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3 Problems in Construction Grammar



Mensen verlangen zekerheid Mensen verlangen naar zekerheid

NP V NP NP V PP

(WR-P-P-G-0000192955.p.14.s.4)

vs.

'People desire certainty'

naar

Transitive construction vs. naar-construction



Ze zoeken slachtoffers Ze zoeken slachtoffers

NP V NP V

(WR-P-P-G-0000254992.p.3.s.1)

vs.

'They are searching victims'

naar

Transitive construction vs. naar-construction

NP PP



• Principle of Semantic Coherence: verbs that are more semantically similar to an argument 

construction, will more often appear in that construction

1. Meanings of the transitive construction and the naar-construction?

2. For each alternating verb: semantic distance to both constructions?

3. Test the prediction, while controlling for other factors

• Lexical Origin Hypothesis: abstract argument constructions extract their meaning from the

prototypical fillers of their verb slot, e.g. give for the English ditransitive construction

⇨ Identify the prototypical fillers of the verb slots

⇨ Collostructional analyses



Transitive construction

Frequency
transitive
construction

Total 
Frequency

Collostruct. 
Strength

doen 'do' 553,960 668,486 10,795,308

krijgen 'get' 511,965 586,452 10,562,871

hebben 'have' 1,280,142 3,396,725 10,063,481

maken 'make' 506,522 644,692 9,306,076

⇨ doen 'do' as proxy for the meaning
of the transitive construction

⇨ kijken 'look' as proxy for the meaning
of the naar-construction

Naar-construction

Frequency
naar-
construction

Total 
Frequency

Collostruct.
Strength

verwijzen 'refer' 23,063 23,787 12,588,214

kijken 'look' 53,954 130,567 12,492,364

gaan 'go' 113,774 953,918 7,456,440

sturen 'send' 24,501 53,963 6,236,835



• Principle of Semantic Coherence: verbs that are more semantically similar to an argument 

construction, will more often appear in that construction

1. Meanings of the transitive construction and the naar-construction?

2. For each alternating verb: semantic distance to both constructions?

3. Test the prediction, while controlling for other factors

⇨ Distributional Vectors



Doen 'do':
Proxy for the

transitive construction

Kijken 'look':
Proxy for the

naar-construction

graaien 'grobe'

verlangen 'desire'

zoeken 'search'

happen 'snap'

peilen 'gauge'

grabbelen 'scramble'



• Principle of Semantic Coherence: verbs that are more semantically similar to an argument 

construction, will more often appear in that construction

1. Meanings of the transitive construction and the naar-construction?

2. For each alternating verb: semantic distance to both constructions?

3. Test the prediction, while controlling for other factors

⇨ Distributional Vectors

Relative-Similarity-to-Look = 𝑠𝑖𝑚𝑐𝑚 𝑘𝑖𝑗𝑘𝑒𝑛, 𝑣𝑒𝑟𝑏 − 𝑠𝑖𝑚𝑐𝑚 𝑑𝑜𝑒𝑛, 𝑣𝑒𝑟𝑏 10



• Principle of Semantic Coherence: verbs that are more semantically similar to an argument 

construction, will more often appear in that construction

1. Meanings of the transitive construction and the naar-construction?

2. For each alternating verb: semantic distance to both constructions?

3. Test the prediction, while controlling for other factors

⇨ Mixed Regression Modelling

Argument Construction ~ Relative-Similarity-to-Look

+ Country + Theme-Complexity + Verb-Theme-Order 

+ Theme-Complexity:Verb-Theme-Order

+ 1|Component + 1|Verb







Prediction Failed



Problem of Prediction



Problem of Prediction

How to predict concrete meaning distinctions from abstract constructions?

Lenci (2012: 13-15): decidere (sull'), rimproverare per/a

Perek (2015: 90-144): chip (at), kick (at)

Dąbrowska (2017: 21-40)

⇨ Use concrete constructions, not abstract constructions



Problem of Proliferation



Problem of Proliferation

Does a proliferation of concrete constructions decrease the parsimony

of construction grammar?

⇨ No. Measure parsimony in number of mechanisms



Problem of Proliferation

What mechanism can explain the emergence of the constructional

meaning of concrete constructions?

⇨ Lexical Origin Hypothesis: argument constructions extract their meaning from the

prototypical fillers of their verb slot

⇨ What if the verb slot is fixed? 

Mensen verlangen zekerheid Mensen verlangen naar zekerheid

NP NP NP NP

vs. naar



Problem of Precedence



Problem of Precedence

At what level in the constructicon does an alternation express meaning?

