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1. Preamble

484, In this chapter we give an overview of the main characteristics of Construc-
Sag, Ivan (2001). Aspects of 2 theory of grammatical construction. Paper presented at the tion Grammar. Qur aim is to stay as close as possible to the original tenets of
First International Conference on Construction Grammar in Berkeley, CA. Construction Grammar as a distinct model of linguistic analysis.

There is as yet no textbook on Construction Grammar, although such a
textbook is in preparation (Fillmore & Kay, forthcoming). In addition to the
papers by Fillmore and his colleagues and students published in the 1980s
and 1990s in the proceedings of the annual Berkeley Linguistics Society (BLS)
conference, a number of important articles have been published in Language,
notably Lambrecht (1984), Fillmore, Kay & O’Connor (1988), Michaelis &
Lambrecht (1996), Kay & Fillmore (1999), and Kay (2002). The Construction
Grammar framework has been successfully extended in various directions by
Lambrecht (1994) on information structure, Goldberg on argument structure
(1995), and Kay primarily on formal semantics (1997). Fillmore (2001) and
his colleagues integrate Construction Grammar with Frame Semantics and its
application FrameNet (cf. Johnson et al. 2001). The various insights of these
and other studies form the point of departure for this chapter. In addition, we
have made use of the outcomes of lengthy discussions with Charles Fillmore,
Paul Kay and others over the last twenty years, and in particular of the var-
ious manuscript versions of their forthcoming introduction to Construction
Grammar. Nevertheless, many of the issues presented in this chapter have not
been explicitly addressed by others working within the mode}; in these cases we
have let our data lead the way in proposing a constructional treatment. Exten-
sions and developments of Construction Grammar in other directions are well
exemplified in Ostman & Fried (2005).
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3. Main features of Construction Grammar

2.1 General properties

In its primary objective, Construction Grammar (CxG) is no different from
any other theory of grammar in that it seeks to find the best way of repre-
senting the relationship between structure, meaning, and use. Unlike many
other theories, however, Construction Grammar sees function and form as in-
separable from each other and thus does not develop independent modules
or ‘components’ that must be ‘fitted in’ with each other as needed. Rather,
Construction Grammar is a sign-based grammatical model that is organized
around the notion of GRAMMATICAL CONSTRUCTION as the basic unit of analysis
and representation.

The conceptual and architectural basis of Construction Grammar is
framed by the following hypotheses: (i) speakers rely on relatively complex
meaning-form patterns — constructions — for building linguistic expressions;
(ii) linguistic expressions reflect the effects of interaction between construc-
tions and the linguistic material, such as words, which occur in them; and
(iii) constructions are organized into networks of overlapping patterns related
through shared properties.

The primary motivation for Construction Grammar is the insight that the
juxtaposition of two or more forms seldom results in a simple concatenation
of the meanings those forms might have in isolation. Consequently, Construc-
tion Grammar sees linguistic units as particular associations between form
and meaning that must be represented as such, rather than leaving such as-
sociations to the operation of a set of rules for how to combine individual
forms. This view underlies all types of linguistic objects (morphological units,
words, phrases, clauses, sentences, turns, texts): different units are thus not
treated as a priori different in kind. For instance, both words and clauses have
constructional properties and are represented as constructions.

1t follows that, in principle, no (one type of ) linguistic unit or grammatical
pattern can be given a central (or relatively more important) status in gram-
mar; for example, pieces of language such as Thank you and See you are just as
central to English as Bill loves Mary or The beautiful butterfly landed on a yellow
flower. All units are taken to be of equal value in describing the overall gram-
mar of a language. This view sets Construction Grammar apart from models in
which certain forms are posited as more ‘basic’ or central; for éxample, active,
positive, declarative, transitive clauses are often postulated as being central in
other models.
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Like most other contemporary models of syntax, Construction Grammar
argues that the only way to explicate and properly understand relations that
hold between linguistic elements is to formalize such relationships, when-
ever possible. In Construction Grammar, formalizations are made in terms of
constructions.

Every construction is associated with more or less detailed information
about its phonological, morphological, syntactic, semantic, pragmatic, dis-
course, and prosodic characteristics. Since such characterizations may swell
into fairly large and elaborate collections of symbols when represented for-
mally, Construction Grammar uses a box notation as a convenient way of
organizing all the information needed to give an adequate account of lin-
guistic structure. The box diagrams have become the most visible and readily
recognizable trademark of Construction Grammar representations.

Constructions have always played an important role in grammars and lin-

guistics; traditionally, we talk about sentence types, phrases, formulas, and even .

idioms. In Construction Grammar, the notion of ‘knowing a language’ means
knowing its constructions; the active, the passive, the reflexive, the existential
sentence types can all be seen as constructions, and so can the preposition
phrase, or the verb phrase. In fact, in the view of Construction Grammar,
language is the inventory of its constructions.

