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The grammaticalization of topic marking constructions in Spanish 

 

The study of the diachronic development of topic markers in Romance languages such as Spanish en 

cuanto a ‘in terms of’ or con respecto a ‘with respect to’ is still a research desideratum. With regard 

to topic markers in general only the development of French quant à has been investigated so far (cf. 

Combettes et al, eds., 2003). However, it has never been analysed against the background of CxG, as 

the framework of CxG is still not often applied in Romance linguistics (but see De Knop et al, eds., 

2013; Boas et al, eds., 2014).  

Spanish topic markers are considered constructions because their form, function and even 

meaning are not strictly predictable from their component parts (Goldberg 2006: 5). So this paper 

adopts a constructionist approach in terms of frequency and entrenchment to the rise and 

development of ‘topic marking constructions’. A further goal of the study is to describe the 

constructions in more detail, showing their characteristics, their use and their restrictions of use, 

focusing in particular on their syntactic position. Do markers in different positions represent different 

constructions? 

The work with the Corpus del Español and Corpus Diacrónico del Español shows that their 

frequency has increased over time so that the constructions can be nowadays said to occur “with 

sufficient frequency” (Goldberg 2006: 5). 

 

(1) Con respecto a la envidia que (16th cent.) 

 ‘With respect to the envy that’ 

 

(2) Con respecto a la comedia (19th cent.) 

 ‘With respect to the play’ 

 

Furthermore, the results show that the construction con respecto de instead of con respecto a is also 

to be found: 

 

(3) & las cosas que conteçen con respecto dalgunos logares dela tierra (13th cent.) 

 ‘and the things that happen with respect to some places of the world’ 

 

(4) con respecto de los hombres (19th cent.) 

 ‘with respect to the men’ 

 

With respect to en cuanto a, the results show that in earlier centuries cuanto a instead of en cuanto a 

was also used: 

 

(5) Cuanto a la hermosura, dezían los cristianos (14th cent.)  

‘(In) terms of the beauty, said the Christians’ 

 

Till today both constructions con respecto a and con respecto de are co-existent. Nevertheless, the 

use of the latter seems to decrease till the 19th century. En cuanto a (+ NP), however, seems to be so 

much entrenched in the 19th century so that no instances of cuanto a can be found any longer. 
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