English prepositional verbs emerged through constructionalisation
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The present paper reports on a quantitative corpus study on the development of prepositional verbs
such as insist on, look at, or deal with in the history of English, specifically from Middle to Late Modern
English (1150-1900). The main focus is on issues relating to constructionalisation processes and the
modelling of (loss of) phrase boundaries in construction grammar approaches.

Despite precursors of prepositional verbs being found in earlier texts, they only had their ‘breakthrough’
in early Middle English, as “on the whole the appearance of the prepositional verbs on the linguistic
stage seems to have been rather sudden” (Claridge 2000: 89). Their development is typically connected
to the loss of prefixed verbs as well as a tightening of constituent order restrictions and general increase
in prepositional patterns around the same time. The innovative verb-PP combinations are typically
analysed as tightly integrated in that the preposition is supposed to have a very close association with
the verb, or is ‘part of’ the verb, suggesting that a re-analysis of phrase boundaries (or re-bracketing)
from [V + PP[P + NP]] to [[V + P] + NP] took place (Denison 1981, 1985; Claridge 2000; Anthonissen
2021; also Inada 1981; Seoane 1999; Goh 2000). This is supported by evidence from the development
of the prepositional passive, prepositional stranding, and prepositional ellipsis (Denison 1981, 1985,
1993; Dreschler 2015; Nykiel 2015; Anthonissen 2021). The prepositional verbs are furthermore
typically less compositional than combinations of verbs and other PP-types (especially more adjunct-
like elements). For these reasons, the emergence of prepositional verbs has often been discussed in
terms of grammaticalisation and lexicalisation processes (e.g. Brinton & Traugott 2005).

Although phenomena such as the emergence of the prepositional passive have been studied in
comparatively great detail, however, larger-scale empirical investigations of the diachrony of English
prepositional verbs as such are mostly lacking to date. The present paper addresses this by drawing
on a subset of a broader dataset of all verb-attached PPs (N=ca. 400,000) in the Penn-Helsinki Parsed
Corpora of Historical English (PPCMEZ2; PPCEME; PPCMBE), restricted to prepositional verbs listed in
Visser (1963) and Claridge (2000). These instances are then coded for a range of variables including
association strength between verb and preposition, position of the PP relative to the verb (assuming
that the more closely semantically connected to a verb a preposition is, the more adjacent to the verb
it will be; e.g. Hawkins 2000, 2004), and others. Using collostructional analyses (Stefanowitsch & Gries
2004; Flach 2021) and regression modelling (Winter 2019), among other things, it is shown that the
emergence of prepositional verbs follows along well-established paths of constructionalisation (Traugott
& Trousdale 2013), including a reduction in variability of prepositions used with specific verbs, and
increasingly strong positional preferences (cf. also Hundt 2001; Rostila 2004, 2018 on prepositional
verbs in German). Based on these results, the paper then also comments on open questions regarding
how traditional structuralist notions of phrase structure and boundaries can be incorporated into
constructionist accounts, and their implications for investigations of diachronic change.
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