2.2 The Case Grammar connection

As noted in the introductory chapter, Construction Grammar evolved out of
Case Grammar (Fillmore 1968, 1977; Dirven & Radden 1987) and the early
versions of Frame Semantics (Fillmore 1982, 1984). Case Grammar was one
of the first approaches that set out to search for a semantically defined ‘deep
structure’ and its manifestations in linguistic expressions.'

Thus, the primary reason for saying that John Smith has a different seman-
tic role in (1a), below, than England in (1b) is not the inherent and intuitive
difference in meaning between a person and a country, but the fact that the
two display different syntactic behavior; in nominalizations, for example, one
tends to take the s-genitive, and the other the preposition in, as shown in (2a)
and (2b), respectively.

(1) a. John Smith remembers nothing of years gone by.
b. England remembers nothing of years gone by.
(2) a. John Smith’s memory of years gone by is non-existent.
b. The memory of years gone by is non-existent in England.
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When comparing the noun God used in (3) below to either John Smith or Eng-
F:&., we notice .ﬁrmn it patterns syntactically after John Smith (shown in 4a),
or at least more so than after England (shown in 4b), even though intuitively,

based on its referential properties, God might seem distinct from either of the
other two nominals.

(3) God remembers nothing of years gone by.

(4) a. God’s memory of years gone by is non-existent.
2
b. The memory of years gone by is non-existent in God.

On the basis of these facts we might want to assign the same semantic role, say,
‘agent’, to John Smith and God, but a different role, say, location’, to England
(cf. Fillmore’s 1971 arguments against the need for a semantic role ‘force’).
Similarly, we can deduce that the word children in (5a) is, at least in prin-
ciple, semantically ambiguous, since in a passive sentence with an oblique
adverbial, we have to choose between using the preposition by (which indi-
cates that children functions as agent, as in 5b) or with (indicating that children

wm an ‘instrument’, as in 5c); compare to (5d) which contains both agent and
instrument roles.

(5) a. Children filled the bewitched house.
b. The bewitched house was filled by children.
¢. The bewitched house was filled with children.
d. The bewitched house was filled with children by the unscrupulous
witch.

Fillmore (1968) explicates the regularities in mapping semantic roles onto
different grammatical functions in sentences. Thus, in English, if there is an
agent in an active sentence, that agent is realized as the subject; if there is no
agent, but an instrument, the instrument is realized as subject; and if there is no
agent nor instrument, but something that is affected by an activity, a ‘patient’,
then the patient is realized as subject. This is illustrated in (6).

(6) a. The Chancellor closed the university with a dull speech.
b. A dull speech closed the university.
c. The university closed.

The semantic role patterning is still at the core of Construction Grammar.
In early studies in Frame Semantics, Fillmore developed the notion of roles
further, suggesting that grammar can be seen as a network of associations
between syntactic roles (more generally known as grammatical functions),
textual roles (accounting for information structure), and verb-specific situa-

A thumbnail sketch of Construction Grammar

15

tional roles (such as ‘buyer’ and ‘seller’ in a commercial transaction). These
relationships will be addressed in Section 6.

3. Arguments for Construction Grammar

Although the physical realization of language (what we see as form and hear as
sound) is what comes closest to being observable and thus empirically based,
there are very few, if any, patterns in English that can be said to be purely syn-
tactic, in the sense that their meaning or function play no role in determining
well-formedness. The closest we come to a purely syntactic pattern may be
what is known as the Subject-Predicate construction, since almost anything
can be the subject in English. Most often, however, a construction has among
its defining properties specific semantic and pragmatic features. It is not un-

common that even when the structure of two phrases seems to be exactly the -

same, as in the expressions Thank you and See you, the two expressions may
have different semantic and pragmatic characteristics, which sanction the use
of these structures. .

This view is in direct contrast to the main interests of formal generative
grammars, whose machineries are designed to generate and recognize unlim-
itedly complex sentences, while leaving outside of their scope many kinds of
structures that speakers of a given language produce and comprehend in their
every-day language use. Starting out as a counter-movement against the succes-
sors of transformational-generative grammars, Construction Grammar made
the commitment to go beyond the interests inherited from the tradition of phi-
losophy of language, where the object has been to start one’s linguistic analysis
by working out the details of fairly simple fragments of language and add more
and more fragments as time moves on. Construction Grammar aspires to ac-
count for all constructions of a language and explicitly rejects the method of
starting from the simplest sentences and working up to more complex struc-
tures until finally, in the distant future, coming upon phrases such as See youl.
Rather, the argument goes, in order to account for all the possibilities of gram-
mar, we should start by attempting to provide an account of what have come
to be known as the ‘peripheral’ parts of language. This ‘periphery’ is important
as a starting point for linguistic analysis because most of the structures we use
in everyday discourse are de facto peripheral in this positive sense.

