
 

 

CHAPTER III 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS 

 

Theories relevant in this study are introduced in this chapter. First, the spirit of 

Construction Grammar which is constructed by various scholars is explored. Next, in 

section 3.2, argument realizations are prefaced with the scrutiny of argument 

structures and the idea of argument structure constructions. The studies which concern 

transitivity with the concept of affectedness and its various degrees will be reviewed 

in section 3.3. Finally, some remarks are given in section 3.4. 

 

3.1 Construction Grammar

In the first section, an overview of the characteristics of Construction 

Grammar is provided. Kay (1995) gives the definition of Construction Grammar 

which is proposed below: 

 
Construction Grammar (…) is a non-modular, generative, non-derivational, 
monostratal, unification-based grammatical approach, which aims at full 
coverage of the facts of any language under study without loss of linguistic 
generalizations within and across languages. 

                              (Kay 1995: 171) 
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The property of non-modularity of Construction Grammar illustrates that the 

linguistic dimensions such as phonology, syntax, semantics, and pragmatics can not 

be regarded as individual or autonomous modules. These facets, on the contrary, 

interact with each other in language use. With different degrees of interaction, various 

linguistic phenomena can be produced for distinct purposes. As a monostratal theory 

of grammar, Construction Grammar is non-derivational which means that rules such 

as the form A  B are not preferred. Furthermore, it is a usage-based approach which 

attempts to capture the generalizations across-linguistically. In other words, the tenet 

of Construction Grammar is to incorporate both the core and the peripheral aspects in 

language. Not only the regular but also the idiomatic structures have to be taken into 

consideration since different constructions express their specific meanings. 

In principle, due to the limitation of the capacity of brains, constructions are 

preferred to be structured with related information. However, with specific purposes, 

new constructions can then be posited for particular functions. Goldberg (1995) 

proposes the concept of predictability to illustrate the idea. 

 

C is a CONSTRUCTION iffdef C is a form-meaning pair <Fi, Si> such that some 

aspect of Fi or some aspect of Si is not strictly predictable from C’s component 

parts or from other previously established constructions. 

(Goldberg 1995: 4) 
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F and S in Goldberg’s definition stand for form and semantic meaning 

respectively. A construction can be constructed if its property can not be predicted by 

other existent constructions in grammar. Goldberg argues that any linguistic pattern is 

a construction which may vary due to its property. For example, morphemes, words, 

complex words, idioms, ditransitives, and passives are all constructions which differ 

in size and complexity. They are all parings of form and meaning with their distinct 

functions. In the discussion of the English resultative constructions, Goldberg & 

Jackendoff (2004) further claim that the constructions demonstrate a certain family 

resemblance. The constructional view therefore is proposed in an overall vision of 

grammar (Goldberg & Jackendoff 2004: 532-533): 

 
 
a. There is a cline of grammatical phenomena from the totally general to the 

totally idiosyncratic.  
 
b. Everything on this cline is to be stated in a common format, from the most 

particular, such as individual words, to the most general, such as principles for 
verb position, with many subregularities in between. That is, there is no 
principled divide between lexicon and rules. 

 
c. At the level of phrasal syntax, pieces of syntax connected to meaning in a 

conventionalized and partially idiosyncratic way are captured by 
CONSTRUCTIONS.  

 
 

In other words, the most pervasive patterns are generally the most prototypical 

ones due to not only simplicity but also regularity. However, with different discourse 
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or pragmatic requirements, many idiosyncratic patterns may occur. These patterns are 

not created by themselves, but extended from the prototypical ones. In other words, 

they must share certain kinds of characteristics. Again, both general and limited 

patterns have to be dealt with and accounted for with a comprehensive study. 

 

3.2 Argument Realization

In the traditional view, the sentences are divided into two parts: the subject and 

its predicate. For example, in the sentence John hit the tree (Fillmore 1970: 123), 

John is the subject who performs the action of hitting while the tree is the object 

which suffers the energy of being hit. In a semantic account, John is the agent and the 

tree is the patient. However, the mapping of the syntactic arguments subject-object 

and the semantic arguments agent-patient is not necessary in correspondence. In other 

words, subjects are not necessarily agentive as (37b) shows (Fillmore 1970: 123). 

 
(37) a. John hit the tree. 
     
    b. A rock hit the tree. 

