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Grammaticalisation resulting in abstract constructions 
Adding new branches to the NP tree 

 
Freek Van de Velde (University of Leuven) 

 
Over the years, there seems to have been a growing awareness of the role of abstract – or 
‘lexically underspecified’ – constructions in grammaticalisation processes. While it has been 
well established that grammaticalisation starts with full constructions, rather than with indi-
vidual lexemes or morphemes (see Bybee, Perkins & Pagliuca 1994:11; Croft 2000:62, 156, 
163; Heine 2003:575; Traugott 2003; Bybee 2003:602-603, 2007), the idea that it may also 
result in abstract syntactic templates is a point of discussion (see Traugott 2003:630, 2006; 
Noël 2006; Bybee 2007). 
 This can be illustrated by the well-known grammaticalisation from demonstrative to ar-
ticle. The result of this process may be assessed in two ways: either as the creation of a new 
specific grammatical lexeme in the English language (the article), or as the installation of an 
abstract slot (or projection) for determiners (articles, possessives etc.). Compare Lyons 
(1999:323): 
  

“The diachronic emergence of definite articles (...) represents the appearance of the 
category of definiteness in languages, and amounts to a change in syntactic structure: 
the creation of a DP projection.” 

 
Subsequent instances of grammaticalisation from attributive modifiers to determiners may 
then be considered analogic extensions of the pioneering article (see Van de Velde 2007, 
ch.7). If this is indeed a correct representation of the course of events, the creation of an ab-
stract construction (a syntactic slot), is a genuine corollary of grammaticalisation, and should 
be accounted for in grammaticalisation theory. 
 In my talk I will look in detail into the emergence of a new kind of modifiers in the NP, 
viz. what Payne & Huddelston (2002:436-439) call ‘peripheral modifiers’, as in: 
 
(1)  possibly the best actress in the world 
 
On the basis of Dutch corpus data, I show that the emergence of these modifiers sets off in a 
modest way, with a small group of particles, in the 17th century, as in (2): 
 
(2)  Dutch (17th century) 
  selfs dit gantsche lant 
  even this whole country 
 
These particles blaze a trail for a whole group of new peripheral modifiers of increasing mor-
phosyntactic complexity, such as: sentence adverbs (3), prepositional phrases (4), and clausal 
chunks (5) (see Van de Velde 2007, ch.8). 
 
(3)  Dutch (19th century) 
  aan den leiband van wellicht den winderigsten fat 
  on the leash of maybe the most pretentious dandy 
(4)  Dutch (21th century) 
  We zaten in volgens mij de hoogste toren 
  We were in according to me the highest tower 
(5)  Dutch (21st century) 
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  Een gevecht tussen James Bond en Jaws in ik dacht de film ‘Moonraker’ 
  A fight between James Bond and Jaws in I thought the film ‘Moonraker’ 
 
By minutely tracing the diachrony of these modifiers, it becomes clear how the abstract slot 
for peripheral modifiers in the NP roots firmly over time. Moreover, it can be shown that the 
analogic extension to new constructions is not a random process, but can be modelled in terms 
of morphosyntactic constraints. 
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