The commitment to including the ‘peripheral’ is justified by the follow-
ing reasoning. If speakers use grammatical patterns that a speech community
(through its normative grammars) does not readily embrace, then the com-
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bined facts that such patterns (a) are used, and (b) have not been (explicitly)
taught, guarantee the importance of such structures in language; it is not an
indication of their triviality. When we encounter forms that we have not been
explicitly taught — not to mention expressions that speakers are warned (by
prescriptive grammars) against using —we know that we are touching on some-
thing very basic, something that must be rooted in our cognitive behavior
independently of what others have attempted to impose on us.

Consistent with this general view, early studies in Construction Grammar
focused on very ‘peripheral’ and extremely cumbersome structures. Propo-
nents of other formal theories often dismissed such studies as not pertaining
to the essence of grammar, but rather constituting an ‘idiom-grammar’ adden-
dum to the core of grammatical descriptions. Yet, such criticism is missing the
point: the unique contribution of Construction Grammar has been in provid-
ing analytic tools that do not require any a priori decisions about what should
count as ‘basic, or as the ‘core’ in language. If construction grammarians had
concentrated first on accounting for the presumed and arbitrarily determined
‘core’ structures, Construction Grammar could have been easily deemed just a
notational variant of some other theory.

~ The relation between ‘productive rules’ and ‘idioms’ must be seen asa cline
from relatively productive to relatively frozen. There is no sense in treating the
constructions of a language as belonging to qualitatively different categories on
the basis of their degree of productivity. True, there are idioms that benefit lit-
tle from being integrated into the productive parts of grammar; for instance, by
and large or trip the light fantastic are clearly at the frozen, formulaic end of the
scale. But even so, they are not completely without tractable structure. In ex-
pressions such as What’s Bill doing inspecting the car? ot What's it doing snowing
in August?, as discussed in Kay & Fillmore (1999), or the greener the better (Fill-
more 1989), it is not at all clear whether it is more appropriate to treat these as
idioms, or as productive kinds of structures. Construction Grammar does not
have to make that choice.

Another area that illustrates a gradient scale between the formulaic and
the productive is that of numbers. Although it may seem that numbers are to a
certain extent ‘peripheral} they are clearly part of our language and they com-
monly make up systems that are subject to general grammatical constraints and
thus form an integral part of grammar. This is readily apparent in a language
like Finnish, where numbers partake in concord relations. In order to say ‘in 35
rooms’, Finnish speakers do not say ‘35 room-in’, as in (7c), with the number
specification in an unmarked, default case, but, minimally, ‘35-in room-in} as
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in (7b), and preferably in the form kolmessakymmenessiviidessi huoneessa ‘3-in
10-in 5-in room-in’, as shown in (7a).?

(7) a. kolme-ssa-kymmene-ssi-viide-ssd huonee-ssa
three -IN -ten -IN -five -1N room -IN
b. kolmekymmentdviidessi huoneessa
c. *kolmekymmentiviisi huoneessa

Evidently, numbers are like other nominals in Finnish in that they are as-
signed case suffixes. But numbers are not entirely like any other nominals,
cither; they have their own characteristics that need to be captured in a full ac-
count of language. For instance, when accounting explicitly for how numbers
are made up morphologically in English, we need to invoke a set of principles
that are not frequently referenced elsewhere in the English grammar. In par-
ticular, speakers use addition to form sequences like seventeen: 7 + 10 (‘seven

plus te(e)n’) or twenty-three: 20 + 3 (‘twenty plus three’), but multiplication is

used in forming seventy: 7 X 10 (‘seven times ten [=ty]’). We can argue that
in Finnish, subtraction is also at play, e.g. kahdeksan ‘two away from ten) i.e.,
10 — 2 = ‘eight’. And neljiitoista ‘four of the second’ displays a complex structure
involving both multiplication and addition to designate ‘fourteen’. The discus-
sion of numbers also points to the inherent similarity between word-length and
sentence-length constructions: Construction Grammar does not have to make
an a priori choice of whether to consider a piece of linguistic material (in this
case, any number) a word, a phrase, or a sentence.

