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1 Introduction 
 
Warning: I am going to use this introduction to share a personal story about my journey into 
construction grammar, so if you are not one for anecdotes, you can skip this section entirely 
and immediately hop to the next one. 

When the editors of this special issue invited me to write a contribution about the future 
of construction grammar, I suddenly felt the same way as I did back in 2005 when I was 
standing nervously at the Cité Universitaire in Paris, just a few weeks after my mentor Luc 
Steels had hired me as an assistant researcher at the Sony Computer Science Laboratories Paris 
(or rather: he tricked me, but that is a story for another time). Luc was organizing a workshop 
on emergent communication, and had bestowed on me – a notorious introvert – the task of 
entertaining our invited speaker Bill Croft and to introduce him to our grammar formalism 
Fluid Construction Grammar (FCG). I had just devoured Bill’s book Radical Construction 
Grammar (Croft 2001), which had instantly turned him into one of my all-time heroes, so I felt 
quite intimidated at the thought of walking him through our analysis of the construct Jill slides 
blocks to Jack. You can take the ‘walking through’ part literally: the analysis was so detailed 
that my colleagues had decided to print every step on a different poster, which made it look as 
if the whole corridor next to the seminar room was decorated with FCG wallpaper. Fortunately 
for me, Bill was ever so gracious and really took his time to listen and discuss with me, and he 
became a dear friend who has treated me with great warmth and hospitality over the years. 

Ever since that day, I have been on a journey to understand exactly what constructions 
are. Along the way, I have had the immense privilege of meeting and befriending so many 
bright people who have helped me to shape my thinking, and it is a great honor for me that 
Hans, Jaakko and Benjamin have deemed my ideas interesting enough to be answering their 
questions alongside the great minds of Bill Croft, Adele Goldberg, Martin Hilpert and Laura 
Michaelis, even though I feel again quite intimidated as I did almost 20 years ago. This time I 
am calling on your graces to bear with me in what I hope will provide an interesting perspective 
on some open questions in construction grammar. 

 
2 Making Sense of Construction Grammar(s) 
 

“Point of view is worth 80 IQ points” (Alan Kay 2018) 
 
Construction Grammar (CxG) started as a rebellion against the core-periphery distinction in 
mainstream generative linguistics of the 1980s (Fillmore, Kay, and O’Connor 1988). CxG’s 
main idea – that all of linguistic knowledge can be represented as conventionalized mappings 
of form and function called constructions – must have seemed like a feverish dream to many 
syntacticians at the time, but it struck such a vein in the wider linguistic community that ever 
more disciplines started to adopt some form of construction-based analysis. Inevitably, 
Construction Grammar soon became the victim of its own success, and “it is nowadays more 
accurate to speak of Construction Grammars – plural – than of Construction Grammar” (Van 
de Velde 2014:143). This leads us to the first question of this Special Issue: 
 

Is Construction Grammar best considered a coherent theoretical framework or rather 
a flexible toolbox for linguistic analysis? 



 

 

         
 

Figure 1: Buildings are such complex structures that architects need multiple blueprints and perspectives to 
communicate all of the relevant information. Likewise, the enormous complexity of language structures requires 
input from different points of view.  
 
2.1 Variety is the Spice of Science 
 
To cut a long story short: no, construction grammar is not a coherent theoretical framework, 
but rather a family of approaches that share the idea that constructions are the primitive units 
of linguistic analysis. The existence of different constructional ‘flavors’ – often having their 
own epithet such as ‘Berkeley’,  ‘Cognitive’, ‘Radical’ or ‘Sign-Based’ – is a clear sign of a 
tolerant community where diversity of analysis is encouraged, which is the most effective 
safeguard against pedigree-based thinking (Haspelmath 2019). That is, it is the best way to 
avoid practices that are entirely based on tradition or authority without any closer scrutiny. 

Diversity of analysis is not merely healthy but in fact necessary: linguistic structures are 
often mind-bendingly complex, which is a reality about language that every linguistic theory 
must grapple with. Typically, this is done through reductionist methods in which complex 
phenomena are broken apart into more basic and therefore more manageable building blocks. 
Construction grammarians, on the other hand, assume that the primitive unit of language (a 
construction) is inherently complex and multi-dimensional itself (Fried and Östman 2004). 
Given this non-reductionist approach to linguistic complexity, it is simply impossible to study 
every facet of language from the same perspective. A good comparison can be made to 
architecture: buildings are so complex that an architect cannot communicate everything that is 
relevant in a single blueprint, so they typically use different perspectives (see Figure 1). For 
instance, a floor plan gives a top-down view on measurements and spatial relations between 
objects, but it does not provide a good sense of volume or scale, which can better be expressed 
with isometric drawings. Likewise, language structures are so complex that we need to 
approach them from different perspectives. 

Unfortunately, each constructional flavor has its own interpretation of what should be our 
community’s common vocabulary, which has led to a Babelesque confusion. I cannot pretend 
to have sufficient authority to impose a standardized terminology, not the least because – as 
the evolutionary biologist Eörs Száthmary once jokingly said – ‘linguists would rather share 
each other’s toothbrush than each other’s terminology’ (pers. comm.). I will however introduce 
some definitions here, summarized in Table 1, that I will use throughout this paper, because 
using each flavor’s words for referring to the same concepts would lead to a reading 
comprehension nightmare. 

 
 
 
 



 

 

Concept name Collection name Status 
construct corpus empirically observable 
constructional analysis analysis bank theoretical 
construction constructicon theoretical 

Table 1: Basic terminology used in this paper. 

 
First of all, we must distinguish between empirical constructs on the one hand, and 

theoretical notions such as a construction on the other. A construct is an actual linguistic 
expression, such as a word, phrase or sentence. Constructs can be observed and collected in a 
corpus. This paper, for instance, is a corpus of constructs that I produced or quoted. Everything 
beyond constructs ‘is part of a theory, invented by a linguist’ (Dowty 1996:12), and every 
construction grammarian should constantly question and re-evaluate the status of such notions 
in order to avoid the pedigree trap. Among the theoretical concepts, it is important to 
distinguish between a (constructional) analysis of a construct on the one hand, and a 
construction on the other. A constructional analysis represents the linguist’s model of an 
actual construct, similar to how phonemes are a linguist’s representation of actual speech 
sounds. Just like phrase-structural analyses can be stored in a treebank, constructional analyses, 
which are often more complex than syntax trees (Fried and Östman 2004; van Trijp 2020), can 
be stored in (constructional) analysis banks. Example (1) illustrates a construct (Lea laughed) 
that I annotated with a meaning representation using an elementary first-order predicate 
calculus, and example (2) shows a constructional analysis that, admittedly, no construction 
grammarian would agree with but that will do just fine for illustration’s sake. 
 

