
Connecting and comparing animacy effects in four sociolinguistic variables 

An effect of animacy has been demonstrated for certain linguistic variables in English, 
namely, the dative and genitive alternations (Bresnan and Hay 2008, Rosenbach 2005, 
Tagliamonte & Jarmasz 2008).  This talk presents a comprehensive overview of recently 
reported animacy effects from corpus studies in English morphosyntactic variation.  The 
four variables examined are: Standard English (SE) TD-deletion in regular preterite 
verbs, SE contraction of is and has, African American Vernacular English (AAVE) third 
singular –s absence, and AAVE copula deletion.  Each variable is affected by whether the 
subject of the verb is animate, operationalized here as human (animate) or non-human 
(inanimate) (McLaughlin 2013a, McLaughlin & MacKenzie 2013, McLaughlin & 
Tamminga 2013).  However,  if we view each variable as undergoing reduction, then they 
are not all affected by animacy in the same direction (Figure 1).  In other words, while 
animate subjects predict reduced (or null) forms for three variables (SE contraction, 
AAVE verbal –s , and AAVE copula), inanimate subjects predict the reduced form in SE 
TD-deletion.   

 
We further investigate these results to determine if this broad-reaching animacy effect is 
simply epiphenomenal of another effect.  Other effects examined include transitivity of 
the verb in verbal –s tokens (McLaughlin 2013b), and frequency of the subject, verb, and 
subject-verb collocation in verbal –s and TD-deletion.  We find that, while intransitive 
verbs also favor verbal –s deletion, the animacy effect does not interact with the 
intransitivity effect and is not encompassed by it (McLaughlin 2013b).  Similarly, while 
frequency of the verb is a strong effect in verbal –s deletion, it does not interact with or 
account for animacy effects.  Even more telling is the verb frequency effect in TD-
deletion, where higher frequency verbs promote reduction, while animate subjects 
promote retention. These results demonstrate the importance of incorporating usage-
based measures such as frequency to improve our modeling of sociolinguistic variation.  
Furthermore, these results support the claim that subject animacy is a grammatical feature 
that can condition variation, but not in a predictable direction with regard to reduction.   
 
Figure 1: Reduced form for each variable as predicted by animacy. 
[Data from McLaughlin 2013, McLaughlin & MacKenzie 2013, McLaughlin & Tamminga 2013.] 
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