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ABSTRACT 
 

The origins of language change, particularly grammatical change, appear 
to be unobservable. But the first step in language change, innovation, can 
be observed in the production of synchronic variation in sound change. 
The same can be done for morphosyntactic change such as 
grammaticalization by comparing alternative verbalizations of the same 
experience in a controlled situation. Examples of innovation in lexical 
semantic change and grammaticalization are examined using the twenty 
parallel English narratives of the Pear Stories. Morphosyntactic variation 
is pervasive in the Pear Stories narratives and the alternative verbalizations 
show that morphosyntactic change is drawn from a pool of synchronic 
variation. These results disconfirm the traditional theory of 
morphosyntactic change, in which innovation is rare and special 
mechanisms are require to produce it. Instead, grammaticalization, and 
language change in general, originates in the variation inherent in the 
verbalization of experience.  
 
 

1. Introduction 

It is a truism and ubiquitous fact that languages change. But the mechanisms for 
change are still hotly debated. One difficulty is that it appears to be impossible to observe 
language change except after the fact. We notice that speakers are using a new form or a 
new construction, or an existing construction with a new function; but once speakers are 
using it the change has, in one sense, already taken place. We can document what has 
changed, and how the change is propagated through the speech community. Through this 
documentation, we discover general patterns of change such as grammaticalization and 
the universals that govern such processes. But the origin of the change is still unobserved. 

Yet one can observe the origins of language change (¤1.1). In fact, it has already been 
done for some time, in the realm of sound change. This has led to a new theory of the 
origins of sound change (¤1.2). But the current theories of the origins of morphosyntactic 
change, in particular grammaticalization, are contrary to the new theory of sound change 
(¤1.3). It is possible to find empirical evidence for the origins of grammaticalization 
using an experimental method: comparing verbalizations of the same or similar 
experiences in language use (¤¤1.4-1.5; see Chafe 1977a,b). This is an example of 
Ôexperimental historical morphosyntaxÕ, parallel to Ohala!Õs Ôexperimental historical 
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phonologyÕ (Ohala 1974). I investigate this for the verbalizations in the Pear Stories 
corpus (Chafe 1980a). The results reported in the body of the paper (¤¤2-6) demonstrate 
that the origins of grammaticalization are essentially the same as the origins of sound 
change. 

1.1. Language change and synchronic variation 

Language change is fundamentally a two-step process, a point that is not always clear 
in the theoretical literature on language change (Croft 2000:4-5). The first step in the 
process is innovation (also called actuation; Weinreich, Labov and Herzog 1968:102). 
Innovation generates variation. That is, tokens of both the original variant and the novel 
variant occur in language use in the speech community. The second step is the 
propagation of the innovated variant through a speech community. That is, there is 
differential replication of tokens of the novel variant in the speech community, at the 
expense of the original variant. Some historical linguists, particularly sociolinguists, 
argue that change takes place only when it is propagated (e.g. Milroy 1992:79). However, 
propagation leads to change only if an innovation has taken place, creating variation in 
the speech community. Both steps are necessary in language change. In particular, one 
cannot fully explain language change without showing how changes that have been 
propagated started as innovations in some way. If there is no innovation, there is no 
variation, and if there is no variation, there is no possibility of change. 

The propagation of a language change can take place over long periods of time, and 
in fact may never go to completion (i.e., complete replacement of the original variant). 
Thus the common state of affairs for a synchronic language state is socially-conditioned 
variation; this is the major insight of Weinreich et al. For this reason, the propagation of a 
language change can be relatively easily observed empirically, although detailed study of 
the social mechanisms for propagation require recording and analysis of language use in 
a speech community at one time period or in successive time periods (e.g. Trudgill 1988). 

