
What counts as evidence for constructionalization? New data on the emergence of the 

Dutch krijgen-passive  

 

While the distinction between constructionalization and constructional change introduced in 

Traugott & Trousdale (2013) is theoretically well-founded, its operationalization in concrete 

case studies is by no means a straightforward matter, i.e. it is not always easy to tell exactly 

which diachronic observations can count as empirical evidence for the establishment of a 

formnew-meaningnew pattern (also see Trousdale 2014).      

 The present paper reflects on this important theoretical-methodological question 

through a discussion of the development of the Dutch krijgen-passive construction in (1), the 

earliest examples of which date from around 1900. Colleman (2015) argues that the krijgen-

passive presents an argument structure construction in its own right, with a semantic range of 

its own. Also, he argues that it developed out of several pre-existing constructions involving 

the (lexical) verb krijgen ‘receive’ (cf. Van de Velde et al. 2013 on “multiple sources”).   

 

(1) Ik kreeg een cadeau overhandigd van   de  burgemeester. 

I  got      a     present handed         from the  mayor. 

‘I was handed a present by the mayor.’  

 

An important remaining question is exactly when the krijgen-passive emancipated from these 

sources. I will zoom in on two cases of formal variation that may shed some light on this 

matter, on the basis of data from the historical Dutch newspapers digitally available at 

www.delpher.com. The first of these is the word order alternation between participle + krijgen 

and krijgen + participle in the right bracket of the clause, the second is the alternation between 

the prepositions van ‘from’ and door ‘by’ for marking the agent role. In both alternations, the 

latter option can be argued to constitute proof of a more advanced degree of 

auxiliarization/grammaticalization. The examples in (2) illustrate both alternations at the same 

time. 

 

(2)   a. ... dat hij een hoeveelheid vleesch van  

  verdachte aangeboden kreeg. (Nieuwe provinciale Groninger courant,   

  21/09/1940) 

‘... that he was offered a quantity of meat by the suspect.’ 

b. Overbekend zijn de gevallen van voetballers, die een sigarenwinkel of een café  

kregen aangeboden door een andere club. (Het Nieuwsblad voor Sumatra, 

05/01/1950) 

‘Well-known are the cases where football players were offered a cigar store or 

pub by another club.’ 

 

For both alternations, I will investigate whether the relative frequencies of the two alternants 

have changed since the early 20th century and what can be gleaned from this about the 

constructionalization of the krijgen-passive. Is it possible to pinpoint the exact stage at which 

the emerging construction was established as a new form/meaning-pairing? 

 

References 

Colleman, Timothy (2015). Constructionalization and post-constructionalization: The 

constructional semantics of the Dutch krijgen-passive in a diachronic perspective. In: J. 

Barðdal et al. (eds.), Diachronic Construction Grammar. Amsterdam/Philadelphia: John 

Benjamins. 

http://www.delpher.com/


Traugott, Elizabeth Closs & Graeme Trousdale (2013). Constructionalization and 

constructional changes. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Trousdale, Graeme (2014). On the relationship between grammaticalization and 

constructionalization. Folia Linguistica 48: 557-577. 

Van de Velde, Freek, Hendrik De Smet & Lobke Ghesquière (2013). On multiple source 

constructions in language change. Studies in Language 37: 473-489. 


