
Approaching grammaticalization from a constructional perspective 

The upward-strengthening hypothesis 

 

Martin Hilpert (University of Neuchâtel) 

 

A growing body of research into language change combines ideas from grammaticalization 

theory and Construction Grammar (e.g. Traugott and Trousdale 2013). The fundamental 

underlying assumption of such work is that linguistic knowledge is organized as a large network 

of constructions that vary with regard to complexity, schematicity, and entrenchment (Langacker 

1987, Goldberg 1995). Over time, the network of constructions changes through language use, so 

that nodes and connections in the network may develop, become stronger or weaker, or 

disappear. This paper argues that grammaticalization can be modeled as a particular type of 

change in the constructional network, namely a change whereby the experience of a linguistic 

expressions does not only lead to the cognitive entrenchment of that very expression, but also to 

the strengthening of a more schematic representation of that expression. Instances of 

grammaticalizing forms are thus hypothesized to trigger “upward strengthening” in the 

constructional network, where “up” indicates a higher level of abstraction. 

 

What are the implications of this idea? The upward strengthening hypothesis predicts that not all 

linguistic usage events will strengthen abstract, schematic representations of what is heard. In 

order for upward strengthening to happen, the usage event should display two characteristics. 

First, the expression should provide an unambiguous cue to its linguistic category, so that the 

identification of a more abstract schema is possible. Second, it should instantiate a marginal 

member of its category, so that its experience together with the category cue is unusual, and 

therefore informative. Encountering a marginal member of a linguistic category will force the 

hearer to re-consider the boundaries of that category, so that a more schematic representation can 

emerge. I will illustrate in my presentation how the upward strengthening hypothesis can be 

tested on the basis of diachronic corpora. 

 