 

In (37b), it is observed that an inanimate subject is permitted. Since the 

inanimate subject does not equip with agentive property, it is regarded as an 

instrumental role. Equivalently, the asymmetry mapping relationship can be observed 

not only in the pairing of subject-agent but also in that of object-patient. In addition to 
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prototypical patients or themes, other thematic roles such as location in (38f), goal in 

(38i), or stimulus in (38k) are acceptable: 

 

(38) a. The engineer cracked the bridge. (patient) 

    b. The engineer destroyed the bridge. (patient/consumed object) 

    c. The engineer painted the bridge. (incremental theme; Dowty 1991) 

    d. The engineer moved the bridge. (theme) 

    e. The engineer built the bridge. (effected object/factitive; Fillmore 1968) 

    f. The engineer washed the bridge. (location/surface) 

    g. The engineer hit the bridge. (location; Fillmore 1970) 

    h. The engineer crossed the bridge. (path) 

    i. The engineer reached the bridge. (goal) 

    j. The engineer left the bridge. (source) 

    k. The engineer saw the bridge. (stimulus/object of perception) 

    l. The engineer hated the bridge. (stimulus/target or object of emotion) 

(B. Levin 1999: 224, (1)) 

 

 

The twelve examples still cannot capture the variety of the thematic roles of 

objects. The complexity in the association of thematic roles and syntactic realization 

illustrates that argument realization involves complex relationship. 

 

Goldberg (2006) further investigates into argument structures in favor of 

adopting a constructional approach. Argument roles refer to the slots in the argument 
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structure. These roles may correspond to thematic roles. Therefore, constructionist 

approaches emphasize on the relationship between forms and semantic or discourse 

functions. Another point is that the categories and the grammatical functions of 

arguments traditionally are regarded predictable from the properties of the main verbs. 

Nevertheless, from our collected data, it is assumed that constructions may factor the 

semantic representations, even in assigning argument roles; that is, constructions may 

behave differently with verbs. The issues pertaining to argument realization are 

therefore significant in our analysis. 

 

3.3 Transitivity 

The following part we want to examine is the phenomenon of transitivity. 

Hopper & Thompson (1980) consider transitivity which is a crucial relationship in 

language as discourse-determined. Moreover, they assume that the degree of 

transitivity is correlated with the concept of groundings: foregrounding is related to 

high transitivity while backgrounding is concerned with low transitivity. In order to 

clarify the components which are encoded by languages, Hopper & Thompson 

propose a scale of several parameters of transitivity. We represent these components 

below: 
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Table 2. The parameters of transitivity (Hopper & Thompson 1980: 252) 

 HIGH LOW 

A. PARTICIPANTS 2 or more participants, A and O 1 participant 

B. KINESIS action non-action 

C. ASPECT telic atelic 

D. PUNCTUALITY punctual non- punctual 

E. VOLITIONALITY volitional non-volitional 

F. AFFIRMATION affirmative negative 

G. MODE realis irrealis 

H. AGENCY A high in potency A low in potency 

I. AFFECTEDNESS OF O O totally affected O not affected 

J. INDIVIDUATION OF O O highly individuated O non-individuated 

 

According to Hopper & Thompson (1980), transitivity is traditionally regarded 

as a universal property of a clause in which an activity is transferred from an agent to 

a patient. In other words, two or more participants are involved in some activities. In 

addition, actions which are typically telic other than non-actions which are typically 

atelic such as states can be transferred. In particular, actions which have no explicit 

start point and end point obtain higher marked effect than states do. The degree of 

transitivity is correlated with the properties of agents or patients as well. Within an 

event, the agents which equip with high volitionality have apparent effects on patients. 

On the other hand, if the patients are totally affected or highly individuated, the 
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transfer of transitivity is achieved. Among all of the features, some are relevant with 

our data (the detailed discussion will be proposed in next chapter). For example, the 

object in da2 zhi3 pau3 (打紙炮) ‘to set off firecrackers’ is totally affected while the 

object in da2 chak4 bok4 (打赤膊) ‘to be waist-naked’ is not. Furthermore, the former 

instance is an action which is transferred from the agent to the object zhi3 pau3 (紙炮) 

‘the firecrackers’. Nevertheless, the latter example is a state in which no transfer 

occurs. Hopper & Thompson also discuss the facet of morphosyntactic and semantic 

manifestations of transitivity among various languages. For example, ba3 

construction which fronts the objects in Mandarin Chinese is a highly transitive clause 

mechanism (Hopper & Thompson 1980: 274): 

 
 
(39) a. 我賣了我的車子。

      Wo3  mai4-le   wo3de  chezi 
       I    sell-PERF  my    car 
      ‘I sold my car.’ 
  
 

b. 我把我的車子賣了。

      Wo3  BA  wo4de  chezi  mai4-le 
       I          my    car  sell-PERF 

‘I sold my car.’ 
   
 

(39a) and (39b) show that the variety of constructions may reveal different 

degrees of transitivity. Therefore, to account for da2 constructions in Hakka, the 
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concept of transitivity is indispensable. 