(1)    Lea   laughed. 
$ x, ev: { lea(x),   laugh(ev, x) } 
 

(2)  
 

The constructional analysis of example (2) uses a representation that is loosely inspired 
by Berkeley Construction Grammar’s ‘boxes-within-boxes’ notation (Fried and Östman 2004), 
which offers a convenient way of representing part-whole structures, or what Croft (2001:5) 
calls a construction’s ‘meronomic structure.’ The inner boxes represent the parts while the 
outer box represents the whole. Each box contains additional information represented as pairs 
of features and values. Among other features, each constituent associates a form and a meaning. 

Constructions are more difficult to define because different constructional flavors 
conceive of constructions in different ways (for a comparison, see van Trijp in press). What 
they all have in common, however, is the idea that a construction represents a pattern 
(Michaelis 2019) and is therefore partial, whereas a constructional analysis is always a specific 
and complete model of a construct. Example (3) illustrates such a pattern that, again, no 
construction grammarian would completely agree with but that we can call a construction for 
illustration purposes. This construction is more general than the constructional analysis of 
example (2) because it abstracts away from the construct’s specific meaning and form, and can 
therefore be used to account for the recurrent elements of constructs such as the lion sleeps 
tonight, I will survive or my guitar gently weeps. 

category NP
form  Lea
meaning { lea(x) }
referent x

category VP
form  laughed
meaning { laugh(ev, x) }
valence { Agent(x) }

category S



 

 

 

(3)  
 

Since Construction Grammar assumes that the entire linguistic inventory consists of 
constructions, the linguistic inventory is called a constructicon. A whole new branch of study 
has emerged called constructicography (Lyngfelt, Borin, et al. 2018) for the development of 
constructicon databases, typically in the same spirit as the Berkeley FrameNet project (Baker, 
Fillmore, and Lowe 1998). Some trailblazing projects include the development of constructica 
for German (Boas and Ziem 2018), Swedish (Lyngfelt, Bäckström, et al. 2018), Brazilean 
Portuguese (Laviola et al. 2017), Russian (Janda et al. 2018) and Japanese (Ohara 2018). 
 
2.2 Caught in a Riptide 
 
There is however a deeper current than merely the lack of common terminology that makes it 
difficult for newcomers to get to grips with the field, or that make non-constructionists treat 
any constructional flavor as Strawman Construction Grammar.1 When even seasoned 
construction grammarians start ringing the alarm bell (Boas, Leino, and Lyngfelt in prep), we 
need to ask ourselves the question what it means to carry out research under a constructional 
banner. I believe that the main reason for any confusion about construction grammar is that the 
whole community is caught in a riptide between traditional mainstream linguistics and a new 
current of studying language as a complex adaptive system (Steels 2000b; Beckner et al. 
2009), which turns each constructional flavor into a moving target as well. 
 Traditional mainstream linguistics, which has been dominated by the structuralist-
generativist tradition for more than a century now (de Saussure 1916; Bloomfield 1933; 
Chomsky 1965), studies language from an aggregate perspective. Working in this perspective, 
a linguist aggregates data from a.o. acceptability judgements, text corpora and interviews with 
language users in order to develop an idealized state of a language (cfr. Chomsky 1965's 'ideal 
speaker-listener'). A grammar therefore describes which structures are considered to be ‘well-
formed’ (or accepted as part of the language), either as a taxonomy of constructions (descriptive 
linguistics) or as a competence model (cognitive linguistics).2 The same idealization also 
applies to the temporal dimension by treating the history of a language as a series of discrete 
states. The study of a single state is called synchronic linguistics, while the study of the changes 
between states is called diachronic linguistics. Since the aggregate perspective treats languages 
as static objects, little attention is paid to the dynamics of language usage and learning; which 
is most clearly visible in Chomsky’s competence-performance distinction (Chomsky 1965). 

 
1 In the fog of my memory, I have a recollection of Laura Michaelis presenting at one of our Summer Schools in 
Tuscany (Italy), saying that some formal linguists had described Construction Grammar as ‘linguistics on holiday’ 
since they could not fathom how you could have a rigorous approach if anything can be a construction. When I 
asked Laura about it, she wrote to me: ‘As much as I’d like to be the Johnson to your Boswell, I don’t quite 
remember uttering that quote. If I did it was most likely ‘linguistics on vacation,’ as per my American English 
dialect.’ Anyways, she has a great article in which she dispels such and other myths about Construction Grammar 
(Michaelis 2012). 
2 I use ‘cognitive’ here in the sense of theories that aim to describe the linguistic knowledge that language users 
must have in order to produce and comprehend novel utterances, which started with generative grammar, as 
opposed to ‘descriptive’ linguistics, which aims to describe linguistic behavior without making claims about 
cognition. 

category NP
referent x

category VP
valence { Agent(x) }

category S



 

 

       
 

Figure 2: This Figure shows a murmuration of starlings on the left, and an individual starling on the right. The 
murmuration is a natural example of a complex adaptive system. 
 
 While it is nowadays ‘bon ton’ to contrast generative construction grammars to usage-
based ones, the inconvenient truth is that most so-called usage-based analyses do not actually 
model language usage. Instead, most of them still operate from the same aggregate perspective, 
so they are not nearly as disruptive with tradition as the constructional literature would make 
you believe. Indeed, as noted by Bill Croft in his contribution to this Special Issue, the word 
‘usage-based’ is often used in the narrow sense of storage. In this sense, the constructicon 
reflects usage effects by including frequency statistics and allowing ‘redundant’ constructions 
(in the sense that they could be derived from other more schematic constructions) to be stored 
in the inventory if they are frequent enough. However, these statistics are still extracted from 
corpora that abstract away from individual language users, so instead of an ‘ideal speaker-
listener’ they now model the ‘mean language user’ of these corpora. Likewise, using frequency 
or entrenchment scores to loosen the all-or-nothing grammaticality judgements of 20th-century 
generative linguistics in favor of more fine-grained acceptability assessments does not 
fundamentally affect the idea that a grammar describes well-formed structures; it only adds a 
measure of degree to it. Usage-based studies in the ‘storage’ sense may therefore refine and 
improve upon some of the more problematic assumptions of generative grammar, but they 
ultimately uphold the same competence-performance distinction without modeling how 
constructions are combined, processed and learned in actual usage events. 
 The real different current in construction grammar takes a population perspective and 
studies how languages are used in locally situated, socio-cultural, communicative interactions 
between language users (Clark 1996), and how those local interactions may have a global effect 
on the community language (and vice versa). This approach therefore treats a language as a 
complex adaptive system (CAS). A complex adaptive system is a dynamic network of local 
interactions between agents (in this case: interactions between language users) whose global 
properties are emergent and cannot be reduced to the behavior of its parts. Such systems are 
adaptive because individual and collective behavior may spontaneously change and self-
organize based on new circumstances (in this case: language users adapt their linguistic 
behaviors on past experiences, socio-cultural context and communicative intentions). 

