
 

 

Chapter 3 

Theoretical Framework 

 

In this chapter, we outline the cornerstones of two approaches, which will enable 

us to be in a theoretically-better position to analyze the ba/bei…de constructions. This 

chapter begins with a brief introduction; then Construction Grammar is introduced in 

section 3.1. And in section 3.2, Goldberg and Jackendoff’s view of English resultative 

constructions will be presented. In contrast to the constructional framework that 

integrates each element of the construction, the conceptual approach decomposes a 

sentence into semantic components at the level of conceptual structure, which be 

reviewed in section 3.3. Finally, some remarks will be given in section 3.4. 

 

3. 1 Construction Grammar 
 

Working within the framework of Construction Grammar (Fillmore, Kay and 

O’Connor 1988, Kay and Fillmore 1999, among others), Goldberg (1995) presents a 

semantic account emphasizing the role of independently existing meaningful 

constructions. Constructions are taken to be basic units of a language; they carry 

meanings, independently of the words in the sentence. Constructions give a uniform 
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representation for all grammatical knowledge in the speaker’s mind, making an 

attempt to achieve full coverage of the relevant facts of a language. 

The way in which Construction Grammar (henceforth CG) differs from the 

generative transformational approach is that it is non-derivational and non-modular, 

and that there is no strict separation between lexicon and grammar. Constructions are 

viewed as stored withing the lexicon alongside lexical items and idioms. More 

specifically, constructions can be characterized as ‘pairing of syntax and semantics 

that can impose particular interpretations on expressions containing verbs which do 

not themselves lexically entail the given interpretation’ (Goldberg 1995: 220). In other 

words, constructions exist independently of the words and it is not the case that ‘the 

syntax and semantics of the clause is projected exclusively from the specifications of 

the main verb’ (1995:224). Therefore, CG’s view of language has the advantage of not 

being forced to posit implausible verb cases where verbs occur in an unusual 

environment such as sneeze, bake, and talk in the following examples. 

(38) a. He sneezed the napkin off the table. 
 
    b. She baked him a cake. 
 
    c. Dan talked himself blue in the face.  (Goldberg 1995: 9) 
 

In these cases, none of the verbs require the direct object. Take (38a) for example; 

sneeze, an intransitive verb, has a three-argument sense, ‘X causes Y to move Z by 
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sneezing.’ Similarly in (38b), bake has a three-argument sense, ‘X intends to cause Y 

to have Z.’ To explain (38c), we need to postulate a special sense of talk, ‘X causes Y 

to become Z by talking.’ 

On a constructional approach, the verbs in (38) are claimed to be associated with 

specific lexical semantic information that allows them to integrate with the meanings 

of argument structure constructions, contributing the senses of caused motion, 

intended transfer, or caused result. The respective constructions in turn license the 

direct objects found in the above examples. It is not necessary to posit an additional 

sense every time when a new syntactic configuration is encountered.  

   Moreover, to characterize the novel uses of verbs in particular constructions, we 

assume a ‘rich fram-semantic knowledge associated with verbs’ (Goldberg 1995: 31). 

The term ‘frame’ is borrowed from Fillmore’s theory of Frame Semantics (1977, 

1985). Frame semantic information captures the richness of the various meanings with 

a lexical item, such as references to world and cultural knowledge, experiences, and 

beliefs. In other words, to understand the meanings of the words in a language we 

must first have knowledge of the conceptual structures or semantic frames that 

underlie the meanings of words. 

Consider the example (38a) again. The verb sneeze contains particular roles, 

representing the frame semantic information; that is, when sneeze fuses with the 
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caused-motion construction, the verb sneeze contributes the sneezer role to the verb’s 

semantics. In other words, sneeze specifies the means by which the CAUSE-MOVE 

relation is achieved whereas the construction provides the rest of the semantics which 

generate the interpretation of he caused the napkin to move off the table by sneezing. 