Innovation, the generation of novel variants, is an essentially synchronic phenomenon 
(Croft 2000:5). It is innovation that represents the empirically problematic origins of 
language change referred to above, and is the focus of this paper. Innovation, like 
propagation, also results in synchronic variation in a speech community. We can describe 
the results of innovation as FIRST-ORDER linguistic variation: the variation manifested in 
occasions of language use (individual utterances; Croft 2006). The variation that results 
from the gradual process of propagation is SECOND-ORDER variation. Second-order 
variation is variation among socially-valued variants in a society; these are familiarly 
known as sociolinguistic variables. There is also THIRD-ORDER variation: the result of the 
fixing of different variants across dialects and languages. This is familiar as cross-
linguistic or typological variation. Third-order variation is simply the result of innovation 
and propagation and the separation of speech communities.  

Variation is thus the source and result of language change. The three orders of 
variation represent different phases of the language change process. Language change is a 
two-step process: the generation of (first-order) variationÑ innovationÑ and the 
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propagation of (second-order) variation through the population. The result of this two-
step process is third-order, crosslinguistic variation. 

This model of language change is the usage-based model, in which language change 
emerges via language use. The usage-based model is held by most functionalist linguists. 
Generative linguists (and some others) hold the child-based model, in which language 
change occurs via children intuiting a different grammar from their parents. Both models 
date back to at least the late nineteenth century. There are many empirical reasons why 
child language acquisition is not the source of language change (see Haspelmath 1999; 
Croft 2000:44-53). However, lacking empirical studies of the origins of language change 
in language use, it is difficult to put forward positive arguments for the usage-based 
model, except with respect to propagation. Empirical evidence that language change 
originates in first-order variation in language use would provide strong support for the 
usage-based model of language change. 

1.2. Empir ical studies of phonological variation and change 

Fortunately, first-order variation in phonological change has been investigated 
empirically. This required two methodological innovations in order to be successful. 
First, the use of modern instruments allows phoneticians to measure the degree of 
variation in phonological production. Second, the use of the experimental method 
facilitates the examination of the relationship between synchronic variation and 
diachronic change. 

The result of these methodological innovations has led to a new model of the origins 
of sound change. The major discovery is that first-order variation can indeed be observed. 
In fact, FIRST-ORDER VARIATION IS UBIQUITOUS: ÔOne of the most important discoveries 
of modern instrumental phonetics is the incredible amount of variation that exists in 
pronunciation, not only between speakers but also in the speech of a single speakerÕ 
(Ohala 1989:176; see also Pierrehumbert 2003:184). In other words, the normal state of 
affairs for language production is a high degree of first-order variation. In one sense, 
then, the question of the origins of sound change is solved: variation in the speech signal 
is always there.  

One can, of course, ask why such variation in the speech signal exists. This question 
is not generally addressed explicitly in the literature on variation and sound change, to 
my knowledge. Presumably the level of neuromuscular control over articulatory gestures 
needed for identical (invariant) productions of a phoneme is beyond a speakerÕs control. 
At least as important, the variation in the speech signal does not prevent successful 
communication (or not enough of the time to lead to the evolution of even finer 
neuromuscular control abilities in humans). 

Ohala has further argued that in at least some cases, sound change is driven by 
listener perceptions of the acoustic signal. Experimental and observational results show 
that the direction of variation in sound production (i.e. the acoustic signal) is often 
influenced by neighboring articulations. These shifts in the acoustic signal may lead a 
listener to ÒmisperceiveÓ a segment and subsequently produce what he thought he heard, 



 4 

i.e. innovate in a particular direction, as demonstrated by perception experiments (see for 
example Ohala 2003). If this innovation is then propagated, the result is a unidirectional 
sound change. While Ohala emphasizes the role of the listener in reanalyzing the 
phonological segments in the sound signal (his ÔhypercorrectionÕ and ÔhypocorrectionÕ), 
the reanalysis would not take place without the variation in the speech signal produced by 
the speaker in the first place. 

