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Two types of definitions of grammaticalization

1. Definition of the change itself

1.1 Ostensive definition, with reference to uncontroversial examples of 
grammaticalization 

1.2-3Definition in terms of (sets of) features found with uncontroversial 
examples of grammaticalization

2. Definition in terms of the result of grammaticalization

2.1 Ostensive definition, with reference to uncontroversial examples of 
grammatical expressions

2.2-3Definition in terms of (sets of) features found with uncontroversial 
examples of grammatical expressions

Background
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Ostensive definition of the change itself

Uncontroversial examples of grammaticalization:

1. lexical > grammatical expression
- verb > auxiliary: going to > gonna
- demonstrative > complementizer: that > that

2. syntacticization
- conventionalization of word order
- development of complex constructions

Problem with ostensive definitions
What about changes that are not uncontroversially cases of 
grammaticalization?

Background
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Definition of the change itself in terms of (sets of) features

Features typically associated with grammaticalization

- increase in boundness

- phonological reduction

- semantic reduction (bleached, generalized, or abstract meaning)

- emergence of closed class membership

- obligatorification

Background
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Problems with definitions in terms of typical features:

1. Even with standard examples of grammaticalization, only some of the 
features are found (e.g. Campbell 2001).

Example: demonstrative > complementizer

(1) I saw that. He went there
>

(2) I saw [that he went there]

- no phonological reduction of that
- no obligatorification of that
- no emergence of closed class membership of that

-

Background
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Problems with definitions in terms of typical features:

2. All features are found also with uncontroversial examples of lexical 
expressions (e.g. Campbell 2001).

- increase in boundness - [put] [away] > [put away]

- phonological reduction - Engla-lond > England

- semantic reduction - fly ‘move quickly through the air’
>

fly ‘move quickly’

- Emergence of closed class membership > AcI construction

- obligatorification [put] ([away]) > [put away]

Background
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Problems with definitions in terms of typical features:

3. Only few, if any, features regularly accompany syntacticization.

Example: rise of complex clauses

(1) I saw that. He went there
>

(2) I saw [that he went there]

- no phonological reduction of construction
- no obligatorification of construction
- no emergence of closed class membership of construction

Background
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Definitions in terms of the result of grammaticalization
(cf. yesterday’s talk)

1. Ostensive definition
Problem: What about expressions that are not uncontroversially 

lexical or grammatical?

1. Definition in terms of (sets of) features found with uncontroversial 
examples of grammatical expressions
Problems: Not sufficient or necessary

- traditional features
- abstract or no semantic content (e.g. Trask 1993: 123)
Unclear
- procedural or weakly deictic meaning 

(e.g. Nicolle 1998, Diewald 2010)

Background
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Challenge to grammaticalization research
There is no good definition of grammaticalization.

The distinction between grammaticalization and other types of language 
change remains pre-theoretical and intuition-based.

---

Is there any substance to the distinction between grammaticalization and 
other types of language change?

Is there any such thing as grammaticalization?

Background
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(Boye & Harder 2012)

Central claim
There is such a thing as grammaticalization as a distinct type of linguistic 
change (pace Campbell 2001, and others in Language Sciences 23).

However, grammaticalization cannot be defined exclusively in terms 
of morholosyntactic, phonological or inherent-semantic features, like e.g. 
increse in boundness, phonological reduction, semantic reduction:

A functional theory of grammaticalization




























