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Variation in the Inflectional System

David Adger (Queen Mary, University of London)
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1. The framework

Interpretability

 [Feature:Value] (e.g. [case: nominative]).

 [F:a] … [uF: ] becoming one containing [F:a] … [uF:a].

 (1) They bark.

(2) a. Select relevant lexical items: {pronoun[num:pl, ucase:], bark[V],
T(ense)[tense:pres, ucase:nom, unum:]}. Note that the case feature on the noun is
unvalued, as is the number feature on T.
     b. Group together pronoun and bark, creating a VP constituent. The
grouping operation is called Merge.
    c. Merge Tense with VP creating a T(ense) P(hrase):

TP

T[tense:pres, ucase:nom, unum:] VP

pronoun[num:pl, ucase:] bark

d. Set up a checking relation between T and pronoun in the new
structure, which checks and values the uninterpretable case  and number features on both.
This checking relation is usually called Agree. Since both case features are
uninterpretable, both are marked with a strikethrough. Since, of the two plural features in
the representation, only [unum:] on T is uninterpretable, only it is marked with a
strikethrough:

TP

T[tense:pres, ucase:nom, unum:pl] VP

pronoun[num:pl, ucase:nom] bark



2

e. Move the pronoun into the specifier of Tense Phrase, leaving a
copy in the original position, notated here with angled brackets (we ignore the motivation
for this movement here, see Chomsky 1995). This operation is called Move.

    TP

pronoun[num:pl, ucase:nom] T’

T[tense:pres, ucase:nom, unum:pl] VP

<pronoun[num:pl, ucase:nom]> [bark]

f. Associate morphemes with these feature bundles. For example, the
morpheme they will be the spellout of pronoun[num:pl, ucase:nom], whereas, if this
lexical item had had its case feature valued as [accusative], the appropriate spellout
would have been them. The copy of the pronoun is not pronounced.

    TP

they T’

0[+affix] VP
bark

g. Perform whatever morphological operations are triggered by the
featural properties of lexical items. The most important one here is the rule that realises
the inflectional features on T as a suffix on V. This rule is a morphological adjustment
rule, rather than a syntactic movement rule:

    TP

they T’

e VP

bark+0[+affix]

h. Perform phonological operations to derive the surface phonetic
representation of (1).

This derivation maps from an initial selection of lexical items to the final output using
three syntactic operations (Merge, Agree and Move) and a set of syntax/phonology
interface rules (usually called the Spellout component), which insert morphemes for
feature bundles and may effect some reordering.
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Notice that the representation which serves as input for the insertion of morphemes
consists of two types of features: semantically interpretable features and checked
uninterpretable features. Both types of feature can affect the phonological form, but only
the first can affect the meaning. Within the spellout component itself, we have another
kind of feature which can affect phonological form (in this case, [+affix]). Since this
feature is outside the syntax proper, it also cannot affect semantic interpretation.

variation arises from lexical items having, by the end of the syntactic derivation, the same
interpretable feature specification coupled with different uninterpretable and
phonological specifications. We will look at two particular cases: where lexical items
bear the same interpretable but different uninterpretable features, and where inserted
morphemes trigger different morphophonological processes. Both cases localize
variability in the output within properties of lexical elements (feature bundles, or
morphemes).

2. Morphosyntactic Variation in Buckie

Buckie is a small fishing town situated on the coast 60 miles north of Aberdeen in
Scotland, shown in Figure 1. The data were collected using standard sociolinguistic
methodology (Labov, 1984) and is highly vernacular in nature. The data amounts to
approximately forty hours of tape-recorded casual conversations which have been fully
transcribed and consists of over 300,000 words. The speakers in the sample were born
and raised in the community, and indeed the majority come from families who have been
in the town for generations.
Figure 1: Map showing location of Buckie.
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Table 1: Speaker sample
age range male female

22-31 8 8
50-60 7 7
80+ 4 5

was/were alternation, (3), and do absence in negative declaratives, (4):

(3) a. He says 'I thocht you were a diver or somethin’.' (7:262.41)
He said ‘I thought you were a diver or something.’

b. 'Aye, I  thocht you was a scuba diver.' (7:259.21)
‘Yes, I thought you were a scuba diver.’

(4) a. She’s in the huff if I dinna let her. (g:659.13)
She’s in a bad mood of I don’t allow her.

b. God,  I ø na ken far my ain face is here. (a:654.18)
God, I don’t know where my own face is here.

3.1 Was/were alternation

All 39 speakers showed variable use.

