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(Boye & Harder 2012)

Central claim
There is such a thing as a distinct class of grammatical expressions, 
which are the result of grammaticalization (pace Hopper 1991: 33).

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

This claim is not at variance with prototype theory, or with clines:

There is no necessary conflict between, on the one hand, the 
existence of a prototype and a continuum, and, on the other hand, the 
existence of a cutoff point between cases that fall inside and cases 
that fall outside a given category 
(Geeraerts 1989; Aarts 2007).
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Central idea

Grammatical expressions are morphemes, words and constructions that

- cannot themselves convey the main point of a linguistic message,
but 

- are conventionalized as serving an ancillary purpose by providing
secondary information.

Functional-cognitive rationale behind the contrast between grammatical
and lexical expressions:

The contrast helps us to decide what part of a linguistic message to 
direct our attention towards. 

(1)The dog jumped.
(2)The dog jumped.
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Theoretical prerequisites

Discourse prominence
- In any given utterance, there will be an issue of what is the most 

prominent part of it.
- A discursively primary expression is prominent relative to all other 

expressions in a given utterance.
- A given expression is discursively secondary if another expression in 

the same utterance is prominent relative to it.
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Conventionalization of discourse prominence
- Discourse prominence is basically a usage phenomenon: The assignment 

of discourse prominence is basically intention- and situation-dependent.

(1) Michael has always loved to swim.

(2) I believe [he loves her].

(3) That man.

- However, discourse prominence can be conventionalized.
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Definitions of lexical and grammatical expressions

Lexical expressions are by convention potentially discursively primary.
- They can, but need not, convey the main point of an utterance.

Grammatical expressions are by convention discursively secondary.
- They cannot convey the main point of an utterance, but are secondary in 

relation to one or more of their syntagmatically related expressions.*

* Conventions may be overridden: In metalinguistic and contrastive
contexts, where a grammatical expression is considered in relation to a 
paradigmatically related expression – and thus as detached from its 
immediate syntagmatic environment – it may be discursively primary: 

(1) I said emergED, not emergENT.
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Definitions of lexical and grammatical meanings

Lexical meanings are by convention potentially discursively primary.
- They can, but need not, be the main point of an utterance.

Grammatical meanings are by convention discursively secondary.
- They cannot be the main point of an utterance, but are secondary in 

relation to one or more other meanings.
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The relationship between expressions and meanings

Lexical expressions
- have lexical meaning: they are lexical by virtue of their lexical meaning.
- may have grammatical meaning.

Example
ran (past tense of run)
- lexical meaning: ‘run’
- grammatical meaning: ‘past’

Grammatical expressions
- do not have lexical meaning.
- have grammatical meaning.
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Implication 1: grammatical status and linguistic structure

Grammatical expressions are dependent upon other linguistic expressions 
with respect to which they can be discursively secondary in actual 
communication.

Example:
English genitive -s is structurally dependent upon a NP in relation to 
which it is discursively secondary.

Analogy:
Second violins are dependent on first violins.
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Implication 2: two types of meanings and expressions

Since the theory does not define grammatical meaning in terms of inherent 
features, it readily accommodates two types of meanings:

1. Relatable meanings (meanings that can be related to each other)
- the content coded by the and king in the king

2. Semantic relations
- the relations coded by the construction:

DETERMINER DETERMINED
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Accordingly, the theory readily accommodates two types of expressions:

1. Phonologically concrete expressions

2. Abstract expressions (constructions, zeros)

- Expressions of type 1 can be lexical (potentially primary).

- Expressions of type 2 are always secondary (inherently grammatical).
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Summary
Grammatical expressions are conventionalized with one of the possible 
discourse statuses of lexical expressions:

STRUCTURAL STATUS USAGE 
STATUS

Lexical Discursively Primary

Grammatical Discursively secondary
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Related ideas
Croft’s PIBUs (Primary Information Bearing Units)
Talmy’s attentional fore- vs. backgrounding
Dixon’s primary vs. secondary concepts
Dehé & Wichmann’s main clause vs. comment clause/discourse marker

STRUCTURAL STATUS USAGE 
STATUS

Lexical Discursively Primary

Grammatical Discursively secondary

Problem
Grammaticalization impossible: 
no link between lexical and grammatical!
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How can we identify grammatical expressions?

