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Background 

Since the 1980s access to historical materials has greatly improved by the arrival of historical 

corpora for English and empirical research into language change has soared. Over the years, 

more, better, and bigger corpora have been compiled. New methods for processing and 

analysing data from corpora have been developed. The emphasis has been on applying 

quantitative and statistical methods, as well as on exploring the role of the surrounding 

context in language change (e.g. Diewald 2002, Traugott 2012). One thing that does not 

appear to have changed very much since the early corpora is what we are looking for to 

detect language change. This is particularly a problem for changes that have been defined 

primarily in terms of a change in function or meaning, such as grammaticalization or 

subjectification. Corpora do not directly give access to meaning. It is common practice to 

support a hypothesized change in function and meaning with evidence of differences in form 

or distribution, as the latter changes can be observed empirically. Researchers have to rely on 

concomitant changes that can be observed in corpus data. The issue that this workshop seeks 

to redress is the limited types of changes in form and distribution that are usually discussed as 

evidence.  

 The problem of operationalizing semantic change has been raised by several linguists 

studying subjectification (Aaron and Torres Cacoullos 2005, De Smet and Verstraete 2006, 

Torres Cacoullos and Schwenter 2006, López-Couso 2010, Traugott 2010), and 

intersubjectification (Traugott 2010, Brems et al. 2014). But, perhaps more unexpectedly, it 

also applies to grammaticalization, which is one of the most well-studied types of semantic 

change in the ‘corpus age’. The foundational works on grammaticalization appeared in the 

1980s-1990s, before large scale diachronic corpora were widely used. The most widely 

applied proposal is Lehmann’s (1995 [1982]) parameters which have become used as 

recognition criteria for grammaticalization in data studies. However, as is well-known, this 

proposal has its limitations (see e.g. Breban et al. 2012): without going into detail on issues 

with specific changes, the general problems are that the changes identified occur at a late 

stage in the grammaticalization process (Hopper 1991) and are particularly suited for 

languages that express grammar in a synthetic way. Empirically identifying cases of 

grammaticalization at an early stage for an analytic language such as English is more difficult 

and is often not done with the necessary care (see e.g. Norde 2012). The main advantage of 

using corpora in this respect has been to look at these changes in larger sets of data. The 

possibility to look at authentic contexts has prompted a better understanding of the semantic-

pragmatic mechanisms of change. The changes in form that we look for have not changed. 

More advanced quantitative corpus studies tend not to deal with progressive 

grammaticalization in individual items, but with competition between forms such as 

Nesselhauf (2006) and Tagliamonte et al. (2014) on grammaticalization posterchild be going 

to as future auxiliary, in competition with other auxiliaries. However, it is not just ease of 

identification that is the heart of the matter: working with a set of criteria that doesn’t cover 

the full range of items falling under the semantic definition of grammaticalization means that 

we are only able to confidently identify a subset of instances of grammaticalization, and that 

generalization and theory formation on the mechanisms of semantic change is based on this 

subset.  

 

 

 



Aim of this workshop 

What is the way to tackle this issue and to develop a more extended toolkit of empirical 

changes to help the identification of semantic change? The papers on the subjectification of 

the Spanish verb salirse and the construction a pesar de que by Aaron and Torres Cacoullos 

(2005) and Torres Cacoullos and Schwenter (2006) show us the way to go. The aim of this 

workshop is to collect similar micro-analytical case studies for semantic change in English, 

with the hope of arriving at a critical mass allowing generalization of individual distributional 

evidence.  Recent empirical studies of semantic change in the English noun phrase can be 

taken as one starting point. The noun phrase is mostly organized in an analytical way (only 

number and possession being marked morphologically) and hence an area in which it is 

difficult to provide empirical evidence for semantic change, using for example Lehmann’s 

criteria for grammaticalization. However, a range of studies (Adamson 2000, Breban 2010) 

have shown that change in function (including grammaticalization and subjectification) goes 

together with a change in an item’s position in relation to other items in the noun phrase. 

Change in the collocational range of nouns that an item co-occurs with is another way to 

detect starting and ongoing semantic change (Paradis 2000, Vandewinkel and Davidse 2008, 

Ghesquière 2014). Vartiainen (2013) opens a new window on subjectification by showing 

that subjectified adjectives co-occur more with indefinite determination. These are changes at 

micro-level, less obvious to see in corpus data than e.g. fusion or reduction of word forms. 

However, they are often the only observable reflections of semantic change, and are being 

applied as tools to identify and provide evidence for function change in current work on the 

noun phrase. Questions that feed into the search for distributional evidence is often how to 

operationalize processes that have been associated with semantic change in theoretical 

papers, such as the operationalization of collocational expansion (Himmelmann 2004) by 

Vandewinkel and Davidse (2008) and by Hilpert (2008) for the development of future 

auxiliaries in the verb phrase. Hilpert (2008) and Van Bergen (2013) on the 

grammaticalization of uton as an adhortative shows how a similar micro-analytical approach 

can be used in the verb phrase. At sentence level, Walkden (2013) might provide inspiration: 

he shows how the position of the verb provides evidence that a functional misinterpretation of 

Old English hwæt has pervaded earlier philological work as well as dictionary definitions.  

 The aim of this workshop is in the first place to bring together research following a 

similar micro-analytical approach to semantic change, especially in other areas of English 

grammar than the noun phrase. The goal is to build up a toolkit of form/distribution and 

meaning/function change associations that can be applied in the empirical study of semantic 

change. In addition to this empirical goal, the workshop also invites papers that show how a 

detailed analysis of form and distributional changes can improve our understanding of the 

workings and mechanisms of semantic change, as for example evidenced in the work of De 

Smet (2012) on diffusional change, or can be applied in quantitative studies (e.g. Hilpert 

2008).  It invites papers that discuss how a wider range of form/distribution changes can be 

used to further develop a Construction Grammar model of semantic change, in which 

function and form are separate but linked poles that define constructions and the changes they 

undergo (Hilpert 2013, Traugott and Trousdale 2013). 

 

Themes of this workshop 

This workshop invites papers that report on 

- case studies identifying form and distributional changes that accompany semantic 

change in all areas of English 

- the operationalization of theoretical notions such as collocational expansion 

(Himmelmann 2004), decategorialization (Hopper 1991), etc. 



- case studies that explore how theoretical proposals for operationalization such as 

Boye and Harder (2012) for grammaticalization and Visconti (2012) for 

subjectification can be applied to corpus data 

- case studies applying quantitative analysis to micro-analytical changes in 

form/distribution 

- the implications of micro-analytical case studies for our understanding of the 

workings and mechanisms of semantic change 

- the implications of form/distributional changes for our understanding of the 

mechanisms of semantic change, and/or a Construction Grammar model of change 
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