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1 Introduction: Corpus vs. introspection data

As is widely known, linguistic generalisations based on corpus data face two potenti­
al problems: 1) just because a phenomenon cannot be found in a corpus doesn't mean 
that it's ungrammatical (the "negative data" problem), and 2) just because a construc­
tion appears in a corpus it  doesn't  automatically follow that it's  grammatical (the 
"performance"  problem).  Grammaticality  judgements,  on  the  other  hand,  are  not 
flawed by these problems but the sentence stimuli used in such studies 1) have to be 
invented by the researcher (the "un-natural data" problem) and 2) thus, unlike corpus 
data, do not allow the investigation of contextual factors such as e.g. the level of 
formality (the "context" problem). In this talk, I will demonstrate how the comple­
mentary nature of corpus and grammaticality judgement data can be used as corrobo­
rating evidence when investigating syntactic variation.

The evidence: Preposition placement in English relat­
ive clauses

Now, an interesting area of syntactic variation within the English language is the 
placement of prepositions. In relative clauses, e.g., the preposition can either precede 
the WH-relativiser ("preposition pied-piping", cf. 1) or the relativised gap ("preposi­
tion stranding", cf. 2).

(1) the place [in which]i I live ___i

(2) the place [which]i I live in ___i

As I will show, a corpus study on the stranding–pied-piping phenomenon (drawing 
on data from the British English component of the International Corpus of English) 
reveals many categorical as well as variable tokens (Hoffmann, 2005). For the latter, 
I will advocate the usefulness of the GOLDVARB-software (cf. Robinson, Lawrence, and 
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Tagliamonte,  2001)  for  identifying  statistically  significant  contextual  factors  de­
termining preposition placement (such as e.g. the level of formality or the restric­
tiveness of the relative clause). For the former, I will argue that contrasting wh- and 
that/Ø-tokens already allows a first distinction between accidental gaps (i.e. gramma­
tical constructions which are just accidentally missing in the corpus) and ungramma­
tical constructions. 

Finally, I will illustrate how the findings of the corpus study can be corroborated by an 
on-line Magnitude Estimation experiment (cf. Bard, Robertson, and Sorace, 1996). As 
will be seen, the grammaticality judgements of 36 British English speakers (18 female, 
18 male) support the conclusions based on the comparison of the wh- and that/Ø-corpus 
tokens. In addition to this, the Magnitude Estimation experiment allows a further sub­
classification of ungrammatical constructions into those which violate soft constraints 
(*the  manner  which/that/Ø she  killed  the  cat  in)  and  those  which  violate  hard 
constraints (*the place in that/in Ø she killed the cat; cf. Sorace, and Keller, 2005). 

Conclusion: Corpora and introspection as corrobor­
ating evidence

Having presented the results from the corpus and the magnitude estimation study, I 
will finally argue that treating corpus and introspection data as corroborating evid­
ence allows a far more detailed analysis of the categorical and variable constraints 
governing syntactic variation than the two types of data would have allowed indi­
vidually. Therefore, whenever linguists are investigating syntactic phenomena they 
should not limit themselves to a single data source, when corroborating evidence to 
strengthen their case is so readily available.
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