Support for the view that an adequate description of grammar and linguis-
tic structure needs to make reference to complex constructions rather than to
the generative capacity of a rewrite-rule system comes from the cognitive cor-
relates of language processing. As Chafe (1994), Pawley (1987), Pawley & Syder
(1983), and others have shown, we process language in larger blocks, in gestalts;
memory and language storage function in terms of larger formulas rather than
in terms of words or phrases; we talk in spurts of two seconds, in terms of
prosodic units (variously known as idea units, or information units), rather
than strictly in terms of one word or one linguistic phrase at a time. In line with
this view, Bolinger (e.g., 1976) has shown the importance of what he calls ‘pre-
fabs’ in language, including the prosodic patterning of language (e.g., Bolinger
1951): sections or levels of an intonation contour are not by themselves par-
ticularly salient for speakers, but serve as cues primarily in the context of the
intonation contours as wholes. Furthermore, Chafe has shown that there is a
clear relationship between the globality of cognitive and linguistic units, shown
in Table 1.



18

Mirjam Fried & Jan-Ola Ostman

Table 1. The relationship between linguistic and cognitive units, as presented in studies
by Wallace Chafe (e.g., Chafe 1980, 1994, 1996)

linguistic units corresponding to cognitive units

focus of consciousness
center of interest
shift of attention/orientation

prosodic unit
extended sentence
paragraph, episode

To summarize, the most general argument pro Construction Grammar is
that this model is economical, since it does not need to set up different compo-
nents of grammar and then encounter problems in relating such components
to one another at a later stage of description and analysis. Secondly, by not as-
signing special status to certain fragments of grammar and by aspiring to give
adequate, systematic, and formal descriptions of the morphology, syntax, se-
mantics, and pragmatics of linguistic structures that are typically considered
‘irregular’ or ‘exceptional), Construction Grammar has the potential for a uni-
form representation of all grammatical knowledge. If it is possible to give a
precise description of the ‘peripheral’ or ‘exceptional, then clearly this kind of
description will be more powerful than descriptions aiming to give a systematic
account of ‘regular’ patterns only (such as, for example, basic transitive declar-
ative sentences). And finally, the Construction Grammar framework appears to
be consistent with what we know about cognition; especially recent advances
in research on child language acquisition indicate that our cognitive processes
manipulate linguistic structures of varying sizes and complexity (e.g., Peters
1983; Braine & Brooks 1995; Tomasello 1992, 2000).

4. The notion GRAMMATICAL CONSTRUCTION

In Construction Grammar the notion ‘construction’ has theoretical status and
the word ‘construction’ is used as a technical term. GRAMMATICAL CONSTRUC-
T10Ns are symbolic signs and represent the basic building blocks of linguistic
analysis. These signs, as we have noted, are not restricted to words but can,
in principle, be of any size (morpheme, phrase, sentence, text). A construc-
tion is an abstract, representational entity, a conventional pattern of linguistic
structure that provides a general blueprint for licensing well-formed linguistic
expressions. In contrast, the actually occurring linguistic expressions, such as
sentences and phrases, are not constructions, but consTruCTS. At the risk of
oversimplifying, we can compare the status of constructions as abstractions
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with traditional linguistic abstractions such as phonemes and morphemes.
We communicate in terms of constructs, not constructions, just like in actual
speech we produce sounds, not phonemes.

Constructions can represent very simple configurations that could be al-
most equally well captured by phrase-structure trees. But constructions can
also be quite complex, representing much larger and more intricate patterns
containing several layers of information (syntactic, semantic, pragmatic, etc.).
It is particularly the latter kind of constructions that emphasizes the unique
character of Construction Grammar as a multi-dimensional framework in
which none of the layers is seen as ‘more basic’ than any other; constructions
only differ in the extent to which they make use of these resources. Further-
more, it might well be the case that what might at first seem like a simple
construction turn out on closer scrutiny to have more specific constraints;
such extensions and refinements of constructions are easily accommodated in
Construction Grammar. _

The following are some brief examples of the kinds of information a con-
struction may have to specify.

i, Information about morphosyntactic properties. These include:

—  Structural relations among constituents (whether we want to think of them
in terms of hierarchies or dependencies) or marking, for example, the dif-
ferences between headed vs. non-headed structures, such as [hot {water]]
vs. [[hot] [and] [heavy]], respectively. The former exemplifies a hierarchi-
cal structure headed by the word water, while the latter shows a flat, non-
headed structure consisting of three elements none of which syntactically
dominates the other two.

_  Another formal property has to do with the order of elements. For ex-
ample, in capturing the crucial features of an adpositional phrase, the
relevant construction for English will have to specify, among other things,
that the adposition must precede its complement noun phrase (for chil-
dren/*children for), while for Turkish it must specify that the complement
comes first (cocuklar igin/*igin cocuklar ‘for children’).

_ Information about linguistic form also addresses the morphological shape
of particular constituents, such as morphological case, specific verb forms,
complementizers, and relativizers. For instance, differences in the formal
properties of relativizers can be illustrated by the English relative clauses,
which may come in three distinct shapes, including null, depending on the
relativizing expression (the books which/that/@ you like).
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