Allow me to illustrate a complex adaptive system through Figure 2, which shows a 
flock of starlings (poetically called a murmuration) on the left, and an individual starling on 
the right. Growing up on the Belgian countryside, I often found myself mesmerized by the sight 
of hundreds or even thousands of starlings swarming together in a whirling festivity of ever-
changing shapes. Without practiced flight routines or one bird signaling to the others what to 
do, each starling is somehow aligned with the movements of the flock and is capable of turning 
and changing directions in a heartbeat. The murmuration is thus forever emergent: it is 
dynamically shaped and reshaped through the individual behaviors of its flock members. 



 

 

Languages and their users behave in very similar ways as murmurations and their 
starlings do. Children become proficient in their community languages without requiring 
formal education or explicit instructions, and languages change over time without the need for 
a central committee to avoid a breakdown in communication (much to the chagrin of 
institutions such as the Académie française). Language users spontaneously keep tabs on the 
community’s conventions, and we are able to communicate successfully even though we all 
have our own ideolects and preferences. In other words, languages are complex adaptive 
systems that are constantly shaped and reshaped by their language users as they interact with 
each other in locally situated interactions. 
 The population perspective thus greatly emphasizes processes and interactions. We can 
again look at Figure 2 to understand more concretely what this means. A murmuration can 
suddenly transition from one direction to another one without any of the birds ‘talking’ to each 
other or without prior planning. If we want to understand how the whole flock is able to 
coordinate this sudden change, it would be pointless to study birds in isolation. What happens 
is that one bird may react to some force or disturbance, such as the sight of a predator, which 
in turn makes its neighboring birds react as well, which in turn creates other local reactions so 
there is a spontaneous ripple effect. The murmuration also has other emergent global properties 
that cannot be understood by looking at a single starling, such as stronger protection from 
predators and increased warmth. Likewise, language dynamics cannot be understood by the 
study of a single language user, but requires us to model the interactions between language 
users. We will see piecemeal examples of the population perspective in action in the next 
sections, starting with our community’s primitive unit: the construction. 
 
3 What’s in a Construction? 
 

“god forbid we evolve into another generativistic hole” 
(Anonymous construction grammarian) 

 
Constructions are casually defined as conventionalized mappings between meaning and form, 
which has been a useful starting point that has allowed our community to approach the 
empirical facts with fresh eyes and without worrying too much about the specifics of an 
analysis. However, we have now reached a point where we can no longer afford to avoid the 
question of what exactly is in a construction. As the editors of this Special Issue elaborate on 
this question: 
 

What kind(s) of information is, and is not, included in a construction, and in a proper 
description of a construction. 

 
3.1 L’Arbitraire de la Construction Linguistique 
 
The informal definition of constructions is reminiscent of the Saussurean sign, which is an 
arbitrary (in the sense of ‘conventionalized’) mapping between a signifier and a signified (de 
Saussure 1916). Many linguists have since argued that the notion of a Saussurean sign is not 
only useful for words and morphemes, but ‘that perhaps all levels of grammatical description 
involve such conventionalized form-meaning pairings. This extended notion of the Saussurean 
sign has become known as a ‘construction’’ (Hoffmann and Trousdale 2013:1). Many 
construction grammarians take this idea quite literally and therefore assume that all 
constructions have a symbolic structure, as shown in example (4), adapted from (Croft 
2001:18). Indeed, constructions that are ‘meaningless’, or vice versa, constructions that only 
specify meaning but no form, are often considered as ‘defective’ (Hoffman 2022). 



 

 

 

(4)  
 

At first sight, our community seems to be split between the more formal flavors of 
construction grammar that allow for ‘defective’ constructions, such as (Berkeley) Construction 
Grammar (Fried and Östman 2004) and Sign-Based Construction Grammar (Boas and Sag 
2012), and the more informal flavors that do not, such as Cognitive Construction Grammar 
(Goldberg 1995; 2006; 2019) and Radical Construction Grammar (Croft 2001). However, I 
would like to argue that this debate is orthogonal since the definition of constructions as 
extended Saussurean signs only approximates what I believe to be the true nature of 
constructions, and is in fact missing a deeper generalization. 

More specifically, the main problem with the characterization of constructions as dual 
signs is that ‘the process of interpretation is included by the definition of the sign’ (Ogden and 
Richards 1923:5). Indeed, constructions are typically described from an aggregate perspective 
in which the form-meaning mappings are presented as established, while in reality ‘it is not the 
linguistic system per se that constructs and understands novel expressions, but rather the 
language user’ (Langacker 2000:9). The key insight that Ogden and Richards (1923) 
popularized, as also argued before by the likes of Charles Sanders Peirce, is therefore that we 
need to include the language user and their sociocultural context in our analysis of linguistic 
signs, which requires us to take the population perspective. Applying this insight to 
constructions, it becomes clear that constructions are not direct mappings between form and 
meaning, but rather schemas that assist the language user in production and comprehension. 

The difference between defining constructions as mappings between form and meaning 
on the one hand, or as schemas for production and comprehension on the other, may seem 
subtle at first. However, if we consider that it is the language user who expresses and interprets 
meanings rather than the constructions they employ, a construction should simply represent 
any conventional association of linguistic information as long as it helps the language user to 
reach their communicative intentions. Obviously, since production is the expression of 
meaning, and since comprehension is the analysis of a construct, many constructions do map 
between meanings and forms. But constructions may as well simply help the language user to 
disambiguate between two syntactic structures and leave any form-meaning mapping up to 
other constructions or non-linguistic operations if that leads to more efficient processing. 