– Problem of Prediction: Use this level to make succesful predictions

– Problem of Proliferation: Prune all other levels from the network and

explain the emergence of constructional meaning at this level



Problem of Precedence

At what level in the constructicon does an alternation express meaning?

⇨ Treat this as an empirical question

⇨ Develop a methodological approach to answer this question



How?

1. Map out the constructional network

2. Traverse the network



naar-construction

NP V naar NP

'search'

NP zoek naar NP

'desire'

NP verlang naar NP

Level of the
preposition

Level of the
verb

Level of the
object

'grab'

NP grijp naar NP

'desire certainty'

NP verlang naar zekerheid

'desire thing'

NP verlang naar ding

…

…

Level of the
verbal groupMotoric verbs



Level of the
object

Level of the
subject

Fully instantiated
level

'desire certainty'

NP verlang naar zekerheid

'desire thing'

NP verlang naar ding

'citizen desire certainty'

burger verlang naar zekerheid

'I desire certainty'

Ik verlang naar zekerheid

'The citizen desires societal constancy'

De burger verlangt naar maatschappelijke zekerheid

'That's why I desired more certainty'

Daardoor verlangde ik naar meer zekerheid

…



naar-construction

NP V naar NP

Level of the
preposition



Prediction Failed



Descend one level



naar-construction

NP V naar NP

'desire'

NP verlang naar NP

Level of the
verb

Level of the
preposition



Mensen verlangen zekerheid Mensen verlangen naar zekerheid

NP NP NP NP

vs.



Level of the verb

1. Identify the prototypical fillers of the underlying slot: Collostructional Analyses

2. Measure the semantic distance to these prototypical fillers: Distributional Vectors

3. Test the prediction, while controlling for other factors: Mixed Regression Modelling



Transitive verlang-construction

Frequency
transitive
construction

Total 
Frequency

Collostruct. 
Strength

bewijs ‘proof’ 18 24,734 32.00

tegenprestatie ‘countereffort' 10 901 29.93

offer ‘sacrifice’ 10 3,122 24.52

bijdrage ‘contribution’ 14 26,136 23.21

garantie ‘garantuee’ 12 12,060 23.20

teken ‘sign’ 12 15,962 21.75

⇨ bewijs 'proof' as proxy

desire as 'demand'

verlang-naar-construction

Frequency
naar-
construction

Total 
Frequency

Collostruct. 
Strength

leven ‘life’ 35 169,360 43.60

rust ‘rest’ 26 52,595 42.31

kind ‘child’ 38 251,250 42.25

dood ‘death’ 24 51,814 38.44

huis ‘house’ 26 145,482 31.00

bed ‘bed’ 14 26,942 23.44

⇨ leven 'life' as proxy

desire as 'long for'



Level of the verb

1. Identify the prototypical fillers of the underlying slot: bewijs 'proof' vs. leven 'life'

2. Measure the semantic distance to these prototypical fillers: Distributional Vectors

3. Test the prediction, while controlling for other factors: Mixed Regression Modelling

Relative-Similarity-to-Life = 𝑠𝑖𝑚𝑐𝑚 𝑙𝑒𝑣𝑒𝑛, 𝑜𝑏𝑗𝑒𝑐𝑡 − 𝑠𝑖𝑚𝑐𝑚 𝑏𝑒𝑤𝑖𝑗𝑠, 𝑜𝑏𝑗𝑒𝑐𝑡 10



Argument Construction ~ Relative-Similarity-to-Life

+ Relative-Similarity-to-House 

+ Country + Theme-Complexity

+ Verb-Theme-Order

+ Theme-Complexity:Verb-Theme-Order

+ 1|Component + 1|Object-lemma

‐ Only full nominal theme lemma's

‐ Leven 'life', bewijs 'proof', huis 'house', 

kans 'chance' excluded to avoid circularity



Prediction Successful



Precedence level?



Descend one level



naar-construction

NP V naar NP

'desire'

NP verlang naar NP

Level of the
preposition

Level of the
verb

Level of the
object

'desire certainty'

NP verlang naar zekerheid

'desire thing'

NP verlang naar ding



Level of the object

• Use the higher level distinction 'demand' vs. 'long for' to predict the variation at this

level

– Verlang ding 'desire thing': 9 transitive instances vs. 12 prepositional instances

– Verlang zekerheid 'desire certainty': 7 transitive instances vs. 5 prepositional

instances



Transitive: predicted 'demand'

De Raad en het Parlement kunnen natuurlijk niet van de Commissie dingen verlangen waarvoor zij haar 

geen bevoegdheid verlenen. (WR-P-P-I-0000000069.p.161.s.1)

‘The Council and the Parliament of course cannot demand things from the Commission for which they do 

not grant it the authority.’

