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Old and Early Modern Swedish giva ’give’ and the caused-motion construction. The gradual 

emergence of a dative alternation 

 

The similarity in meaning between the ditransitive and the caused-motion construction has 

been frequently discussed within the framework of Construction Grammar (e.g. Goldberg 

1995:89–95, Leino 2010, Timyam & Bergen 2010). The phenomenon is elsewhere often 

referred to as the dative alternation (e.g. Bresnan & Nikitina 2009; Krifka 2004). In this 

paper, I discuss the use of the verb giva ’give’ in Old Swedish (1225–1526) and Early Modern 

Swedish (1526–1732), focusing on how the verb is combined with the caused-motion 

construction. In Modern Swedish, the choice of either the ditransitive or the caused-motion 

construction is largely dependent on discourse-pragmatic factors concerning the prominence 

of the arguments involved (Teleman et al. 1999:299), and the two constructions can often be 

used to describe the same event (cf. Leino 2010:112). In Old Swedish, on the other hand, the 

caused-motion use of the verb giva is connected with a semantics clearly different from that 

of the ditransitive construction. This raises the question of when, and how, the partial 

semantic overlap that exists between the two constructions in Modern Swedish has arisen.  

 

A preliminary investigation indicates that in Old Swedish, the caused-motion construction can 

be used with a number of prepositions, including i ’in, into’, till ’to’ and under ’under’, and is 

primarily associated with a sense of abstract motion or used when the recipient or goal 

constitutes a church or some other kind of institution. The construction does not seem to be 

used at all if the recipient or goal is animate. In Early Modern Swedish, however, the 

preposition till ’to’ starts being used with animate recipients, while the use of the prepositions 

i and under is declining. The 17th century also sees the introduction of the preposition åt ’to, 

towards’ in the construction, which is from then on frequently used to denote an animate 

recipient. The semantics of the caused-motion construction thus seems to undergo a process of 

bleaching, whereby it acquires a meaning much closer to that of the ditransitive construction. 

This renders the caused-motion construction apt as an alternative to the ditransitive 

construction, a development which could be analyzed in terms of a grammaticalization 

process, in which the prepositional phrase of the caused-motion construction grammaticalizes 

into a periphrastic dative-like case. As a consequence, the caused-motion construction, 

through losing some of its original semantic content, enters into a partial alternation with the 

ditransitive construction. 
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