Consider examples (5-9). In each construct, the linguistic cues that help the language 
user to interpret the subject as referring to a single animal or multiple ones may come from 
various sources. In example (5), a singular interpretation is ‘redundantly’ specified by the 
indefinite article a, the singular noun cow, and subject-verb agreement. In example (6), the 
noun antelope is ambiguous, but the noun phrase as a whole is unambiguously singular thanks 
to the indefinite article and subject-verb agreement. In examples (7-8), the noun phrase as a 
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whole remains ambiguous, but later cues – subject-verb agreement in example (7) and the 
pronoun it in example (8) – still help the language user to correctly interpret the antelope as 
referring to a single animal. In example (9), the English grammar does not offer any clue to the 
language user, who must use the larger context to correctly interpret the construct. 
 

(5) A cow was grazing in the fields. 
(6) An antelope was grazing in the fields. 
(7) The antelope was grazing in the fields. 
(8) The antelope got startled and it ran away. 
(9) The startled antelope ran away. 
 
Examples (5-9) illustrate that even for simple distinctions such as singular versus plural, 

the correct reading is suggested by a combination of constructions rather than directly 
encapsulated in individual constructions; and that the language user cannot simply rely on 
single cues but rather on how different cues interact with each other. Even when all cues are 
considered together, the construct may remain ambiguous. Indeed, languages are inferential 
coding systems (Sperber and Wilson 1986) in which not all the meaning is in the message. 

Requiring constructions to nevertheless always have a symbolic structure (that is, an 
association between meaning and form) is therefore a theoretical assumption that has become 
a tradition in the construction grammar community without proper justification, which is 
exactly the kind of pedigree-thinking we should be avoiding. Until sufficiently demonstrated 
otherwise, it is therefore more prudent to avoid restrictions on the kind of information that can 
or should be in a construction, as long as the construction serves the language user’s goals. 

I appreciate that my stance on ‘defective’ constructions is controversial in the 
community, and on a personal note I will admit that I too was a strong believer in the symbolic 
structure of constructions before. But together with my colleagues, I have learned the hard way 
that constructions shouldn’t be literal meaning-form mappings. We figured out as much 
through the development of computational construction grammars in our open-source software 
tool Fluid Construction Grammar, which (following the original design of Steels 2004) used to 
operationalize constructions as mappings between a ‘semantic pole’ and a ‘syntactic pole.’ 
While doing so, we often found ourselves forced to invent arbitrary semantic categories to have 
something that syntactic categories could map onto. Moreover, more often than not, processing 
required simultaneous access to form- and meaning-related information. To use the words of 
Croft (2003:50), we had to face the fact that ‘language [had] once again successfully resist[ed] 
the attempt of linguists [and computer scientists] to make it neat and clean.’ 

We thus realized that we needed a new way to think about constructions, which led to 
a collection of ‘design patterns’ for how construction grammars may handle complex linguistic 
phenomena (Steels 2011). However, a first real breakthrough came later, around 2013-2014, 
when Luc Steels and I were drafting a textbook on FCG (a project that unfortunately got 
canned), for which Luc developed a new high-level notation for constructions that we believed 
to be more intuitive to read (particularly for people who are familiar with rewrite systems). 
More importantly, this new notation (later published as Steels 2017) generalized constructions 
to schemas for production and comprehension, and removed the split between meaning and 
form features. At first, we were unsure about whether this high-level notation could actually 
work in a computational model, and I certainly was not keen on the idea of giving up on a 
construction’s symbolic structure. But a new recruit called Paul Van Eecke, who was as 
opinionated as he is talented, had just joined our lab; and he had no qualms whatsoever about 
tearing down the wall between FCG’s semantic and syntactic poles. He worked with Luc on 
fleshing out the details of the new notation and achieved its computational implementation that 
has led to Fluid Construction Grammar as we know it today (Van Eecke 2018:Ch. 3). 



 

 

 
 

Figure 3: Construction Grammar assumes that the role of a grammar is to mediate between meaning and form. 
Constructional analyses therefore only make sense when taking the full semiotic cycle (Steels 2017) into account 
in which a producer needs to a conceptualize the meanings they wish to express, and in which a comprehender 
must analyze a construct and interpret its meanings. Even though each level in the semiotic cycle is here depicted 
as a series of steps, language users perform all three layers in parallel. 
 
3.2 How to Do Things with Constructions 
 
The editors of this Special Issue point out a fundamental problem in the constructional 
literature: most studies focus thoroughly on morphosyntactic patterns, but when it comes to 
meaning, they often simply refer to frame semantics (Fillmore 1977; 1982) without further 
explanation. Moreover, there is no common framework for handling other kinds of functions 
and meanings. I believe this gap in the literature is again the result of studying languages from 
an aggregate perspective, which invites us to look at forms rather than at what a language user 
actually does with constructions. If we take the population perspective, in which we must take 
the whole semiotic cycle into account (Steels 2017), we can more easily get to grips with the 
question of meaning and function. 

In order to illustrate how we could conduct such analyses, I will use an example of 
brightness and color terms inspired by multi-agent experiments by Steels and Belpaeme (2005) 
and Bleys (2014). I will follow each step of the semiotic cycle, shown in Figure 2, which 
represents a single turn in a dialog between a producer (on the left) and a comprehender (on 
the right), which I will call ‘agents’ here. Imagine that both agents know five words (black, 
gray, white, dark and bright) and two grammatical constructions. Also imagine that the 
conceptual space (Gärdenfors 2000) of the agents consists of one contiguous brightness 
dimension going from white/bright to black/dark, and that the meanings of the words black, 
gray, white, bright and dark are prototypes (Rosch 1975) that are located in this conceptual 
space, as illustrated in example (10). 
 

(10)   
 

The main mantra of frame semantics (and of cognitive semantics in general) is that 
meanings are relativized to scenes (Fillmore 1977). Scenes can be grounded in the real world 
through our sensorimotor apparatus (as shown on the top level in Figure 3) or they can be 
cognitive scenes that language users imagine through mental simulation (Bergen and Chang 
2005). Example (11) presents a first scene in which both agents perceive three grayscale 
squares. Perception is operationalized by projecting the grayscale value of the squares into the 
agents’ conceptual spaces. 
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(11)  
 

Imagine now that the producer wants to draw the attention of the comprehender to the 
square in the middle using a construct. The producer now has to figure out what they can say 
to achieve their communicative goal. We can think of the meaning of a construct as a network 
of cognitive functions (or construal operations) that a comprehender must perform in order to 
understand a construct. Conceptualization (shown as the second layer in Figure 3 on the left) 
therefore requires the producer to make choices about which cognitive operations they believe 
would achieve the desired communicative effect. In our example, the producer wants the 
comprehender to execute the cognitive operation find the referent, but since there are three 
possible referents in the current scene, the producer has to come up with a description that is 
sufficiently distinctive for the middle square. Here, none of the three squares are an exact match 
with the prototypes known by the agents, but the middle square is the only one that is projected 
in close proximity to the prototype [GRAY]. The producer may therefore estimate that the 
comprehender could use this prototype for finding the intended referent because it offers the 
best fit in the current context. The producer therefore conceptualizes a meaning that we can 
describe as ‘identify the referent using the prototype [GRAY].’ 

