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This talk investigates the connection between stress and rhythm in World English. More
specifically, it demonstrates that the impact of rhythmically different L1-contexts can be
detected in the (written) output of institutionalised second-language varieties of English. In a
second step, I will be asking the question whether these differences have an impact on the
lexico-grammatical inventory of English world-wide.
It is a well-established fact that languages have rhythmic properties. Following Pike (1945) and
Abercrombie (1965, 1967), languages have traditionally been categorised as stress-timed (e.g.
English) or syllable-timed (e.g. Spanish); in addition, a number of languages have been classified
as being mora-timed (e.g. Japanese, see e.g. Han 1962). More recent experimental research (e.g.
Dauer 1983, 1987) has shown that these rhythmic classes are not clearly defined and that we
are instead dealing with a continuum of rhythmic variation.
For English, there is a considerable body of research on what has been termed the Principle of
Rhythmic Alternation (‘PRA’, Sweet 1876) – i.e. the general tendency to maintain an alternation
of stressed and unstressed syllables. The bulk of this research is on written data (or on
orthographically transcribed speech) and focuses on preferences in lexical or grammatical
choice (e.g. drúnken sáilor instead of drúnk sáilor) or word ordering preferences (e.g. compléte
and únabridged instead of únabridged and compléte) that are interpreted as resulting from
stress-clash – or stress-lapse – avoidance strategies (see. e.g. Schlüter 2005; Shih 2017).
Complementing this work, there is a growing body of corpus-based research in phonology
assessing the status of metrical constraints on a more global scale. Based on simple bigram
probabilities in a large variety of corpora comprising more than 10 million words, Breiss & Hayes
(2020) show that metrically critical bigrams – i.e. phonetic contexts deemed less preferable by
the PRA – are underrepresented in their data.
A number of varieties of English have been claimed to exhibit clear tendencies towards syllable
timing (see e.g. the list in Mesthrie & Bhatt 2008: 129). For Singapore English, for example, this
classification is supported in studies by Low and colleagues (e.g. Low 1998, Low & Grabe 1995,
Low et al. 2000); for a book-length study of speech rhythm in acrolectal Indian English, see Fuchs
(2016). All inner-circle varieties of English (cf. Kachru 1985), however, are said to be stresstimed. Given the differences between inner and many outer circle varieties of English, it can be
expected that the PRA should apply to different degrees. By applying the approach taken by
Breiss & Hayes (2020) to GloWbE corpus data (Davies & Fuchs 2015), I demonstrate that this
indeed appears to be the case. However, some of my findings are inconclusive and further
analysis is clearly needed to link these general variety-specific co-occurrence preferences to
individual lexical and/or lexico-grammatical patterns.
This study is thus exploratory in nature. In addition to the linguistic results I present, I will focus
on some methodological issues as well as the theoretical implications of my findings for the
study of so-called native and non-native varieties of English.
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