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While it is common to look at languages from a formal theoretical perspective, or a corpus-based perspective, it is not so usual to combine both approaches. This talk describes just such an undertaking: comparing the relationship between grammatical ambiguity (syncretism) in a formal theoretical model with textual frequency distributions. We consider Russian, a language with a reasonable number of grammatical distinctions (functions), where syncretism occurs in different morphological classes and syntactic categories.

There are two ways of looking at syncretism. On the one hand we can treat it as underspecification. On the other, it can be treated as the referral of one paradigm cell to another (e.g. Stump 2001). The latter approach implies that there there is a more basic association between the syncretic form and one of the grammatical functions with which it is associated. While the original formal model we discuss was constructed independently of information on frequency distribution of functions, we try to understand what this might mean in terms of frequency. A useful way of doing this is in terms of a frequency-based approach to canonical inflection.

For canonical inflection we expect that a single form has one function, and that a single function has one form. There are two well-known phenomena which contravene this idealized view. Syncretism is one of them. The other is inflectional classes. An obvious way of determining a function’s basic form is to use frequency information, where the most commonly occurring form is taken as the basic form. Equally, a form’s most frequent function could be taken as its basic function. Table 1 gives corpus frequency information for the singular of Russian nouns, with the columns showing forms, and the rows showing functions.

	 
	stem + -ju
	stem + oj
	stem + om
	stem + o
	stem + e
	stem + u
	stem + i
	stem + a
	stem + ø
	TOTAL

	NomSg
	 
	 
	 
	2185
	 
	 
	 
	6205
	11233
	19623

	AccSg
	 
	 
	 
	2304
	 
	5746
	 
	981
	7452
	16483

	GenSg
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	5072
	7851
	 
	12923

	InstrSg
	671
	2165
	4258
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	7094

	LocSg
	 
	 
	 
	 
	6333
	 
	643
	 
	 
	6976

	DatSg
	 
	 
	 
	 
	1015
	2037
	325
	 
	 
	3377

	Total
	671
	2165
	4258
	4489
	7348
	7783
	6040
	15037
	18685
	66476


Table 1

Those cells in table 1 which are circled indicate that the frequency distributions for basic form and basic function line up. For example, the zero ending has nominative singular as its most common function, and nominative singular has the zero form as its most common form. In the case of the ending –om the alignment is trivial, as instrumental singular is its only function for nouns. However, the two definitions of basicness do not align for the accusative singular and dative singular. The accusative singular, for example, has the zero form as its most frequent, but the accusative singular is not the most frequent function of the zero form. While frequency is not always sufficient for predicting the exact nature of syncretism, we argue that where the two distributions line up, as in the encircled examples in table 1, this enables us to determine a basic exponent in instances of syncretism.

We illustrate this further by considering this method as it applies to all Russian nominals (nouns, adjectives, pronouns). The locative plural/genitive plural desinence –Vx is particularly interesting, because in the formal model it was established that there is a referral of genitive plural to locative plural for nominals, even though the locative plural function for nominals is less frequent than genitive plural. However, it turns out that that the –Vx’s most frequent function is locative plural, because of its default status. This demonstrates an interesting role for defaults in helping to maintain the basic association between form and function.
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