Whereas conceptualization-for-communication is concerned with what to say, 
linguistic production is tasked with how to express a meaning. It is here that constructions come 
to work: the language user must decide which combination of constructions may produce a 
construct that has the best chances at making the communicative interaction successful (shown 
in the third layer in Figure 3). Suppose that one of the constructions known by the agents is the 
‘the X one’-construction that expresses the meaning ‘identify the referent using X.’ When 
combined with the lexical construction for the word gray, the constructions produce the 
construct the gray one, which best captures the meanings that the producer wants to express. 
 The comprehender observes the construct the gray one, and (through application of 
their constructional knowledge) is able to figure out that they have to identify a referent using 
their prototype for [GRAY]. They now have to interpret the meaning by performing the 
cognitive operations they retrieved from the construct. In the current context, this allows them 
to successfully retrieve the middle square as the intended topic of the interaction. 

 Language users typically have many different ways to reach their 
communicative goals. Consider now a new scene, shown in example (15), and assume that the 
producer wants to refer to the third square. This time, the producer may estimate that none of 
the prototypes are sufficiently distinct for referring to the topic: the prototype [GRAY] does 
not distinguish between the middle and right squares, and while the prototype [DARK] would 
probably do the trick, it is not a great fit either. A better solution would be to indicate to the 
comprehender that they have to take their prototype for [GRAY] and ‘push it’ into the direction 
of the prototype [DARK], thereby creating the category [DARK-GRAY] on the fly. Imagine 
that they know a construction that expresses exactly the right semantics for that: the ‘X-
intensifies-Y’-construction. This time, the producer therefore combines four constructions, 
which leads to the construct the dark gray one, which the comprehender can successfully 
understand as referring to the third square. 

Conceptual Space
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X X X

[DARK][BRIGHT]



 

 

 
 

(12)  
 

What is the role of frame semantics in all of this? A semantic frame can be considered 
as a skeletal representation of recurrent experiences in the form of a structure with open slots 
(called ‘Frame Elements’). For instance, a language user may understand ‘cooking’ through a 
Cooking_Creation semantic frame, which according to the English FrameNet database (Baker, 
Fillmore, and Lowe 1998) involves at least twelve frame elements, including ‘Cook,’ 
‘Produced_food’ and ‘Ingredients.’ Just like many other experiences, cooking is such a rich 
domain that not all information can pass through the filter of language. Example (13) offers 
just a few illustrations of the indirect relation between a semantic frame and its 
morphosyntactic encoding: only a handful of frame elements is actually realized in a construct, 
none of them are guaranteed to appear, and the same Frame Element may be assigned a 
different grammatical function depending on the construction in which it occurs. Semantic 
frames are also not tied to a single lexical unit (for instance, both preparing and cooking may 
evoke the cooking frame), and a lexical item may evoke different frames (e.g. one can also 
prepare or cook up a presentation, but that may only fill your intellectual appetite). 
 

(13) a. [She cook] is preparing [vegetable soup produced_food] in [an orange pot container].  
  b. [She cook] loves cooking in [her new kitchen place]. 
  c. [She cook] loves cooking for [her guestsrecipient]. 
  d. [The vegetable soup produced_food] is [slowly manner] cooking.  

 
 Just like the word bright may activate a prototype, frame-evoking constructions may 
activate a semantic frame (which can indeed be seen as a complex kind of prototype). The most 
typical frame-evoking constructions are lexical constructions, but idiomatic or schematic 
constructions may evoke frames as well. Other grammatical constructions may represent the 
construal operations that need to be performed with a semantic frame. For instance, the English 
past participle construction typically profiles the result of an event, which explains why it may 
combine with semantically compatible constructions such as the Attributive-construction (the 
food is prepared), the Modifier-Noun construction (the prepared food), and the Passive 
construction (the food was prepared by a robot), each time indicating that the food is ready. 
  It would be hypocritical of me to argue for a tighter integration between construction 
grammar and cognitive semantics if my colleagues and me would not be doing so ourselves. 
Indeed, just like construction grammar has a sister theory in frame semantics (Boas 2021), FCG 
has a sister formalism for embodied cognitive semantics called Incremental Recruitment 
Language (IRL; Steels 2000a; Spranger et al. 2012), which was also originally developed by 
Luc Steels and actually predates Fluid Construction Grammar.  IRL allows its users to 
implement cognitive operations (for instance, constructing and retrieving a prototype), which 
the system can then combine into a semantic network for conceptualization, or execute for 
interpretation. Both IRL and FCG are part of the same open-source software suite called Babel 
(Loetzsch et al. 2008). 

Conceptual Space

[GRAY][WHITE] [BLACK]
[DARK][BRIGHT]

scene

X X X



 

 

3.3 To Formalize or Not to Formalize 
 
This Special Issue’s editors asked the community whether construction grammar should use an 
exact formalism to represent its findings. One of the responses – the quote of the anonymous 
construction grammarian that kicked off section 3 – made me both chuckle and despair. Clearly 
there are still a number of myths circulating about what it means to formalize an analysis.  

The most troublesome myth is the idea that construction grammars cannot be properly 
formalized. This myth is rooted in the widespread but harmful ‘formal-versus-functional’ trope 
in linguistics, which stems from a failure to see the difference between a theory and the formal 
tools it uses. For example, feature structures can be used for any kind of linguistic approach; 
they are even used for everyday utilities such as phone books or registration forms (using 
features such as name, address, affiliation and e-mail). The second harmful myth reveals that 
the title of this subsection is actually a trick question: formalization is not a binary concept, it 
is a matter of degree. In construction grammar, formalization varies from hand-drawn diagrams 
to mathematical descriptions and computational implementations. As a rule of thumb, a 
formalism never has to be more complex than necessary, and it certainly should not cage the 
researcher. However, good formalisms help us become more productive and may even lead to 
new insights that were difficult to imagine before – which is what the computer scientist Alan 
Kay meant when he said ‘point of view is worth 80 IQ points.’ 