Straks gaat hij weer dingen van mij verlangen. (WR-P-E-G-0000008459.p.377.s.1)

‘He’ll be demanding things from me again.’

Prepositional: predicted 'long for'

Het soort liefde dat ik voor haar voelde, deed haar naar nieuwe dingen verlangen.

‘The kind of love that I felt for her, made her long for new things’ (WR-P-P-B-0000000132.p.1726.s.15)

Stelt u zich eens voor dat u naar al die dingen vurig zou verlangen... (WR-P-P-B-0000000056.p.1379.s.2)

‘Imagine yourself that you are passionately longing for all those things…’



Transitive: predicted 'demand'

In amendement 2 staat dat de douaneautoriteiten een zekerheid kunnen verlangen om hun 

aansprakelijkheid (…) te dekken. (WR-P-P-I-0000000312.p.1169.s.14)

'In amendment 2, it is stated that the costums authorities can demand an assurance that their liability (…) 

is covered.'

Terecht wordt door de gemeenteraad zekerheid verlangd dat de met de aanleg gemoeide kosten binnen de 

perken blijven. (WR-P-P-G-0000003464.p.1.s.3)

'The town council rightly demands the assurance that the costs involved in the construction work remain

within certain limits.' 

Prepositional: predicted 'long for'

Zelf hebt u ook hevig verlangd naar onwrikbare zekerheden. (WR-P-P-G-0000213898.p.24.s.1)

'You have also yourself longed for unshakeable certainties.'

Men verlangt naar zekerheid, naar houvast. (WR-P-P-H-0000097808.p.22.s.4)

'One longs for security, for something to hold on to.'



Prediction Successful



How?

1. Map out the constructional network

2. Traverse the network



• Problem of Precedence: At what level in the constructicon does an alternation express meaning?

⇨ Identify this precendence level by incorporating the multi-level nature of the constructicon into 

corpus research. For this case study: the level of the verb.

• Problem of Prediction: How to predict concrete meaning distinctions from abstract constructions?

⇨ Use the precedence level

• Problem of Proliferation: Does a proliferation of concrete constructions decrease the parsimony of

construction grammar?

⇨ Prune all other levels from the network

Why?



naar-construction

NP V naar NP

'search'

NP zoek naar NP

'desire'

NP verlang naar NP

Level of the
preposition

Level of the
verb

Level of the
object

'desire certainty'

NP verlang naar zekerheid

'desire thing'

NP verlang naar ding

…

…

Prepositional intransitive
construction

NP V P NP

'citizen desire certainty'

burger verlang naar zekerheid

'I desire certainty'

Ik verlang naar zekerheid

'The citizen desires societal constancy'

De burger verlangt naar maatschappelijke zekerheid

'That's why I desired more certainty'

Daardoor verlangde ik naar meer zekerheid

Level of the
subject

Fully
instantiated

level

Fully abstract
level

aan-construction

NP V aan NP

…



'search'

NP zoek naar NP

'desire'

NP verlang naar NP

Level of the
preposition

Level of the
verb

Level of the
object

Prepositional intransitive
construction

NP V P NP

'The citizen desires societal constancy'

De burger verlangt naar maatschappelijke zekerheid

'That's why I desired more certainty'

Daardoor verlangde ik naar meer zekerheid

Level of the
subject

Fully
instantiated

level

Fully abstract
level



Lexical Origin Hypothesis: argument constructions at any level of abstraction extract 

their meaning from the prototypical fillers of their underlying slot

Mensen verlangen zekerheid Mensen verlangen naar zekerheid

NP NP NP NP

vs. naar



• Problem of Precedence: At what level in the constructicon does an alternation express meaning?

⇨ Identify this precendence level by incorporating the multi-level nature of the constructicon into 

corpus research. For this case study: the level of the verb.

• Problem of Prediction: How to predict concrete meaning distinctions from abstract constructions?

⇨ Use the precedence level

• Problem of Proliferation: Does a proliferation of concrete constructions decrease the parsimony of

construction grammar?

⇨ Prune all other levels from the network

⇨ Account for the emergence of constructional meaning at this level.

Why?
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Why

Solve the:

• Problem of Precedence

• Problem of Prediction

• Problem of Proliferation

How

Incorporate the multi-level nature of the

constructicon into corpus research:

• Map out the constructional network

• Systematically traverse it


