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Recent corpus studies employing dependency corpora have found that SOV-dominant languages 
such as Japanese and Korean have longer dependency lengths and more rigid word order than 
might be expected given their typological profiles (Futrell et al. 2015 and Levshina 2019). These 
languages share features such as argument drop and flexible constituent order, which can result in 
shorter dependency lengths. However, speakers may be less likely to use these features in more 
formal registers (Biber 1993 and Wälchli 2009), and indeed, the Japanese data used in these studies 
came from formal written and spoken sources. 

In order to investigate the effect of genre on dependency length, I constructed a corpus of 
informal spoken Japanese by scraping the captions from the videos of popular YouTubers. 
Captions were pre-processed in Python and parsed using the StanfordNLP dependency parser (Qi 
et al. 2018). Replicating the methods from Futrell et al. (2015), I calculated and compared the total 
combined length of the dependencies (a) in each observed sentence, (b) a random permutation of 
each sentence, and (c) an “optimized” permutation of each sentence that minimized the distances 
between heads and dependents. 

Comparison of the observed dependencies to the random and optimal baselines revealed 
overall shorter dependency lengths than found in Futrell et al. (2015), in which more head-final 
languages like Japanese, Korean, and Turkish showed less minimization than more head-initial 
languages. In fact, it is likely that the true Japanese dependencies are even shorter: Manual analysis 
found that non-canonical orders, many of which reduce dependency length, are common in the 
data; however, the parser mis-parses main clause verbs in these orders as modifiers, artificially 
lengthening dependencies.  

Japanese allows flexible order and argument dropping, both of which may affect 
dependency lengths; argument drop, which is influenced by register and context, is extremely 
common in spoken Japanese (Nariyama 2000). To disentangle the effects of these two factors and 
extend this comparison to another flexible language, I replicated this method with Russian, a 
language with more restricted argument dropping. Unlike Japanese, Russian dependencies 
patterned similarly to the results of Futrell et al. (2015). While not a perfect comparison (e.g. 
Russian is canonically SVO; Japanese is SOV), these results may suggest an important role for 
argument dropping in dependency length minimization in spoken Japanese. 

Diversifying the dependency corpora used in typological research via YouTube captions 
allowed for the comparison of informal spoken Japanese and Russian, which revealed different 
patterns of dependency length minimization across languages and registers. Future work aims to 
improve the parser’s ability to handle non-canonical sentence orders and other aspects of informal 



speech. In addition, to understand how features such as argument dropping and flexibility 
contribute to minimizing dependency lengths, this method should be extended to languages that 
vary systematically with respect to canonical order, head- versus dependent-marking, and other 
potentially relevant features. As computational models improve, informal sources such as 
YouTube have the potential to become powerful tools for uncovering typological patterns that are 
not present in more formal registers and written modalities. 
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