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A B S T R A C T

Linguistic variation is constrained by grammatical and social context, making the occurrence of particular
variants at least somewhat predictable. We explore accommodation during interaction as a potential mechanism
to explain this phenomenon. Specifically, we test a hypothesis derived from historical linguistics that interaction
between categorical and variable users is inherently asymmetric: while variable users accommodate to their
partners, categorical users are reluctant to do so, because it would mean violating the rules of their grammar. We
ran two experiments in which participants learnt a miniature language featuring a variable or categorical
grammatical marker and then used it to communicate. Our results support the asymmetric accommodation
hypothesis: variably-trained participants accommodated to their categorically-trained partners, who tended not
to change their behaviour during interaction. These results may reflect general social cognitive constraints on
acquiring and using variable linguistic devices, and give insights into how small-scale interactive mechanisms
may influence population-level linguistic phenomena.

Introduction

Languages exhibit variation at all levels of organisation, but this
variation is limited by grammar and social context. The ways in which
linguistic units can be used reflect physiological, cognitive, socio-psy-
chological, or functional constraints on language learning and verbal
communication. A growing body of experimental work shows how
language learning, use, and transmission (re-) shape patterns of lin-
guistic variation. Here we explore how language-internal factors in-
fluence the ways in which languages are reshaped during language use.
Our experiments are inspired by the phenomenon of obligatorification in
language change, i.e. the tendency for constituents to shift from oc-
curring variably and being pragmatically conditioned to being ob-
ligatory and grammatically conditioned. To provide a possible account
for this tendency, we introduce the hypothesis of grammar-based
asymmetric accommodation: when users of categorical and variable
grammars interact, the latter will tend to accommodate to the former
rather than vice versa, so that they will converge on categorical lan-
guage use. We test this hypothesis experimentally, using artificial lan-
guage learning and interaction paradigms, and find evidence consistent
with grammar-based asymmetric accommodation. The paper thus in-
troduces a new paradigm for testing mechanistic accounts of language

change, and contributes to the growing literature seeking to explain
fundamental properties of human language in terms of constraints op-
erating on language learning and language use.

Learning, use, and the evolution of variation

Constraints on variation in natural language
Variation is an inherent property of natural languages. It occurs

both synchronically, in the phonetic, morphological and syntactic
choices speakers make when constructing utterances, and diachroni-
cally, as languages change over time. Nonetheless, it is tightly con-
strained: variants tend to be conditioned either on grammatical or on
socio-pragmatic context (Givón, 1985).

Some variation is entirely deterministic. The English first person
pronoun, for example, takes the form I, when it functions as a subject
(as in I like tennis), and the form me, when it functions as an object (as in
He likes me or Give this tome). The forms of German articles are de-
termined by the (grammatical) gender of the nouns they determine: ‘the
man’ is der Mann, ‘the woman’ is die Frau, and ‘the car’ is das Auto.
When the choice of a constituent variant is conditioned by (one or
more) other constituents in the linguistic signal, one speaks of morpho-
syntactic, or grammatical conditioning. Such conditioning results in
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