 

3.2 The English Resultative as a Family of Constructions 

 

    Under a constructional approach, Goldberg and Jackendoff (2004) posit four 

major resultative subconstructions as a family of construction—causative property 

resultative, noncausative property resultative, noncausative path resultative and 

causative path resultative to account for the distribution of English resultatives. They 

also demostrate a number of generalizations involving the semantics of the 

constructions. These generalizations are concerned with the syntactic argument of the 

sentence, the aspectual structure of the sentence and the temporal relations between 

the subevents of the resultatives. 

    The first generalization is made about the syntactic argument of the sentence. 

The basic ideas behind the constructional approach to resultatives is that ‘the meaning 

of a resultative sentence contains two separable subevents. One of them, the VERBAL 

SUBEVENT, is determined by the verb of the sentence. The other subevent, the 
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CONSTRUCTIONSL SUBEVENT, is determined by the construction’ (Goldberg and 

Jackendoff 2004: 538). And the verbal subevent serves as the MEANS by which the 

other subevent, a constructional subevent, takes place. For instance, Willy watered the 

plants flat means Willy made the plant flat BY watering them. Watering plants is the 

verbal subevent, which serves as a means to make the other subevent occur: plants 

became flat. The following semantic notation indicates the correspondences between 

the syntactic arguments and the corresponding semantic arguments: 

(39) Causative property resultative 

Syntax:   NP1 V NP2 AP3

Semantics: X1 CAUSE [Y2 BECOME Z3] 

            Means: [VERBAL SUBEVENT] 

Therefore, Goldberg and Jackendoff make such a generalization: ‘the semantic 

structure of the constructional subevent determines the syntactic structure of the 

sentence by general principles of argument linking’ (2004: 539). 

    Another generalization is that ‘the aspectual structure of the constructional 

subevent controls the aspectual structure of the resultative sentence; in turn, the 

aspectual structure of the constructional subevent is predictable from general 

principles correlating event structure with change, extension, motion, and paths (2004: 

544). Take the path resultative—Bill floated into the cave—for example. When the 

result phrase, ‘into the cave’ is end-bounded, path resultatives are telic. ‘Since the 
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end-boundedness of the resultative phrase determines the telicity of the constructional 

subevent, the telicity of the constructional subevent determines the telicity of a 

resultative sentence’ (2004: 534-44).  

    Next, the temporal relation of the two subevents of the resulatives is examined. 

Since the verbal subevent is the means by which the constructional subevent occurs, 

we can predict ‘the constructional subevent may not entirely precede the verbal 

subevent’(2004:545). However, whether the verbal subevent is concurrent with the 

constructional subevent, overlaps with it, or entirely precedes it depends on the 

pragmatics of the situation. Take the sentence Bill pushed the ball up the hill for 

example; it is the case that the cause is cotemporal with effect. Another case in which 

the cause overlaps with inception of effect is the sentence Bill knocked the vase onto 

the door. Therefore, the third generalization is that ‘the semantic and syntax of 

resultatives explain the possibilities for temporal relations between the two subevents’ 

(2004: 546). 

    Finally, how arguments are interacted between the two subevents is taken into 

consideration. Goldberg and Jackendoff claim that how the semantic arguments of the 

verb are related to the semantic arguments of the construction is determined by two 

principles—full argument realization and semantic coherence, shown as follows: 

(40) FULL ARGUMENT REALIZATION (FAR) 

     All of the arguments obligatorily licensed by the verb and of the syntactic 
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arguments licensed by the construction must be simultaneously realized in the 
syntax, sharing syntactic positions if necessary in order to achieve 
well-formedness. (2004: 547) 

 
(41) PRINCIPLE OF SEMANTIC COHERENCE 
    Roles of the construction (rC) and roles of the verb (rV) may unify only if they 

are semantically compatible; roles rV and rC semantically compatible if and only 
if rV can be construed as an instance of rC. (2004:550) 

 

Take the sentence Willy watered the plants flat for example. FAR requires that all  

arguments of the verb (agent and patient) and arguments of the construction (agent, 

patient, and result) be expressed. Here, we have a total of five arguments to be 

mapped into only three syntactic positions; therefore, two of these arguments are 

shared: Willy and the plants serve as arguments of both subevents. 

