
Development of new grammatical categories in Romance: 
the role of constructions in grammaticalization  

 

This paper is devoted to two grammatical paradigms that were inexistent in Latin and emerged 
in Romance, viz. determiners and auxiliaries. NPs and VPs grammaticalized into a parallel 
structure in French, Italian and Spanish: Det + N and Aux + V. We show how constructions 
played a central role in this grammaticalization process.  

Our hypothesis is twofold. First, constructions are crucial because they represent abstract 
patterns (Noël 2007) which may become productive (Trousdale 2010). The fundamental 
principle at work here is analogy (Fischer 2008, Itkonen 2005), in particular pattern finding, 
the ability to create syntactic types out of frequent tokens, and system mapping, the ability to 
apply the same pattern to another set (Tomasello 2003). In all three languages, the definite 
article created a prenominal slot which later hosted the indefinite article and eventually other 
indefinites, possessives and demonstratives, thus creating the new paradigm of determiners. 
Similarly and subsequently, a preverbal slot was created in the VP for hosting tense, aspect 
and modality markers, thus creating the paradigm of auxiliaries. 
Secondly, when frequent structures grammaticalize (Bybee 2003), the formal mold often gets 
automatized and may become so rigid that competing forms get pushed out of the paradigm 
and disappear. This paradigmatization (Lehmann 2002) as well as the progressive 
strengthening of syntagmatic constraints is however more radical in French than in Italian and 
Spanish because languages grammaticalize at a different pace.  

Our data stem from translations of the same Latin source in different stages of French on the 
one hand and in contemporary Italian and Spanish on the other. Our methodology shows the 
fruitfulness of this double perspective: comparing evolutionary stages of a single language and 
synchronic states of genetically related languages leads to similar results. 

Preliminary results : 
- NP and VP underwent a parallel evolution, which occurred earlier for NP than for VP,  and 

is hence more radical. Thus French prenominal determiners became obligatory, whereas 
verbal TAM marking is expressed by verbal suffixes as well as by auxiliaries. 

- The grammaticalization of NP and of VP is correlated, not only historically but also 
comparatively: languages or language stages with a strict Det + N pattern also have a more 
constrained Aux + V pattern. French is the most grammaticalized language  in this respect. 
Spanish is in many regards similar to Old French and Italian occupies an intermediate 
position. 

 
Obviously, our hypothesis requires verification on a larger sample of languages in order to 
assess its typological validity. 