Thus, the development of modern instrumental phonetics and its use in experimental 
as well as observational contexts has led to a model of sound change in which first-order 
variation is ubiquitous, and the directionality of change observed in the historical record 
can be explained by directional trends in variation and their perception by listeners. More 
generally, as the title of Ohala (1989) indicates, SOUND CHANGE IS DRAWN FROM A POOL 
OF SYNCHRONIC VARIATION. These results also support the usage-based model of 
language change for sound change. The usage-based model also underlies the 
sociohistorical theory of the propagation of sound change, through changes in the 
frequencies of use of sociolinguistic variables (second-order variation; Labov 2001; 
Trudgill 1983, 2002). 

Having described the methods and results of studying first-order variation in sound 
change, we now turn to morphosyntactic change, specifically grammaticalization, 
describe current theories of first-order variation, and how we can empirically investigate 
first-order variation in morphosyntactic change. 

1.3. Grammaticalization and morphosyntactic change 

The study of grammaticalization, Ôhow lexical items and constructions come in 
certain linguistic contexts to serve grammatical functions or how grammatical items 
develop new grammatical functionsÕ (Hopper and Traugott 2003:1), is perhaps the most 
studied process in recent historical linguistic research, particularly those studies 
investigating universals of language change. As a result, much is understood about 
grammaticalization. The most common paths of grammaticalization, as well as many less 
common ones, have been identified (Lehmann 1982; Haspelmath 1998; Heine and 
Kuteva 2002). We have a reasonably good understanding of which processes of language 
changeÑ phonological, morphosyntactic and functionalÑ are components of 
grammaticalization and which processes should be excluded (Lehmann 1982; Heine and 
Reh 1984; Hopper and Traugott 2003). The directionality of most grammaticalization 
processes is well established, although there are a number of apparent exceptions whose 
proper analysis has been debated (see, e.g. Hopper and Traugott 2003, ch. 5; Haspelmath 
1999:1046-54). 

The theory of grammatical change proposed by Keller (1994), based on work by 
LŸdtke (1986), offers a specific model of the grammaticalization process (cf. Haspelmath 
1999, 2000). The LŸdtke-Keller theory can be characterized in terms of three phases in a 
cycle: periphrasis, fusion and erosion (Croft 2000:159-64). In the first stage, periphrasis, 
a speaker uses a more elaborate construction to communicate a situation. In the second 
stage, the periphrastic expression comes to be a conventional, entrenched linguistic 
routine for expressing the situation, and is therefore fused into a new single complex unit. 
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Finally, that unit is eroded, both phonologically and morphosyntactically, leading to the 
loss of syntactic independence and phonological affixation of the more invariant elements 
of the construction. 

Periphrasis corresponds to the first step in language change, an innovation in 
grammatical expression. Fusion corresponds to the second step in language change, 
propagation in the speech community. Once an expression is propagated, then it becomes 
a matter of linguistic convention: speakers produce it because other speakers in the 
speech community use it with that meaning. Erosion is another language change, which 
has to be innovatedÑ speakers produce an eroded version of the grammaticalized 
constructionÑ and then propagated through the speech community.  

Bybee and her collaborators have empirically investigated the erosion process (Bybee 
2001), and propose that token frequency is the chief determinant of erosion. For example, 
Bybee and Scheibman (1999) examine variation in the phonetic realization of the English 
negative don’t in a corpus of naturally occurring conversation and demonstrate that 
collocations vary significantly as to the degree of erosion of the expression of don’t. The 
collocations that exhibit the greatest degree of reduction are those with the highest token 
frequency, which in turn results in part from a higher degree of grammaticalization. For 
example, the construction I don’t know in Bybee and ScheibmanÕs study has the highest 
token frequency, has been extended to certain discourse functions in addition to its literal 
meaning, and is the most highly eroded declarative negative form. I will return to this 
model in the conclusion. 

