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Construction Grammar

What do speakers of a language have to know, and what can they ‘figure

out’ on the basis of that knowledge, in order for them to use their language

successfully? This is the question at the heart of Construction Grammar,

an approach to the study of language that views all dimensions of lan-

guage as equal contributors to shaping linguistic expressions. The trade-

mark characteristic of Construction Grammar is the insight that language

is a repertoire of more or less complex patterns – constructions – that

integrate form and meaning. This textbook shows how a Construction

Grammar approach can be used to analyse the English language, offering

explanations for language acquisition, variation and change. It covers all

levels of syntactic description, from word-formation and inflectional

morphology to phrasal and clausal phenomena and information-structure

constructions. Each chapter includes exercises and further readings,

making it an accessible introduction for undergraduate students of linguis-

tics and English language.

thomas hoffmann is Professor and Chair of English Language and

Linguistics at the Catholic University Eichstätt-Ingolstadt as well as

Furong Scholar Distinguished Chair Professor of Hunan Normal

University. Notable publications include Preposition Placement in

English (CUP, 2011), English Comparative Correlatives (CUP, 2019)

and The Oxford Handbook of Construction Grammar (co-edited with

Trousdale, OUP).
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CAUTION

CONSTRUCTION AHEAD
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z. g. szabó and r. h. thomason Philosophy of Language

www.cambridge.org/9781107013490
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-107-01349-0 — Construction Grammar
Thomas Hoffmann
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

j . pustejovsky and o. batiukova The Lexicon

d. biber and s . conrad Register, Genre, and Style Second ed.
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Construction Grammar:
The Structure of English

A central property of human cognition is symbolic thinking, that is the ability of

our minds to pair a string of sounds ([hɑːt] or letters <heart>) with an arbitrary

meaning (‘♥’). All speakers of English have stored thousands of such form-

meaning pairings (also known as ‘words’) and are thus able to communicate with

each other about topics as diverse as love, life, football or quantum mechanics.

Now, all linguistic theories agree that words are one of the central units of any

language. In addition to words, however, most theories postulate additional

mechanisms for the combination of words into utterances (combinatory syntactic

rules that have no access to meaning). In contrast to this, Construction Grammar

holds that form-meaning pairings are not only a useful concept for the descrip-

tion of words, but that all levels of grammatical description involve such

arbitrary and conventionalized form-meaning pairings. This extended notion of

the Saussurean sign has become known as the ‘construction’ and includes

morphemes, words, idioms, as well as abstract phrasal patterns.

The present textbook shows how a usage-based Construction Grammar

approach can provide an explanatory as well as descriptively adequate analysis

of the English language. It covers all levels of syntactic description, from word-

formation and inflectional morphology to phrasal and clausal phenomena and

information structure constructions. Moreover, it outlines how constructionist

approaches can account for language acquisition, variation and change. Finally,

it also offers an in-depth comparison of the differences as well as similarities of

the many constructionist approaches that are currently being employed by

Construction Grammar researchers.

xi
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Preface

The present book has taken an awful lot of time to write. When I first submitted

my proposal for it to Cambridge University Press, I thought I would be able to

deliver the manuscript within two years without any problems. Then we had our

first child, I changed jobs, commuted for a couple of years and finally moved the

whole family to Osnabrück, where I was working as a tenure-track assistant

professor at the time. After that, however, I thought I would be able to quickly

write up this textbook. Then we had our second child, I changed jobs, commuted

for a couple of months and finally moved the whole family to Eichstätt, where

I now work as a tenured professor. Finally, I was able to finish the textbook!

Well, eventually I did, after serving as head of department, then head of my

school and various other fun admin jobs. Believe it or not, all this time has done

the book a lot of good – after teaching its content for more than a decade now, it

is definitely a better read than the one I would have originally written.

Thanks, as always, first and foremost, go to my wonderful family, Moni,

Sammy and Jonny. You are my world and without your love, support and

understanding none of this would be possible, or even worthwhile. I spent ages

in my study at home, typing away at this book and especially Sammy and Jonny

did not quite get why daddy was ‘wasting his time’ like this. Still, I hope that

when you grow up you will always feel that I stopped whatever I was doing

whenever you needed to talk to me – or for a quick two-against-one

football match.

This book owes a lot to the wisdom and knowledge of many wonderful

colleagues, many of whom I am fortunate enough to call friends. I have benefited

greatly from many challenging and stimulating discussions with Alexander

Bergs, Hans Boas, Thomas Brunner, Bert Cappelle, Nik Gisborne, Thomas

Herbst, Martin Hilpert, Graeme Trousdale, Mark Turner, Peter Uhrig and

Alexander Ziem. Moreover, I, obviously, could never have written this textbook

without the ground-breaking work on Construction Grammar by Bill Croft,

Chuck Fillmore, Adele Goldberg and Ivan Sag. I am indeed standing on the

shoulders of giants!

I would like to thank everyone at Cambridge University Press for their

continued support in publishing this book. Publishing with Cambridge

University Press is an honour as well as a privilege and, on top of that, always

a pleasure. In particular, I am indebted to Andrew Winnard for considering my

book a possible contribution to the excellent Textbooks in Linguistics series in

xix
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the first place – and for his patience waiting for the final manuscript. I would also

like to express my gratitude to Isabel Collins, for her continuous support

throughout the entire publication process.

Finally, I would like to thank my student assistants, Matthias Mugratsch for

his help during the early stages of the project and Sina Damköhler for all the

meticulous and invaluable work she has put into the final layout of the book.

A textbook such as the present one cannot be written without drawing on one’s

own previous research. Astute readers will notice that parts of the book particu-

larly draw on my following, earlier publications:

• Hoffmann, Thomas. 2017a. From constructions to construction

grammar. In: Barbara Dancygier, ed. The Cambridge Handbook of

Cognitive Linguistics. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,

284–309.

• Hoffmann, Thomas. 2017b. Construction grammars. In: Barbara.

Dancygier, ed. The Cambridge Handbook of Cognitive Linguistics.

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 310–29.

• Hoffmann, Thomas. 2017c. Multimodal constructs – Multimodal

constructions? The role of constructions in the working memory.

Linguistics Vanguard 3,s1: 1–10.

• Hoffmann, Thomas. 2018. Creativity and construction grammar:

Cognitive and psychological issues. Zeitschrift für Anglistik und

Amerikanistik 66,3: 259–76.

• Hoffmann, Thomas. 2019a. English Comparative Correlatives:

Diachronic and Synchronic Variation at the Lexicon-Syntax

Interface. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

• Hoffmann, Thomas. 2019b. Language and creativity: A construction

grammar approach to linguistic creativity. Linguistics Vanguard 5,1:

379–96.

• Hoffmann, Thomas. 2020. What would it take for us to abandon

Construction Grammar? Falsifiability, confirmation bias and the

future of the constructionist enterprise. Belgian Journal of

Linguistics 34: 149–161.

• Hoffmann, Thomas and Graeme Trousdale. 2011. Variation, Change

and Constructions in English: Introduction. Cognitive Linguistics

22,1: 1–23.

• Hoffmann, Thomas and Graeme Trousdale. 2013. Construction

Grammar: Introduction. In: Thomas Hoffmann and Graeme

Trousdale, eds. The Oxford Handbook of Construction Grammar.

Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1–12.

So much for the Preface – now, after all this dilly-dallying – it is high time to

start with our usage-based Construction Grammar analysis of the

English language.
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