Table 2: Overall distribution of was/were alternation
were was Total
46 54 1313

2nd person singular pronoun you
(5) a. He says 'I thocht you were a diver or somethin’.' (7:262.41)

He said ‘I thought you were a diver or something.’
b 'Aye, I  thocht you was a scuba diver.' (7:259.21)

‘Yes, I thought you were a scuba diver.

1st person plural pronoun we
(6) a There was one nicht we were lyin’ at anchor. (g:875.32)

There was one night we were lying at anchor.
b We  played on ‘at beach ‘til we was tired, sailin’ boaties, bilin’ 

whelks…(b:254.15)
We played on that beach until we were tired, sailing boats, boiling whelks.
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3rd person plural pronoun they 
(7) a They were aie sort o’ pickin’ on me, like. (j:504.3)

They were always sort of picking on me.
b They were still like partying hard. (j:635.28)

They were still partying hard.

3rd person plural Full NP
(8) a Buckie boats were a’ bonny graint. (g:1066.0)

Buckie boats were all nicely grained.
b The mothers was roaring at ye comin’ in. (b:256.34)

The mothers were shouting at you to come in.

plural existential there
(9) a There were a puckle  thatched houses like that. (c:335.17)

There were a couple of thatched houses like that.
b Oh, there was a lot of coopers ‘at time. (c:13.45)

There were a lot of barrel makers at that time.

Table 3: Distribution of was in were by grammatical person
% N

2nd singular you 69 161
1st plural we 67 368
3rd plural pronoun they 0 435
Existential there 90 162
NP plural 56 187

Figure 2: Distribution of was in were by grammatical person and age
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This pattern is, in fact, consistent with the historical record for northern dialects (e.g.
Murray 1873), where an NP/pronoun distinction exists in 3rd person plural contexts: were
is used with pronominal they but was with full NPs.

3.2 Do absence in negative declaratives

1st person singular I
(10) a. She’s in the huff if I dinna let her. (g:659.13)

She’s in a bad mood if I don’t allow her.
b. God, I ø na ken far my ain face is here. (a:654.18)

God, I don’t know where my own face is here.

2nd person singular you
(11) a. Ye dinna think ye'll be drunk. (n:349.56)

You don’t think you’ll be drunk.
b. Ye ø na hear o’ him onywye, ken. (u:54.86)

You don’t hear of him anywhere, you know.

3rd person singular he/she/it
(12) a. He disna get word fae the loon. (c:526.19)

He doesn’t hear any news from the boy.
b. It disna cost nothin’ to walk ower the hill. (l:604.21)

It doesn’t cost anything to walk over the hill.

3rd person singular full NP
(13) a. No, Willy disna play much golf. (@:455.56)

No, Willy doesn’t play much golf.
b. The car disna ging in the garage. (x:58.0)

The car doesn’t go in the garage.

1st person plural we
(14) a. We dinna really socialise that much. (k:329.53)

We don’t really socialise that much.
b. We ø  na hae raffles. (*:32.30)

We don’t have raffles. 

3rd person plural they
(15) a. They dinna gie them great pay, like. (4:493.26)

They don’t give them good pay.
b. They ø na lose trade. (*:44.32)

They don’t lose trade.

3rd person plural full NP
(16) a. Bairns dinna coont. (u:492.20)

Children don’t count.
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b. A lot of families disna get what that cats get. (e:478.28)
A lot of families don’t get what that cat gets.

Table 4: Distribution of do absence by grammatical person
% N

1st person singular I 63 460
2nd person singular you 13 86
3rd person sing. he/she/it 0 120
3rd person sing - full NP 0 22
1st person plural we 19 16
3rd person plural they 5 40
3rd person plural - full NP 0 12

do is variable in all contexts except for 3rd person singular pronouns and NPs, and plural
NPs. However, grammaticality judgment tests show that speakers accept do absence with
plural NPs, thus the categorical result in the data set collected for this study is likely to be
the result of the small number of contexts of use (N=12).

Figure 3 shows the use of this variable across the three generations.

Figure 3: Distribution of do absence by grammatical person and age
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4. Linking Syntax and Variation

(17) … [F:a] … [G:b] …

(18) … [F:a, uG:b] … [G:b] …

Each speaker, however, has a lexicon, a memorized store of pairings of syntactic features
and lexical meanings, and it is the choice of lexical item that is the source of variation.
This choice is influenced by various factors: ease of lexical access (perhaps related to
how common the word is), questions of speaker-hearer relationships, notions of social
identity, ease of processing etc. These factors can of course be modelled as probabilities
attached to the lexical entry, should one want to do so. On our view, then, the mechanism
that allows variation is primarily at the level of the individual, while the factors that
influence variation may be either at the individual level (ease of processing etc.) or at the
community level.