The step examined in this paper is the very first one, periphrasis. In a sense, this step 
is the true origin of grammaticalization. There have been proposals as to how this step 
might be taken. The basic hypothesis is that speakers normally conform to grammatical 
convention in language use, but occasionally they deviate from convention for some 
reason, and produce an innovation (Haspelmath 2000:795). This innovation may be 
picked up on and eventually propagated in the speech community. Two reasons for 
deviation from convention, that is, two mechanisms of change, have been proposed (both 
also with long pedigrees). One is that speakers innovate in order to be more expressive 
(e.g. Lehmann 1985:314-17; Heine et al. 1991:78; Haspelmath 1999, 2000 [his 
ÔextravaganceÕ]). The other is that speakers innovate in order to avoid being 
misunderstood (Langacker 1977:128 [his Ôperceptual optimalityÕ]; Keller 1994:109; 
Geurts 2000). 

This theory of the origins of grammaticalization is usage-based, like the contemporry 
theory of sound change. But otherwise it is completely unlike the contemporary theory of 
sound change. InnovationÑ first-order variationÑ in grammaticalization is assumed to be 
rare, not pervasive. Grammaticalization therefore would not be drawn from a pool of 
synchronic variation, although the (rare) novel variants are somehow the source of 
grammaticalization. Is grammaticalization, and morphosyntactic change in general, 
unlike sound change? Can we determine this empirically? 
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1.4. Empir ical studies of first-order  variation (innovation) in grammaticalization 

The proposals for the mechanisms of innovation in grammaticalization in ¤1.3 are 
essentially speculative. There are a number of studies of innovated linguistic forms in 
contemporary language use, but unfortunately they do not shed light on the question. For 
example, Lehmann (1991) describes a wide range of nonstandard German constructions 
based on attestations in speech and popular writing, many of which represent 
grammaticalization processes beyond the standard language. Thompson and Mulac 
(1991) describe the occurrence of epistemic parentheticals such as It’s true, I think/I 
guess in naturally occurring conversations. They demonstrate that the quantitative 
distribution of epistemic parentheticals matches that of I think etc. as main verbs without 
the complementizer thatÑ in other words, the epistemic parentheticals represent a further 
step in the grammaticalization process from main clause verb beyond the elimination of 
the complementizer.  

However, these studies do not actually capture the innovation process, for several 
reasons. First, these novel structures almost certainly represent second-order variation, 
not first-order variation: they are being propagated through colloquial language before 
entering the standard, the usual social path of propagation. Second, the type of 
investigation of most of these studies is not well designed to capture innovation. These 
studies are largely semasiological: they begin from a linguistic form and investigate its 
functions, specifically novel functions absent from the standard language. However, in 
order to observe innovations as they are taking place, one needs to take a 
onomasiological approach: beginning from a meaning and investigating the forms used to 
express this meaning. Finally, the sample is not fine-grained enough to capture first-order 
variation.1 One needs to capture enough instances of the same meaning in order to 
investigate quantitative and qualitative patterns of innovation, as has been done in the 
study of first-order variation in sound change. 

Nevertheless, one CAN observe first-order variation in grammatical change (including 
grammaticalization) by comparing how speakers grammatically encode Ôthe same thingÕ, 
that is, the meaning or experience being verbalized. This onomasiological approach to 
grammatical variation fits in with sociohistorical linguistics, in which variants of a 
sociolinguistic variable are different ways of saying the same thing (Weinreich et al. 
1968:162). More important, the onomasiological approach to first-order morphosyntactic 
variation follows language production, the locus of first-order variation. Production 
proceeds from experience to utterance, just as production proceeds from phonological 
structure to phonetic realization, which is how first-order variation in sound structure is 
manifested. In other words, the place to look for the origins of grammaticalization is in 
the verbalization of experience. 

If first-order morphosyntactic variation is manifested in different ways of Ôsaying the 
same thingÕ, then we need to be able to identify Ôthe same thingÕ. But no two situations 

                                                
1Thompson and Mulac examine later stages of the grammaticalization of the epistemic parenthetical 
(erosion and changes in syntax due to changes in function), but their study of these later stages is not fine-
grained enough (contrast Bybee and Scheibman 1999). 
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being communicated are identical. The best way to address this problem is to employ the 
experimental method, as in Ôexperimental historical phonologyÕ, and examine the same 
situation being verbalized by a relatively homogeneous group of speakers under similar 
circumstances. This paper analyzes a corpus produced by such an experimental method, 
namely the English Pear Stories narratives collected by Chafe and his colleagues (Chafe 
1980a). 

