Surface Generalizations: A Constructional Approach to Argument Structure

A constructional approach to grammar is briefly introduced. Constructions, including morphemes or words, idioms, partially lexically filled and fully abstract phrasal patterns, are understood to be learned on the basis of the input together with general cognitive mechanisms. Cross-linguistic generalizations are explained by appeal to general cognitive constraints together with the functions of the constructions involved. Language-specific generalizations across constructions are captured via inheritance networks. The approach does not assume that language should be divided up into “core” grammar and the (to-be-ignored) “periphery;” instead constructionists set out to account for all of our knowledge of language as learned patterns of form and function. An emphasis is placed on subtle aspects of construal and on surface form.

The last point is discussed in some detail since it relates directly to the question of how to treat verb alternations. It is argued that surface generalizations surrounding argument structure (i.e., argument structure constructions) are important in that they involve robust generalizations of form and function. At the same time, it is equally important to bear in mind that the meaning of a clause is more than the meaning of the argument structure construction used to express it.  In accounting for similarities among alternative expressions and dissimilarities among instances of the same argument structure construction, careful attention must be given to the verb which is the same in the former and different in the latter.  Individual verb meanings as well as argument structure constructions play a crucial role. 