Notice that this is a very minimal theory, since the idea that speakers have to choose
lexical items is one which we simply cannot do without. Localizing morphosyntactic
variation in choice of lexical items means that we do not have to posit any special
mechanism to deal with variation: variation is precisely what we should expect.

5. Analysis

5.1 Was/Were alternation

(22)
T

Subj T’

T AuxP

be T <be> VP

<Subj> V’

V Obj

Features: Following Adger and Harbour 2003, and Anagnostopoulou 2004, we
distinguish first and second person features from third by the specifications [pers:+] for
the former and [pers:-] for the latter. We will assume here that [pers:1] and [pers:2] are
the two possible positive specifications for person.

(23) T[tense:past, unum:, upers:]
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(24)  T[tense:past, ucase:nom, unum:, upers:] … pronoun[num:pl, pers:1, 
ucase:] 

     T[tense:past, ucase:nom, unum:pl, upers:1] … pronoun[num:pl, pers:1, 
ucase:nom]

(25) T[tense:past, ucase:nom, unum:, upers:] … pronoun[gen:fem, num:sing, 
pers:-, ucase:] 

   T[tense:past, ucase:nom, unum:sing, upers:-] … pronoun[gen:fem, 
num:sing, pers:-, ucase:nom]

(26) T2[tense:past, ucase:nom, upers:]

(27) T[tense:past, ucase:nom, upers:] … pronoun[num:pl, pers:1, ucase:] 
     T[tense:past, ucase:nom, upers:1] … pronoun[num:pl, pers:1, ucase:nom]

(28) [be T2[tense:past, ucase:nom, upers:+]] spells out as was

Note that we have required T2 to have a positive specification for person.

What about the other cases? First person singular will also be able to check with both
lexical entries, but will give was as output in either case, since [1] counts as a positive
value for [upers]:

(29) a.  [be T[tense:past, ucase:nom , unum:sing, upers:1]] spells out as 
was

    b. [be T2[tense:past, ucase:nom, upers:1]] spells out as was

Third person singular will combine with T2, but there is no spellout for a minus version
of [upers] on T2 without an associated number feature:

(30) a. [be T[tense:past, ucase:nom , unum:sing, upers:-]] spells out as 
was

    b. [be T2[tense:past, ucase:nom, upers:-]]  no spellout!

Second person works just like first person plural, combining with either T to give a
variable output:

(31) a. [be T[tense:past, ucase:nom , unum:pl, upers:2]] spells out as 
were

    b. [be T2[tense:past, ucase:nom, upers:2]] spells out as was
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Third person plural, which was categorical, cannot value [upers] on T2 as positive, and so
there is no appropriate spellout. It follows that there is no derivation leading to the output
they was.

(32) a. [be T[tense:past, ucase:nom , unum:pl, upers:-]] spells out as were
    b. [be T2[tense:past, ucase:nom, upers:-]]  no spellout!

The Buckie system is relatively rare in having this variable/categorical split. Many other
systems allow variability throughout the paradigm (e.g. Cheshire 1982). This is
straighforwardly captured by assuming that [be T2] in these other systems spells out as
was irrespective of the value of [upers].

5.2 Variability in NP agreement

(33) Gwelodd ef y car.
   Saw he the car

‘He saw the car.’

(34) Gwelsant hwy y car.
  Saw-3pl they the car

‘They saw the car.’

(35) Gwelodd y dyn y car.
   Saw the man the car

‘The man saw the car.’

(36) Gwelodd y dynion y car.
   Saw the men the car

‘The men saw the car.’

(37) *Gwelsant y dynion y car.
     Saw-3pl the men the car

‘The men saw the car.’

(38)
D

D NP

Pending a deeper investigation into syntactic constraints on this default agreement in
Buckie, let’s just describe it:

(39) D[num:def]; D[]
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Plural proximate
(40) a. I’d a’ these cuttings.  (j:987.1)

I had all these cuttings.
b. My mam had all this stories o’ ootside folk. (m:903.4)

My mother had all these stories about foreign people.

Plural distal
(41) a. She’s one of those bonny big houses. (6:311.1)

She has one of those lovely big houses
b. But I 'd piles of that photos of the dancing. (e:212.8)

But I had piles of those photographs of the dancing
c. That was ain o’ them grogain suits.  (a:971.4)

That was one of those grogain suits
d. It was a’ bonny, able drifters, thon steel drifters.