The other principle, principle of semantic coherence, prevents incompatible roles 

from combining. The sentence ＊She yelled hoarse is taken for example. The 

constructional subevent is X BECOME Y. The first argument X, mapping to subject 

position, is a patient. However, the verb needs an agent argument in subject position. 

Therefore, the combination of yell and the noncausal property resultative is 

unacceptable, for an agent role cannot be regarded as a type of patient.  

 

3.3 Jackendoff’s Decompositional Theory 
 

 Jackendoff employs semantic decomposition mechanisms to describe human 

mental representations in a series works (1983, 1990, 1992, 1997, 2002). He assumes 
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that word meaning can be exhaustively defined in terms of a fixed set of conceptual 

categories, including Event, State, Object, Path, Place, and Property. Every word can 

be decomposed into a specified number of categories, inferences are made out of 

these components, and a sentence is built up of the semantic components at the level 

of conceptual structure. 

The two basic conceptual situations are Event and State. Take the sentence John 

went into the room for an example of Event and we can examine how this sentence of 

motion expresses a conceptual structure. Below are the syntactic sentence—(42a) and 

the conceptual structure—(42b) (Jackendoff 2002:365): 

 (42) a. [S[NP John] [VP [V went] [PP [P into] [NP the room]]]] 

     b. [Event GO ([Object JOHN], [Path To ([Place IN ([Object ROOM])])])] 

The motion event in (42) is claimed to have three main semantic categories: the 

motion itself, GO, which is then composed of two further categories: the entity or 

Object which moved, and the Path that specifies the trajectory of motion. This Path 

may have a destination or Place, where the motion ends. In (42) the verb went 

expresses the function GO (X, Y); the NP John and the PP into the room are the verb’s 

arguments. The preposition INTO expresses a Path-function, and the Place the room is 

its argument. The following figure represents an alternative tree structure, where 

“functions are attached by double lines and their arguments by single lines. The 

contributions of each word are picked out by dashed lines; the overlaps between them 
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are the points of attachment where variables are satisfied” (Jackendoff 2002:365). 

 

 

Figure 2: Conceptual structure of example (42) as a tree structure. 

Here, the Event in (42) is formed by GO combining an Object with a Path: 

something moving in a direction. The category Path is formed by the element TO, 

combining with a Place to describe the trajectory, which is taken by the object. Finally, 

the Place is formed by IN, an area inside the object which serves as the destination of 

the movement. By such rules of combination, semantic components are built up from 

smaller units to represent the conceptual structure. 

A more complicated case is created by the semantic function CAUSE, which 

maps an event into a further event, as in (43b). And we can see that there is the 

semantic component CHANGE OF STATE, or INCHOCATIVE, abbreviated to INCH, 

which operates as a function mapping a state into an event. That is, (43) is composed 
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of the complex event: John caused the food to come to be in the fridge; the food is 

finally in the state of being in the fridge. 

(43) a. [S[NP John][VP[V put] [NP the food][PP in the fridge]]] 

 
b. [Event CAUSE ([Object JOHN], [Event INCH ([State BE Ident ([Object FOOD] [Place IN 

([Object FRIDGE ])])])])] 
 
 

 

Figure 3: Conceptual structure of example (43) as a tree structure. 

 

3.4 Remarks 

 

This section introduces two different frameworks and opens up a new way of 

examining the distribution of ba…de and bei…de constructions from both 

conceptually-based and constructionally-based approaches. In the constructional view, 

the distribution of novel uses of verbs in particular construction can be explained, and 
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the argument structure of a sentence is claimed to be determined by the composite 

effects of the verb and the construction. As resultatives are concerned, the sense of 

result property comes from the construction and from the way the construction 

combines semantically with the verb to express a complex event and license the 

grammaticality of resultatives as well. On the other hand, the decompositional 

approach gives the conceptual structure of resultatives and expresses how a resulative 

is composed of two subevents. With the conceptual and constructional approaches, we 

are going to reexamine ba/bei…de constructions and try to give a unified account in 

the next chapter. 
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