 

Voorst (1996) discusses some systematic differences among the transitive 

constructions in Dutch, French and English. In his model, transitivity can be analyzed 

by taking into account the nature of the interaction between the entity that sets the 

event in motion and the object of the event. Though transitive constructions occur in 

English, French, and Dutch, the performance of their transitive constructions are in 

variety. Take the typical causative verbs break, casser and breken in English, French, 

and Dutch for example. English allows extraneous cause to be the subject while the 

other two languages can’t (Voorst 1996: 229): 

 
 
(40) a.  It was the icy road surface that broke my headlight not careless driving. 

 
b. #C’est la chaussée verglacée qui a brisé mon phare et non pas ma 

conduite négligente. 
 

c. #Het was de ijzel op het wegdek dat mijn voorlicht heft gebroken en niet 
mijn onvoorzichtig rijden. 

 
 

Not only the subjects but also the objects may perform inconsistently. The 

words write, écrire, and een can illustrate the phenomena (Voorst 1996: 236): 
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(41) a. creating something through the act of writing: 
      write a book   -   écrire un livre   -   een boek schrijven 
      write a recipe  -  écrire une recette  -  een recept schrijven 

 
 

b. filling something out: 
write a check   -   écrire un chèque   -   #een check schrijven 

      write a ticket  -  écrire une contravention  -  #een bon schrijven 
 
 

c. copying something by writing it down: 
write a recipe   -   écrire une recette   -   #een recept schrijven 

      write something  -  écrire quelque chose  -  #iets schrijven 
 
 

After reviewing the different degrees of transitivity on subjects and objects 

among English, French, and Dutch, Voorst proposes the model which can display the 

increasing level of closeness and intensity of transitivity. Thus, according to the 

degree of affectedness of the objects, four levels of closeness are brought up (Voorst 

1996: 239): 

 
(a)  
                          pure 
                        inclusion 

                     to see something 

 
 
(b)  
                        superficial 
                        inclusion 

                       to roll a ball 
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(c)  
                         partial 
                        inclusion 

                       to roll dough 

 
 
(d)  
                          total 
                        inclusion 

                     to roll a cigarette 

 
 

In (a), the agent does not present its energy to the patient directly. 

Constructions with perception verbs such as see show no closeness. Next, the verbs in 

the constructions in (b) imply the situation of superficial contact and a low level of 

closeness. For example, when someone rolls a ball, only the superficial surface of the 

ball is affected; the entity does not change its nature. The patients in the third 

subclassification (c) involve an energy flow, which, however, does not affect the 

objects internally. Finally, the last one with the highest level of closeness refers to 

accomplishments, in which the energy flow is fully controlled and determines what 

will happen to the objects. The patients may either be destroyed or created. In other 

words, the verbs in the constructions here are with inherent transitivity in higher 

degree. 
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As described before, the mapping of semantic roles and syntactic relations are 

with complexity. Dixon (2005) classifies verbal concepts into two types. The first one 

is Primary verbs. They refer to activities or states directly. In other words, verbs in the 

sentence can take charge of the responsibility to assign themselves the appropriate 

semantic roles, e.g., I ATE the snack, They HEAR the noise, or He KNOWS something. 

The other one is Secondary verbs. Secondary verbs do not occupy the chief verbal 

meanings in a sentence. Instead, they have their functions which can support semantic 

modification to the Primary verbs, as in She WILL come tomorrow, Mary NEEDED 

(to get) someone’s help, Mother PERMITTED me go traveling by myself, or It SEEMS 

(to me) that Mike can’t understand my question. Since the action of hitting refers to 

activity, Primary verbs with extracted examples will be introduced as follows (Dixon 

2005: 96-98): 

 
Primary-A verbs must have NPs (not complement clauses) in subject and object roles. 
The semantic types with this property are: 
 

MOTION, e.g. run, return, take, pull, throw 

REST, e.g., sit, stay, put, hang, surround 

AFFECT, e.g., hit, punch, cut, sweep, cover 

GIVING, e.g., give, lend, pay, present, donate 

CORPOREAL, e.g., eat, taste, kiss, laugh, sleep 

WEATHER, e.g., rain, snow, thunder, hail 

COMPETITION, e.g., beat, win, attack, lose, compete 
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SOCIAL CONTRACT, e.g., appoint, govern, manage, join, marry 

USING, e.g., use, employ, operate, wear, waste 

OBEYING, e.g., obey, process, deal with, grant, perform 

 

Primary-B verbs may have NPs filling subject and object slots but they also allow-as 

an alternative-a complement clause to fill one of these slots. 