They were all good able drifters, those steel drifters

Singular distal
(42) a. Did he mairry again after Linda gied away and marriet

thon loon? (j:675.42)
Did he marry again after Linda went away and married that guy?

b. We 'd forty staff employed in that job. (*:98.7)
We had forty staff employed in that job.

Table 6 shows the distribution of forms across these different contexts of use.

Table 6: Distribution of demonstratives in different contexts of use
Distribution of singular distal demonstratives

N %
That 1991 97
thon 55 3
Distribution of plural proximate demonstratives

N %
these 33 34
this 65 66
Distribution of plural distal demonstratives

N %
those 7 4
that 132 69
thon 40 21
them 13 7
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Given this, we now have an explanation for was/were variability with plural DPs. We
simply need to say that the spellout of T[be, …, unum:def, …] is was.

(44)  T[tense:past, ucase:nom, unum:, upers:] … DP[num:def, pers:-, ucase:] 


     T[tense:past, ucase:nom, unum:def, upers:-] … DP[num:def, pers:-, 
ucase:nom]

      The mothers was …

(45)  T[tense:past, ucase:nom, unum:, upers:] … D[pers:-, ucase:] N[num:pl] 
     T[tense:past, ucase:nom, unum:pl, upers:-] … DP[unum:pl, pers:-, 

ucase:nom]
      The mothers were …

5.3 Do-absence

(46) The books –ed[+affix] inform us all
 The books  inform–ed[+affix] us all

(47) The books –ed[+affix] not inform us all
 The books do–ed[+affix] not inform us all

(48) The books –0[+affix] inform us all
 The books  inform–0[+affix] us all

(49) The books –0[+affix] not inform us all
 The books do–0[+affix] not inform us all

We can straightforwardly capture the variation in do-absence found in the Buckie dialect
by assuming that the zero morpheme associated with non-third singular T simply has two
forms: one is [+affix] while the other is not. This kind of surface variation is well-studied
in variationist work: for example, the difference between in/ing variants in different
varieties of English (e.g. Houston 1991). We therefore have the two following:

(50) T[tense:pres, upers:-, unum:sing]  -z[+affix]

(51) T[tense:pres]  -0[+affix]; 0[-affix]

To see this more explicitly, take an example like (52) below:

(52) [TP pronoun[pers:-, num:pl, ucase:nom]   T[tense:pres, upers:-, unum:pl,
ucase:nom] Negation [V NP]]
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We now need to choose a morpheme for T. Clearly we cannot choose the morpheme -
z[+affix], since it does not match T’s features. We therefore insert the elsewhere
morpheme for present tense which has two allomorphs. This gives us:

(53) They   -0[+affix]  na lose …

(54) They   0[-affix]   na lose …

Of these, only the former triggers do-support:

(55) They   do-0[+affix]  na lose …

(56) They   0[-affix]   na ken …

Finally, we can account for the variability in the ability of full DPs license do-absence as
a result of the idea, motivated earlier, that DPs containing plural nouns need not bear
plural agreement features at the D level. Consider a derivation where the DP the quines
(‘the girls’) is the subject. Prior to movement of this subject to the specifier of TP, we
have

(57) T [unum:]… [DP the[] quines[num:pl]]

When T Agrees with D, its uninterpretable feature will be valued and checked, and the
spell-out associated with this feature bundle [unum:pl] is zero, with its two variants. This
will predict the eventual forms:

(58) a. The quines do na ken
    The girls do not know

    b. The quines na ken
    The girls do not know

If D however bears the feature [num:def], then T will match and value as T[unum:def]. T
in this case has the /-z/ spellout, and forces do-support. We therefore correctly predict the
(categorical) contrast between (55) and (56):

(59) The quines doesna ken.
        The girls do not know

(60) *The quines na kens.
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6. Conclusion

Our basic proposal here has been that a Minimalist approach to syntax melds extremely
well with the kinds of data that variationists study because it has two core properties: it
builds the notion of (tacit) choice of lexical item into the syntactic system, and it allows
derivations with different lexical items to converge on the same basic semantic
representation, thus capturing the multiple form/single meaning notion of a linguistic
variable. The orderly patterns of variation seen across (groups of) individuals reduces to
the lexical choice by an individual speaker of functional elements with particular feature
specifications. This choice is influenced by a range of use-related factors, such as
processing, frequency of individual lexical items in the register or community discourse,
and broader sociolinguistic and communicative factors. These use-related influences are,
for us, outside the grammar proper, which is simply a specification of the syntactic,
semantic and morphophonological properties of lexical items together with an invariant
syntactic engine sensitive to these properties. They are, however, part of language in the
broader sense, and their study may impact on our understanding of how I-language is
embedded within other cognitive mechanisms.
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