That being said, Alan Kay also warned that a poor perspective may subtract 80 IQ points 
because you are stumbling in the dark. Here lies the problem for construction grammar: it is a 
nonreductionist approach whose primitive units are inherently complex. Constructions have to 
be able to account for the whole range of language from morphemes and syntax to semantics 
and pragmatics, which has led many construction grammarians to the conclusion that 
constructions should be understood as multidimensional (Fried and Östman 2004; van Trijp 
2020) or even hyperdimensional (Goldberg 2019) structures. This complexity causes a problem 
of cognitive load for the researcher, because there is only so much information that the human 
mind can handle at the same time. This is arguably the reason why there are only few 
constructional studies that venture into the nitty-gritty details of a construction, and even fewer 
that show how constructions interact with each other. The only solution is to use adequate tools, 
and my colleagues and I have made a lot of efforts to make a free and user-friendly platform 
available called the FCG Editor (van Trijp, Beuls, and Van Eecke 2022). Just like learning to 
play a musical instrument, it takes time and practice to master a new tool, but as I hope to 
demonstrate in the next section, the potential payoff is huge. In the words of Alan Kay (2018), 
‘once you can do this, what you can think about at once has been vastly magnified.’ 
 
4 Constructions at Work 
 
At this point in my contribution, my stress level has augmented to alarming heights because I 
have almost reached my maximum number of words and I still have to pick up all of the 
dangling threads that I left in the previous sections. Most stressful of all, however, is that the 
editors have asked us to provide an analysis of a complex construct in a Special Issue that 
features Laura Michaelis, arguably the best syntactician in our community. In the remainder of 
this section, my aim is therefore not to provide ‘the best’ analysis of the construct (which would 
anyways require a thorough examination of a wider set of empirical facts), but rather to 
illustrate how some ideas of construction grammar can be put to practice in a way that differs 
from tradition. I hope that this will help inspire further discussion, so here goes. 
 

How could a constructionist approach address a sentence like the following: Wasn’t it 
rather Mcllroy who seemed never to be outdriven when playing in contention? 



 

 

Frame-Evoking 
Construction 

Semantic Frame Description 

Mcllroy 
construction 

Being_Named A proper noun construction 

Who construction People A pronoun construction  
Seem 
construction 

Give_Impression A lexical construction 

Never 
construction 

Frequency An adverbial construction that evokes the Frequency frame, and 
which assigns the value [never] to the Frame Element 
‘Attribute’ 

Outdrive 
construction 

Beat_Opponent A lexical verb construction. The golf term to outdrive someone 
does not occur in the FrameNet database, so I chose the semantic 
frame Beat_Opponent as the closest match. 

When 
construction 

Temporal_Collocation An adverbial construction. 

Playing in 
contention 
construction 

Competition + 
Probability 

I took the liberty to analyze playing in contention as a partially 
idiomatic construction that evokes two semantic frames: 
Competition (playing) and Probability (in contention). The 
Probability frame includes a frame element ‘Odds’ to which I 
assigned the value [HIGH]. 

 

Table 2: This Table lists the frame-evoking constructions along with the semantic frames they evoke.  
 
4.1 Frame-Evoking Constructions and Argument Linking 
 
Whenever I need to analyze a construct, I typically start by writing down my semantic and 
pragmatic analysis before worrying yet about the constructional analysis. More context would 
have been welcome; not only because I know next to nothing about golf, but also because the 
producer’s question clearly expresses an opposite opinion (wasn’t it rather Mcllroy) than what 
has been asserted before. Moreover, many grammatical systems such as Tense and Aspect 
‘functionally pertain to discourse pragmatics [… so] their functional scope transcends the 
clause in which they reside’ (Givón 2001:42). Let us therefore postpone discourse functions 
and start with semantics. I have used as much as possible semantic frames as annotated by the 
Berkeley FrameNet project (Baker, Fillmore, and Lowe 1998). Frame-evoking constructions 
and their semantic frames are summarized in Table 2.3 For example, the word seemed is 
covered by a lexical construction that introduces the semantic frame Give_impression and its 
Frame Elements, including a ‘Phenomenon’ (here: Mcllroy and who) and a ‘Characterization’ 
of that phenomenon (here: never to be outdriven while playing in contention). 
 Obviously, a semantic frame only introduces its Frame Elements, but not yet how they 
relate to other parts of the construct. In other words, the comprehender needs to figure out ‘who 
does what to whom’ (also known as argument linking) in the sentence through the use of 
grammatical constructions. In FCG, this is handled by introducing unique variables (indicated 
with a question mark) to each semantic frame and its Frame Elements, as shown in example 
(14) for the words Mcllroy, seemed and outdriven. Grammatical constructions then link the 
Frame Elements to their fillers by binding the variables of the Frame Elements to those of their 
filler. As can be seen, grammatical constructions need to bind the referent of the subject phrase 
Mcllroy (?referent) to both the Frame Elements Phenomenon (?x in the Give_impression 
frame) and Loser (?b in the Beat_Opponent frame). They also identify that the semantic frames 
associated with the phrase never to be outdriven should be bound to the Frame Element 
Characterization of the Give_Impression frame. 
 

 
3 Due to space limitations, I cannot offer full details of how to operationalize frame-evoking constructions in 
FCG. I kindly refer interested readers to Beuls, Van Eecke, and Cangalovic (2021). 



 

 

(14)  
 
4.2 Event Construals and Surface Generalizations 
 
While the evocation of semantic frames and argument linking are among the most important 
functions of a grammar, language users must also ground their constructs in a specific spatially 
and temporally situated context (often called deixis) by indicating for example whether they 
are talking about an event that happened in the past, whether they are referring to actual entities, 
and so on. In this section, I want to focus on argument realization. Since I have already worked 
on how to operationalize a ‘Goldbergian’ approach to Argument Structure Constructions in the 
past (van Trijp 2015), I wanted to implement something in the style of Bill Croft’s Force-
Dynamic theory of argument realization (Croft 2012:173-219). 
 In Radical Construction Grammar, ‘Argument Roles’ (or semantic roles) are not 
necessary for the morphosyntactic encoding of event structure. Instead, Croft argues that 
language users construe a causal chain of an event based on force dynamics. Example (15) 
shows the causal chain for the construct Mcllroy hit the golf ball with his driver. The exertion 
of force goes as follows: Mcllroy acts on his driver (he picks it up) and the driver acts on the 
golf ball (it hits it). The most important segment of the causal chain is the one that is profiled 
by the verb hit. In Active voice, the verb profiles the segment from the event’s initiator 
(Mcllroy) to its endpoint (golf ball), which in this case covers the entire causal chain. The 
initiator maps onto the subject and the endpoint maps onto the object. Event participants that 
play a role before the endpoint (driver) are called ‘antecedent oblique’ and are in English 
expressed with prepositions such as with and by, but never with prepositions such as for or to. 
 

