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The theoretical model in which “constructions” are considered to be the basic linguistic unit 
(Goldberg 1995) has gained increasing acceptance in recent years. However, studies devoted 
to the concrete and specific identification of these units are scarce, and still fewer are found 
which, from a diachronic perspective, trace the evolution of syntactic patterns that eventually 
turn into conventional associations of form and meaning. 
 In this work, we will try to show, precisely, how it is that a construction arises and be-
comes entrenched in a language. Our case study comes from Spanish. It involves the syntactic 
sequence of se + dat + v + s, i.e., it puts into play a string made up of the multifunctional and 
originally reflexive se, a dative pronoun typically referring to a human being, semantically 
very heterogeneous verbs, and a generally inanimate subject. The following examples illustra-
te the sequence: 
 
(1)  El principal acusado dice que se le disparó el arma.  
  The principal defendant says that he fired the gun by accident. 
  (lit. ‘the gun was fired on him’). 
(2)  A Matilde se le empezaron a humedecer los ojos. 
  Matilde’s eyes started to become watery. 
  (lit. ‘her eyes started to become watery on her’) 
(3)  Se me ha olvidado la palabra. 
  I have forgotten the word. 
  (lit . ‘the word has been forgotten on me’) 
(4)  Poniendo ganas se te pueden dar bien las 'mates´. 
  With some effort, you can be good at maths. 
  (lit. ‘maths may be given well to you’) 
 
 Among the studies which have looked at this structure in modern Spanish, one encoun-
ters two basic interpretations with regard to its function. On the one hand, there are authors 
who have defined the construction as a useful strategy to diminish the responsibility in the 
event of the participant marked with dative case (Berk-Seligson 1983; Bull 1965; García 
1975). On the other hand, there are those who suggest that its function consists in giving syn-
tactic expression to actions which are carried out involuntarily, without the deliberate intent, 
control or will of the dative participant (Davis 1967, 1972; Schmitz 1966; Vázquez Rozas 
1995). 
 On the basis of a study of a corpus (composed essentially of written sources, extending 
from the Middle Ages to modern days), we will track the evolution of the mentioned se-
quence. We will show that the syntactic pattern originates in the codification of a voice phe-
nomenon, associated with spontaneous events, in which only occasionally the pronoun se and 
the dative converge. 
 Through a careful and systematic analysis of contexts, we will observe that the sequence 
increases in frequency, gradually extends to different semantic types of verbs and of datives, 
and, as a result of the above, develops the meaning of involuntariness, a meaning that not 
longer equals the sum of the component parts and allows us to recognize the emergence of a 
“construction”. 
 We will argue that the nuance of irresponsibility perceived by some authors is due to the 
pragmatic exploitation of the basic meaning in particular contexts. 
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