Mechanisms of constructional borrowing in complex prepositions: the case of French and its closest Germanic neighbors

Converging developments within the European linguistic landscape have recently attracted much attention (Van der Horst 2013), but determining the driving forces leading to such convergences is anything but trivial. Some authors, like Hüning (2014), decided to focus on complex prepositions to illustrate the intriguing parallelism between European languages. Among the explaining factors for the introduction and spread of complex prepositions, the genetic linguistic relationship of the languages, (conjectural) correlations between linguistic and cultural developments, the emergence of communicative needs and new text types, but also language contact are put forward (Hüning 2014). The last-mentioned parameter offers an interesting ground for the study of complex prepositions since it has been suggested, for instance, that French had exerted influence on English in the use of the complex forms under scrutiny (Schwenter & Traugott 1995), and the hypothesis was confirmed in a small-scale study within the framework of Grammaticalization (Lebendstedt 2015). It should be noted, however, that new coinages do not always emerge through grammaticalization, be it induced by contact or by internal mechanisms of language change, and loan translation has hardly been explained as a mechanism in this particular case.

It is argued in this paper that language contact is best integrated in a constructionist approach as regards complex prepositions, since any aspect of their form, meaning an/or distribution is worthy of consideration in Construction Grammar, and the effect of language contact in language change is likely to intervene in any of these domains in isolation as well as in interaction with the others. In a contrastive study on English and Dutch, which are known to have been in intimate contact with French, I set out to illustrate the different mechanisms of constructional borrowing which have potentially triggered the emergence and development of complex prepositions in the two West Germanic languages. In the light of a corpus-based descriptive analysis on a small set of constructions representative of the semantic classes of concession, condition, detriment and replacement (Klégr 1997), it will be shown, among other things, that cross-linguistic generalizations occurred sporadically at low levels of schematicity in Dutch and that the productivity of the pattern is likely to be a reflex of pro-diasystematic change (Höder 2012, 2014a, 2014b), whereas the English constructions can be claimed to result from contact-induced constructionalization (Hilpert 2015: 205).
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