(15) Mcllroy  driver   golf ball 
  SUBJ   A.OBL   OBJ 

 
In my analysis, I included three event construals (profiled by the verb forms seemed, 

outdriven and played), that relate to each other in intricate ways. Fortunately, a tool such as 
FCG allows me to ‘compartmentalize’ my analysis into different subsegments that I can then 
later put together. Let us start with never to be outdriven when playing in contention. Figure 4 
shows the two relevant event construals, which semantic frames are evoked in this segment, 
and which constructions are capable of linking everything together. The top event construal 
shows the causal chain of the verb to outdrive. Since the verb form outdriven occurs in a Passive 
construction, the verb profile does not include the opponents in its segment, but instead takes 
Mcllroy as its vantage point, which then becomes mapped onto the subject. Below outdriven is 
the event construal for playing, which only covers a subsegment of the causal chain as well 
because it is realized in an adverbial conjunct rather than in an argument structure clause. 

Let us now move to include the rest of the relative clause. Traditionally, a construct 
such as who seemed never to be outdriven is analyzed as subject raising, which suggests that 
it has been derived from a more basic structure in which the subject immediately precedes the 
verb (as in it seemed that Mcllroy was never outdriven). However, such an analysis only made 
sense in the early days of transformational linguistics, in which notions such as ‘subject’ and 
‘object’ were not treated as grammatical functions, but rather as structural positions in a syntax 
tree. So when a subject did not appear in its ‘appropriate’ position, it was said to have been 
‘raised’ or ‘moved’ to another site.  

Mcllroy seemed never to be outdriven.

sem-frame(?frame2, Give_Impression)
Phenomenon(?frame2, ?x)

Characterization(?frame2, ?y)

sem-frame(?frame1, Being_Named)
Name(?frame1, Mcllroy)
Entity(?frame1, ?referent)

sem-frame(?frame3, Beat_Opponent)
Winner(?frame3, ?a)
Loser(?frame3, ?b)

?x = ?b = ?referent ?y = ?frame3



 

 

 
 
Figure 4: This Figure illustrates the semantic analysis of the construct fragment never to be outdriven when 
playing in contention. In the middle, the causal force-dynamics chains of the outdriven and playing events are 
shown. Both causal chains take Mcllroy as their vantage point. Surrounding the event construals are semantic 
frames and how they are linked (dashed lines) to the cognitive scenes by constructions. For instance, the temporal 
collocation frame, evoked by when, creates a temporal link between the two events mediated by the Adverbial-
Adjunct construction. 

 
A lot of similar terms – such as ‘filler-gaps,’ ‘pied-piping,’ ‘inversion,’ ‘fronting,’ and 

so on – have been carried over to construction grammar from traditional and generative 
linguistics even though their original raison d’être no longer exists. In the best case, this is 
simply a matter of unfortunate terminology, but sometimes the corresponding traditions have 
survived as well. For instance, Sag (2010) analyzes such constructs in terms of ‘filler-gap 
constructions,’ which involves (a) declaring a ‘gap’ where the subject is supposed to be, (b) 
percolating information about the gap node-by-node upwards in the syntax tree until (c) a filler 
for the gap can be identified. Sag does not use transformations and couches his analysis in 
constructional words, but he essentially repeats the same analysis of transformational 
linguistics that treats one structure as derived from a more basic one. 

I believe that the core principle of any constructional analysis should be to treat every 
construction as a ‘first-class citizen,’ which means we should purge our terminology (and 
practices) from everything that suggests that something is deviant about a construction. We 
should especially stop treating one structure as derived from another one, such as explaining 
the English Passive as derived from the Active through a transformation or lexical rule. First 
of all, such analyses often make unwarranted assumptions that are not borne out by the 
empirical evidence (Croft 2010). Secondly, they miss important generalizations about the 
supposedly derived constructions. This is what Adele Goldberg (2002:329) formulated as the 
Surface Generalization Hypothesis: 
 

There are typically broader syntactic and semantic generalizations associated with a 
surface argument structure form than exist between the same surface form and a 
distinct form that it is hypothesized to be syntactically or semantically derived from. 

 

construe causal chain
never to be outdriven

frequency

Evoked by: never
Internal Frame Elements
Attribute: never

Linked Frame Elements

event

beat-opponent

Evoked by: outdriven
Linked Frame Elements

winner
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Mcllroyopponent
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competitionMcllroy
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Evoked by: when
Linked Frame Elements
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Construction

Subject-Double-Verb 
Clause Construction
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Construction

Frequency Adverb Construction

competition
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Linked Frame Elements

participant

competition

playing-in-contention-idiom
construction

probability

Evoked by:    in contention
Internal Frame Elements
Odds: among favorites

Linked Frame Elements

hypothetical event

playing-in-contention-idiom
construction



 

 

 That all sounds swell and all, but as always, the proof is in the pudding: how can 
constructions identify semantic relations and grammatical functions without all of the apparatus 
that is deemed necessary in other linguistic theories? It is important to remember that 
constructions have unrestricted expressive power. That is, constructions are not restricted to 
local relations, as phrase structure rules are, but they can reach all linguistic information – 
wherever that information may be in the linguistic structure (Fillmore 1988; Fried and Östman 
2004). A construction can therefore represent a very complex linguistic pattern that combines 
different layers of information. As a result, there is no need for additional rules or mechanisms 
in a construction grammar: complex sentences are simply more complex because they involve 
more intricate semantics and therefore require more constructions to be combined. 
 Let us apply this thinking to the case study. Remember from earlier in this paper how 
the ‘x-intensifies-y’-construction could be used for indicating that one prototype may intensify 
another one (as in dark gray or greenish blue). In the same way, it is possible to use one 
semantic frame to modify another one. In English, this often happens through what I will call 
a family of double verb constructions. For example, the Progressive construction not only 
allows auxiliary-be but any verb whose meaning can be used for manipulating the meaning of 
a second verb, for instance for modifying its aspectual contour (as in she started running, she 
stopped running and she continued running) or for expressing the subject’s feelings about an 
activity (as in she loves cooking, she hates cooking, …). Syntactically speaking, the two verbs 
form a verbal complex that share at least part of their functional structure depending on which 
double verb construction applies. That is, in who seemed never to be outdriven, seemed and 
outdriven share the same subject (who). 
 One apparent difficulty is that seemed occurs in the Active voice, whereas outdriven 
occurs in the Passive voice, so how can their subject be mapped onto the appropriate Frame 
Elements? In a phrase-structural analysis, which uses a two-dimensional syntax tree as the 
backbone for all linguistic information, this would indeed be extremely difficult. However, 
construction grammar is a ‘multi-dimensional framework in which none of the layers is seen 
as ‘more basic’ than any other; constructions only differ in the extent to which they make use 
of these resources’ (Fried and Östman 2004:19). The solution to such problems is therefore 
that different kinds of constructions may specialize in different functions, so there is a division 
of labor when constructions are combined with each other. Argument Structure Constructions, 
for instance, ‘do not specify phrase structure trees or word order directly’ but ‘[o]ther 
constructions that they combine with do’ (Goldberg 2013:453): they simply map a functional 
structure onto a semantic frame, and vice versa. In production, this means that other 
constructions (e.g. word order constructions, see van Trijp 2014) may take care of the 
placement of elements in a construct (production) or the identification of functional structure 
(comprehension). 
 
