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Twenty years ago, Bresnan and her colleagues introduced a new dynamic in the study of syntactic 

alternation: using quantitative data drawn from systematic corpus and experimental studies, they 

showed that the English dative alternation obeys multifactorial and probabilistic constraints and 

called into question hitherto accepted introspective descriptions as well as categorical models of 

grammatical competence (Bresnan 2007, Bresnan et al. 2007). Many studies have followed in 

this new path: genitive and particle placement alternations (Szmrecsanyi et al. 2016), 

active/passive alternation (e.g., Hundt et al., 2018), word order alternations more broadly (e.g., 

Thuilier 2012, Faghiri 2016) as well as various other phenomena in a wide array of languages 

(e.g., McDonnell 2016, Riesberg et al. 2022, Gregersen 2023, Walker et al. 2023). At twenty years 

of research, we may well ask to what extent have we succeeded in gaining a better understanding 

of syntactic alternation and if we have reached a common ground for defining syntactic alternation 

across languages. In a recent special issue of Linguistics Vanguard “What are alternations and 

how should we study them?”, Pijpops and colleagues aimed at tackling the question of how to 

define “alternation” and put together a collection of usage-based studies from “alternation 

researchers” with various backgrounds. In their introduction, the authors observe that in the 

paradigm of alternation studies, researchers’ theoretical background affects the results; it 

determines not only how alternation is understood, but also how the study is executed (Pijpops 

et al. 2024: 3). Following in their footsteps, our aim is to contribute to this research paradigm by 

targeting research on related phenomena not initially framed in terms of syntactic alternation 

and/or in a usage-based framework. 

The study of syntactic alternation is traditionally in line with the variationist approach, which aims 

to study how speakers use “alternate ways of saying ‘the same thing’” (Labov 1972: 188). While 

rephrasing or paraphrasing intuitively amounts to saying the same thing in a different way, many 

studies argued that there is never perfect synonymy between two forms (cf. near-synonymy in 

the lexicon, Edmonds & Hirst, 2002), and therefore the question whether syntactic structures 

compete to express the same meaning, or rather represent sets of partially overlapping uses 

remains open. While dative alternation is the prototypical case of alternation between two 

structures, and has been studied many times, many other cases are less easy to characterize.  

On the one hand, languages often have families of constructions to express the same meaning, 

while each construction can also further specialize in other uses. For example, while the 

thematization of the P argument can involve several constructions in many languages, studies of 

the active/passive alternation generally consider only one as the passive construction (e.g. Da 

Cunha & Abeillé 2022). On the other hand, some phenomena that are not classically described 

in terms of alternation can also be treated as such. The bi-absolutive constructions in Nakh-

Daghestanian (Forker 2012) languages is an illustrative example. In Chechen, for instance, while 

the basic transitive case frame is ergative-absolutive, in some contexts the A argument may 

remain unmarked, yielding an absolutive-absolutive – or bi-absolutive – construction. Molochieva 

mailto:yanis.da-cunha@uni-graz.at
mailto:p.faghiri@uva.nl
mailto:juliette.thuilier@univ-tlse2.fr


et al. (2022) investigate the conditioning factors for this construction in terms of an argument-

marking alternation using a quantitative approach. 

The continuously growing availability of large syntactically annotated corpora, and the 

development of statistical approaches have allowed us to process bigger and more naturalistic 

linguistic data. However, we may wonder whether this methodological progress has not led to a 

disconnect between qualitative and quantitative approaches. We also need to consider the 

challenges the quantitative standard presents for the research on under-resourced languages, 

constrained by the lack of access to the field and/or availability of corpora. It is therefore 

interesting to see how quantitative and qualitative data can be reconciled in order to provide finer-

grain accounts of alternation both within and across languages and language varieties.  

As far as experimental methods are concerned, the use of comprehension paradigms 

(acceptability judgments, reading times) and production paradigms (completion, sentence recall) 

may provide diverging results (e.g., MacDonald 2013). In the same way, corpus and experimental 

data may lead to different results (Flach 2020). These findings highlight methodological limitations 

of our understanding of alternation and call for a careful consideration of data collection 

paradigms.  

Going back to Bresnan, it is notable that the empirical study of syntactic alternation challenged 

many theoretical hypotheses, such as the *NP Pro constraint on dative alternation (Erteschik-Shir 

1979: 452) or the Affectedness Constraint on genitive alternation (Taylor1989). But it also spurred 

new theoretical frameworks and new hypotheses: gradient approaches to grammar (Bresnan & 

Hay 2008, Bresnan & Nikitina 2008) or stochastic grammars (Bresnan et al. 2001). The 

identification of factors underlying alternations has also become a proper line of research 

benefiting other fields of linguistic research (Bresnan & Aissen 2002), for example, by informing 

debates on the existence of universal referential prominence hierarchies (Haspelmath 2020). In 

turn, linguistic theories can approach competition between constructions from different 

perspectives. For example, in Construction Grammar the notion of competition is challenged by 

studies arguing that there always exist some (fine) semantic distinctions between constructions 

(e.g., Stefanowitsch 2003, Pijpops et al. 2024). The empirical study of syntactic alternation thus 

contributes to theoretical linguistics also by improving the empirical foundations of theoretical 

claims when facing alternative hypotheses. 

With this workshop we aim to broaden the empirical basis of studies on syntactic 

alternation by bringing together researchers from different theoretical frameworks 

working on syntactic alternations in different languages and/or using a variety of methods.  

We are particularly interested in:  

• studies investigating alternation phenomena never addressed as such,  

• studies of syntactic alternations in understudied or low-resource languages, 

• studies exploring complex cases, e.g. involving more than two competing 

constructions and/or constructions with partially overlapping uses, 

• studies exploring new methods, either quantitative or qualitative, or a combination 

of methods with consistent or divergent results, 

• theoretical studies using empirical arguments to support or disprove a given 

theoretical hypothesis, 

• studies with (theoretical) contributions to other fields of research (e.g. 

psycholinguistics, language evolution, language acquisition, sociolinguistics). 
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