1. “Discourse analysis”
- Is a given expression used with primary status (outside 

metalinguistic and contrastive contexts)?
- If not, then it is grammatical.

1. Tests which exploit language-specific means for singling out the primary 
element of an utterance
- Can a given expression be singled out as primary (without 

metalinguistic or contrastive side-effects)?
- If not, then it is grammatical.

Diagnostic criteria of grammatical expressions
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Focus tests

Background
- The focal expression is the primary element of the utterance (at the 

appropriate level of granularity).
- Focalizability is thus a symptom of lexical status: only lexical – potentially 

primary – expressions can be assigned discursively primary status by 
focalizing expressions. 

- It follows that non-focalizability is a symptom of grammatical –
conventionally secondary – status:

Non-focalizability as symptom of grammatical status
Grammatical expressions cannot be assigned discursively primary status 
by focalizing expressions.

Diagnostic criteria of grammatical expressions
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Focus tests for English

1. Grammatical expressions cannot independently occur in the focal 
position of cleft constructions.

2. Grammatical expressions cannot independently occur in the focal 
position of pseudo-cleft constructions. 

3. Grammatical expressions cannot independently receive narrowly focal 
stress (this is a familiar feature of grammatical expressions; cf. Bybee 
at al. 1994: 7).

4. Grammatical expressions cannot independently occur in the semantic 
scope of focus particles like only, just, and even.
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Addressability tests

Background
- Addressability: to address (the meaning of) a linguistic expression is to 

take it up in a subsequent utterance (cf. Posner 1972 on 
“Kommentierbarkeit”). 

- Like focalizability, addressability is a symptom of lexical status: only 
lexical – potentially primary – expressions can be assigned primary 
status by being addressed in subsequent discourse. 

- Accordingly, non-addressability is a symptom of grammatical status.

Non-addressability as a symptom of grammatical status
Grammatical expressions cannot be assigned discursively primary 
status by being addressed in subsequent discourse.
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Addressability tests for English

1. Grammatical expressions cannot independently be questioned by wh-
questions.

2. Grammatical expressions cannot independently be referred to 
anaphorically or cataphorically (i.e. they do not introduce discourse 
referents that can be picked out by indexical expressions).

3. Grammatical expressions cannot independently be questioned by yes-
no questions.
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Application of the test – example 1
The contrast between go and gonna as a contrast between lexical 
and grammatical status.

go is a lexical expressions by both diagnostics:
FOCUS CRITERION

What he likes is to go to Rome.
ADDRESSABILITY CRITERION

- He is going to Rome.
- How (going)?

gonna is a grammatical expression by both criteria:
FOCUS CRITERION

*What he likes is gonna. 
ADDRESSABILITY CRITERION

- He is gonna clean up.
- How (clean up/*gonna)?
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Application of the tests – example 2
The contrast between demonstratives like that and articles like 
the as a contrast between lexical and grammatical status (cf. Diessel 
1999).

Adnominal demonstratives are lexical expressions by both criteria –
although they are traditionally regarded as grammatical:

FOCUS CRITERION
Was it that or the other (picture) you meant?

ADDRESSABILITY CRITERION
- I love that picture.
- Really, that (one)?

Articles are grammatical expressions by both criteria:
FOCUS CRITERION

*Was it the or the other (picture) you meant?
ADDRESSABILITY CRITERION

- I love the picture.
- *Really, the (one)?
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Limitations to the tests 1: Conventions can be overridden
Occasionally, grammatical expressions can be focalized and/or addressed:

(1)A: - Did you do your homework?
B: - No, I am GONNA do my homework.

(2) I said emergED, not emergENT.

This is not a problem for the theory, but a feature of linguistic reality:
- “Grammatical expressions are by convention discursively secondary”.
- Conventions can be overridden in actual usage.

Contexts in which conventions can be overridden:
- Contrastive contexts (1)
- Metalinguistic contexts (2)
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