4.3 A Final Appetizer 
 
Combining all constructions that are needed for producing our case study’s construct is too 
complex to manage without the proper tools, which is why it is unfortunately also rare to see 
such analyses in the constructional literature. As a final appetizer of this paper, I will give a 
glimpse of how such limitations can be overcome using a tool such as Fluid Construction 
Grammar. I argued earlier that the true nature of constructions is not that they map between 
meaning and form directly, but that they are rather schemas that assist the language user in 
production and comprehension, and that it is more often than not the particular combination of 
constructions that leads to the desired communicative effect. I have however left that argument 
unfinished because I never really explained what we may gain by treating constructions as 
such, but now is the time to bring it to a narrative closure. 



 

 

 
Figure 5: A screenshot from FCG’s web interface that shows how constructions may trigger a series of reactions 
as they are used for analyzing or producing a construct.  
 

Example (16) shows a schematic representation of an FCG-construction, which has two 
parts: a conditional part on the right (in which we specify what a construction demands) and a 
contributing part on the left (in which we specify what a construction has to offer). This is the 
same principle as an Argument Structure Construction that specifies which participant roles it 
wants the verb to supply, and which information the construction may contribute itself. 
 

(19)  
 

 The conditional part in turn splits its information into a ‘comprehension lock’ and a 
‘formulation lock.’4 The reason for this split is that the construction will request different 
information from other constructions depending on whether the language user is producing or 
comprehending a construct. For instance, a lexical construction will require a particular lexeme 
to be present in the construct for comprehension, while requiring a semantic frame to be 
expressed in production. The two subdivisions are called ‘locks’ because once the requested 
information is supplied, all of the construction’s other information is released. The application 
of constructions then triggers a series of reactions from other constructions until the 
constructional analysis is finished, as illustrated in Figure 5. This screenshot of the FCG web 
interface gives the researcher a visual overview of which constructions supplied which 
information to which other constructions, which can also be inspected in more detail. 

 
4 Formulation is FCG parlance for ‘production.’ 
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 Unfortunately, I have no space left to offer more details about the operationalization. I 
simply hope to have convinced you that the proper tools can free up your mind to focus on 
questions that would otherwise be almost impossible to tackle. Indeed, I am certainly not 
brighter than other construction grammarians, but by handing over difficult processes to FCG, 
I can now start to hypothesize about which constructions collaborate with each other and which 
are competing, which missing gaps are left, or which elements of my initial analyses needed 
refinement. Interested readers can download the demonstration file and run it themselves in the 
FCG Editor at http://www.fcg-net.org/.  
 I will leave this discussion by admitting that I took a shortcut in my analysis of the 
matrix clause by positing a powerful ‘Wasn’t it rather X’-construction, which expresses (a) a 
polite request for affirmation through the use of a polar question, and (b) a polite but opposite 
opinion than what was expressed before through the use of the word rather. The construction 
introduces the matrix clause wasn’t it rather in an idiomatic way, and leaves two slots open: 
one for the ‘topic’ (i.e. whom or what the request for affirmation is about), and one for the 
assertion about the topic (that the producer wants to be affirmed by the comprehender). 
Interested readers can check my earlier work on long-distance dependencies for a more 
systematic account of similar constructions (van Trijp 2014). For Tense, Aspect and Modality, 
I implemented the same approach as described in van Trijp (2017). 
 
5 Nostalgic for the Future 
 
Construction grammar is a thriving research community that encourages diversity of analysis, 
but also one that has been questioning itself as of lately. The editors of this Special Issue – 
Hans Boas, Jaakko Leino, and Benjamin Lyngfelt – deserve a lot of praise for drawing attention 
to these questions, which is yet another positive sign that our community is willing to deflate 
the rhetoric that it has been building up lately and to discuss openly about problems that remain 
unsolved after decades worth of constructional research. 

I believe that most questions arise from the fact that construction grammar is 
spearheading a new kind of linguistics, which creates confusion about the boundaries between 
the traditional aggregate perspective of the linguistic enterprise, which works on an idealized 
state of a language, and the new population perspective, which focuses on the dynamics of 
situated communicative interactions, and how these interactions may impact the community 
language. Both perspectives are important. The aggregate perspective is well-suited for tasks 
for which its idealizations are useful, such as the development of reference grammars, cross-
language comparisons, or language teaching. The population perspective is better suited for 
answering questions that involve processes such as language learning, language change, and 
language usage. Construction grammar is particularly well-positioned to lead the way in the 
study of language from a population perspective because constructions can be interpreted as 
schemas that help the language user to produce and comprehend constructs. Treading into 
unknown waters requires us to critically examine which methods from the aggregate 
perspective can be carried over, and to invest into the development of tools that allow us to 
approach questions that have been out of the purview of traditional mainstream linguistics. 

Construction grammar therefore finds itself at a crossroads in which it has a choice 
between continuing business as usual, or recognizing that certain questions can never be 
addressed in a satisfactory way through traditional methods. If it chooses the former, I fear that 
construction grammar will turn out to have been a fashion fad and disappear as soon as a new 
brand emerges that offers a new jacket for the same analyses. If it chooses the latter, we may 
be tapping into a future of exciting new possibilities. Based on how each constructional flavor 
has been evolving, I’d like to think we will choose wisely, which already makes me nostalgic 
for the future. 
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