 

ANNOYING, e.g., please, satisfy, amuse, anger, disgust 

ATTENTION, e.g., think (of/about/over), imagine, assume, know, learn 

DECIDING, e.g., decide (on), choose, resolve, elect 

SPEAKING, e.g., shout, state, remark, propose, inform 

LIKING, e.g., like, love, hate, loathe, prefer 

ACTING, e.g., act, behave, copy, imitate, reproduce 

HAPPENING, e.g., happen, take place, commit, experience, undergo 

COMPARING, e.g., resemble, differ (from), compare, measure, cost 

RELATING, e.g., depend on, relate to, imply, be due to 

 
 

Among them, AFFECT verbs which are one of the members in Primary verbs 

are prototypically transitive. Therefore, the highly transitive verb da2 (打) ‘to hit’, in 

Dixon’s classification, is the AFFECT verb.  

AFFECT verbs typically involve three semantic roles which are Agent, Manip 

(which refers to something moved or manipulated by Agent) and Target. The various 

applicable constructions of these three roles are presented below (Dixon 2005: 

110-111): 
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    I. John(Agent) hit the vase(Theme) (with the stick(Manip)). 

    II. John hit that stick(M) on the table(T). 

    III. That stick(M) hit the vase(T). 

    IV. John(A) kicked at the door(T) (with his boots(M)). 

    V. John(A) hit out (with the stick(M)). 

 

Since AFFECT verbs involve many members as well, eight subtypes are 

classified by Dixon (2005: 112-118): 

 
AFFECT-a: the TOUCH subtype which refers to Manip minimally coming into 

contact with Target, with no disturbance of the Target, e.g., touch, stroke. 
 
AFFECT-b: the HIT subtype which refers to Manip being brought through the air to 

impact on Target, e.g., hit, strike, punch, bump, kick. 
 
AFFECT-c: the STAB subtype which refers to a pointed or bladed Manip penetrating 

below the surface of the Target, e.g., pierce, prick, stab, dig, string. 
 
AFFECT-d: the RUB subtype which refers to the Manip being manipulated to affect 

the surface of the Target, e.g., rub, wipe, scrape, scratch, mark. 
 
AFFECT-e: the WRAP subtype which refers to the Manip moving into juxtaposition 

with the Target, e.g., wrap, cover, butter, roof, veil. 
 
AFFECT-f: the STRETCH subtype which refers to the Agent using a Manip to change 

the shape or state of a Target, e.g., stretch, extend, compress, bend, curl. 
 
AFFECT-g: the BUILD subtype which refers to manufacture and cooking. These 

verbs involve an Agent manipulating Manip so as to create something 
(called the Product role), e.g., build, knit, tie, make, weave. 

 
AFFECT-h: the BREAK subtype which involves an Agent causing some object (the 

Breaking role) to lose its physical unity, e.g., break, crush, squash, 
destroy, damage. 
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The minute classification of affectedness of verb types proposed by Dixon is 

significant since it can deal with the interrelationship of syntactic relations and 

semantic roles. In addition, this classification is beneficial to our study since it can not 

only specify the minute differences of the various verbal meanings of the verb da2 (打) 

‘to hit’ in Hakka, but also elucidate the thematic roles which da2 has in 

constructions.6

 

3.4 Remarks 

The previous sections provide an overview of the perspective on Construction 

Grammar and the internal structures of argument structures, transitivity, and degree of 

affectedness. Not only morphemes but also phrasal patterns are considered 

constructions. The interaction of verbs and constructions therefore may be intriguing 

since constructions themselves carry meanings as well. With the introduction of 

                                                 
6  Levin (1993) terms a class of English verb as “Verbs of Contact by Impact” which includes Hit Verbs, 
Swat Verbs, Spank Verbs, and Non-Agentive Verbs of Contact by Impact (Levin 1993: 148-156). The 
properties of Hit Verbs with their acceptable or unallowable alternations are proposed below. For more 
detailed information, please see Levin (1993: 148-150). 
 

a. With/Against Alternation 
b. * Through/With Alternation 
c. Conative Alternation 
d. Body-Part Possessor Ascension Alternation 
e. Together Reciprocal Alternation (transitive) 
f. * Simple Reciprocal Alternation (transitive) 
g. * Causative Alternation 
h. * Middle Alternation 
i. Instrument Subject Alternation 
j. Unintentional interpretation available (some verbs) 
k. Resultative Phrase 
l. Zero-related Nominal 
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argument realization, the relationship between syntactic relations and semantic roles 

can be elucidated. The concept of transitivity clarifies the energy of transfer, and 

various verbs with minute differences can be specified by the establishment of degree 

of affectedness. Consequently, the analysis of the verb da2 (打) ‘to hit’ in Hakka 

needs the integration of the three aspects. Therefore, in the following chapter, we will 

examine da2 constructions in Hakka under the constructional approach, which is 

supported by the performance of argument realization, the inspection of transitivity 

operation, and the securitization of affectedness within each da2 construction. 


