The relevance of constructicons for lexical typology: synchronic and diachronic evidence

from variation in argument structure constructions

Constructicons are based on the assumption that there is no sharp distinction between syntax and
the lexicon (Lyngfelt 2018). In this sense, they apparently clash with resources for lexical
typology, such as CLICS - Database of Cross-Linguistic Colexifications (https://clics.clld.org/),
which are strictly lexeme based. In my paper I would like to show how a construction based
approach can complement the data traditionally stored in such resources, based on evidence for
argument structure constructions and their variation.

Verbs’ argument structures are complex constructions that include semantic information
both from the verb and from its arguments. Argument structure variation with the same lexical
verb brings about changes in the semantics of the whole unit of meaning constituted by the verb
and its arguments (Goldberg 1995, 2006). In a pilot study describing the creation of a historical
comparative FrameNet of ancient Indo-European languages, Luraghi et al. (2026) have shown
that the concepts SEE and LOOK AT are variously lexicalized across languages and language
stages. While the most ancient stages show colexification of the two concepts, later stages are
characterized by lexical diversification, with two unrelated lexical units. However, only
considering the verb without its argument structure does not tell the whole story, as shown in

Table 1 (adapted from Luraghi et al. 2026).

Language SEE LOOK AT (Perception_active)
(Perception_experience)

Hittite aus- aus-

Tocharian lika- lika-

Vedic pas- pas- PTC

Avestan vaén- vaen- PTC

Homeric Greek horad horad PP

Ionic-Attic Ancient Greek | horad blépo PP

Latin video specto

Old Norse lita | sja lita PP | sja PP




Gothic saihvan in-saihvan PP

Old High German sehan scouwon | ana-sehan
Classical Armenian tesanel hayel

Old Church Slavic vidéti VbZbréti

Old Irish ad-ci do-éccai

Old Lithuanian regéti veizdéti

Table 1. SEE and LOOK AT in Ancient Indo-European languages

Colexification without further specification occurs in Hittite, the oldest attested IE
language, and Tocharian, which branched out immediately after Hittite (Peyrot 2022). Soon
thereafter, the meaning LOOK AT is lexicalized by the same lexical unit (LU) with the
cooccurrence of a particle, as in Vedic Sanskrit and Avestan. Such particles could function as free
adverbs, adpositions, or preverbs in Early IE languages (Pinault 1995). Later, they became
adpositions or verbal prefixes. At an intermediate stage, one finds cross-linguistic evidence for
two types of development. In the first place, some languages (Homeric Greek, Old Norse) show
construction variation with the same LU, whereby the meaning SEE is typically lexicalized with
the co-occurrence of a Nominative-Accusative argument structure, while the meaning LOOK AT
is lexicalized by the same verb with a different argument structure that takes a prepositional
phrase as second argument. Other languages feature verbal prefixes, either with (Gothic) or
without (Old High German) construction variation. Construction variation remains in some of
the languages that show lexical diversification: two different verbs take different argument
structures and instantiate the two meanings separately (e.g. Attic-lonic Greek).

Lexicographic resources typically record under different entries prefixed verbs, while
construction variation with the same lexical head is not reflected in a separate lemma. The
situation described creates a partly artificial distinction which may have reflexes on the study of
lexical typology and related resources, as it may lead to overestimate the extent of co-lexification
by not acknowledging the role of construction variation to discriminate meanings. In addition,
the diachronic approach based on data from genetically related languages shows how patterns of
colexification and lexical differentiation may develop over time in parallel or diverging fashions.
From a wider point of view, the approach pursued here and in Luraghi et al. (2026) contributes to

recent attempts toward cross-linguistic alignment of FrameNets and Constructicons (Boas 2011,



Giouli et al. 2020, Lyngfelt et al 2018). Finally, this can tell us something on the rise and the
extension of construction and provide a foundation for language-specific as well as for
comparative constructicons. In this respect, it can be remarked that the particles/adpositions
involved in the instantiation of the meaning LOOK in the languages in Table 1 are local particles
that are extended to an abstract field.

In my paper I plan to conduct a similar comparison based on the ancient Indo-European
languages on other perception verbs stored in the database PaVeDa - Pavia verbs database
(https://paveda.unipv.it/; Zanchi et al. 2022, Luraghi et al. 2024, Luraghi et al forthc.),
instantiating the meanings HEAR, LISTEN, SMELL and TOUCH. Preliminarily, I will discuss
the issues raised by the use of English as a metalanguage for constructing cross-linguistic lexical

resources, which are also highlighted by the choice of perception related meanings.
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