Analogy in innovations in World Englishes

Analogy is defined by Behrens (2017: 215) as “a powerful processing mechanism that allows
us to discover similarities, form categories and extend them to new categories”. Analogy has
been proven to be an important mechanism in language acquisition (see e.g. Fisher 1996;
Gentner & Namy 2006; Gentner, Anggoro & Klibanoff 2011; Schneider 2012; Gentner &
Smith 2013; Behrens 2017).

In this paper, the focus is on analogical levelling, in which “a paradigm that exhibits an
alternation loses that alternation and thus becomes regularized” (Bybee 2010: 958). In English,
the verb discuss does not use a preposition for the topic of the discussion. However, the noun
discussion uses the preposition about for this thematic role. This discrepancy between the verb
and noun is levelled out in the innovation discuss about, which can be found in the subcorpora
of the International Corpus of English (ICE) for India (ICE IND) and Hong Kong (ICE HK).
However, there is another analogical construction that could be the source of this innovation:
other communication verbs (such as talk, confer, argue) which also use the preposition about.
My research question is firstly, which form of analogy (nominal vs. verbal) speakers of Indian
English (IndE), Hong Kong English (HKE) and British English (BrE) find more similar to the
innovation; secondly, whether their first language (in the case of IndE and HKE participants)
plays a role in which form of analogy they find more similar; and thirdly, how acceptable they
find the innovations that were found in the corpora.

In my experiment, participants from the UK, India and Hong Kong are asked to fill out
a survey with three parts. Firstly, they see a sentence on the screen that includes an innovation
(e.g. They discussed about this topic) and are presented with two options: the nominal analogy
(e.g. They had a discussion about this topic) and the verbal analogy (e.g. They talked about this
topic). In the second part, they are asked to translate the sentence with the innovation into their
first language (L1). In the third part, they are asked to grade how likely they are to use the
innovations themselves in formal and informal conversation.

The experiment attempts to gauge the importance of nominal and verbal analogy for
speakers of English as a Second Language (ESL) and the influence of the L1 (i.e. transfer) in
this process. It also looks at how acceptable certain innovations (which start out as errors) are
for speakers of IndE and HKE, and raises the question of how soon an error should be
considered an innovation.
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