj-1>
zzz.np-sbj-1.vfin>
np-sbj-1.vfin.np-se-1>
vfin.np-se-1.np-acc>
vfin.np-1.zzz>
zzz.conj.np-sbj-1

Least distinctive:
zzz.zzz.np-sbj<
zzz.conj.np-sbj<
zzz.np-sbj.vfin<
conj.np-sbj.vfin<

zzz.zzz.conj

Cluster 2:3

Most distinctive:
zzz.zzz.np-sbj>
zzz.zzz.np-sbj-1>
zzz.np-sbj-1.vfin>
zzz.np-sbj.vfin>
zzz.np-sbj.advp>
np-1.zzz.zzz

Least distinctive:
zzz.zzz.conj<
zzz.conj.np-sbj<
conj.np-sbj.vfin<
pp.zzz.zzz<

conj.np-sbj.advp
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(REMAINING) CHALLENGES

Syntactic variables: only positive data, no linking between possible syntactic
alternatives
→ Maybe fixable with first applying some CorpusSearch coding queries

– bringing top-down back?

Linking surface patterns to underlying parameters
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SUMMING UP
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SUMMING UP

Some syntactic phenomena resist elicitation
; traditional top-down methods of dialectology have their limits for syntax

Alternative: where possible, complement questionnaire/atlas data with bottom-up
data from spontaneous speech

Room for improvement: need to develop better methods for extracting and using
quantitative and qualitative information in those data
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Thank you!
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