1.5. Analyzing first-order  morphosyntactic variation: the Pear Stories 

Chafe and his colleagues created and filmed a sequence of events containing no 
language among the actors. The film was designed to investigate a number of interesting 
questions in the verbalization of experience in English and across languages: 

 
We wanted something that would include a set of events, some in 
sequence and some simultaneous, some highly codable and some not, 
some trivial and some salient, with a set of people and objects that 
participated in the events in various ways, themselves varying in 
codability and salience (Chafe 1980b:xii) 

The film was shown to around five speakers at a time; the speakers were from a socially 
relatively homogeneous speech community, namely English-speaking UC Berkeley 
undergraduates. After the film ended, each speaker was taken by her/himself and asked to 
describe the film to an experimenter. The experimenter was of the same sex and 
approximate age, was a stranger to the speaker and stated that s/he had not seen the film 
(Chafe 1980b:xiv-xv). Thus, the experimental design maximizes the similarity of the 
situation which each speaker found herself in. This allows us to consider the degree of 
morphosyntactic variation found in maximally similar situations.  

Chafe published twenty English oral narratives of the film. For the present study, the 
twenty English narratives were divided into fifty CHUNKS (Chafe 1977a:42; 1977b:220-
24) representing scenes which were almost universally treated as distinct but unified 
sections, when they were described at all, by the speakers in the sample. The resulting 
division of the film scenes is given in (1) (metacomments by the speakers about the film 
experience are excluded):2 
 
(1) Scenes of the Pear Stories expressed by English speakers 
 

A1. Opening scene-landscape 
A2. Opening scene-rooster crowing 
A3. The pear picker 
A4. Dropping pears 
A5. Pears from tree into apron 
A6. Descending the tree with the pears 
A7. Putting the pears in the basket(s) 
A8. Back up the tree 

                                                
2Speakers differed in their recall of when the cyclist looks at the girl, and the two different positionings of 
that scene are given different numbers (D4 and D6). 
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B1. Passers-by 
B2. The sound of the goat 
B3. The man and the goat enter 
B4. The goat doesn't do anything with the pears 
B5. The man and the goat pass by and disappear 
B6. The pearpicker again 
 
C1. The sound of the bicycle 
C2. The cyclist enters 
C3. The cyclist sees the pears, stops, gets off his bike 
C4. Deciding on one pear vs. one basket 
C5. The basket from the ground to the bike and away 
C6. The pearpicker doesn't notice 
 
 
D1. The cyclist is riding along 
D2. The girl enters 
D3. The two cyclists approach and pass each other 
D4. The cyclist looks at the girl (before the hat flies off) 
D5. The cyclist's hat flies off 
D6. The cyclist looks at the girl (before hitting the rock) 
D7. The cyclist hits a rock 
D8. The cyclist falls 
D9. The pears spill 
D10. The girl rides on 
 
E1. The cyclist gets up and brushes himself off 
E2. The three boys enter 
E3. One has a paddleball 
E4. The three boys see the fallen cyclist 
E5. The three boys help the cyclist 
E6. The cyclist and the boys go off  
 
F1. The three boys find the cyclist's hat 
F2. One of the boys picks up the hat 
F3. One of the boy whistles 
F4. The cyclist responds 
F5. The boy returns the cyclist's hat 
F6. The cyclist gives the boy three pears 
F7. The cyclist leaves 
 
G1. The boys walk and eat their pears 
G2. The three boys pass the pearpicker still picking pears 
G3. The pearpicker comes down from the tree 
G4. The pearpicker notices the basket is missing  
G5. The pearpicker reacts to the missing basket 
G6. The boys with their pears go by and disappear 
G7. The pearpicker's last expression 

The examples in following sections will be referred to using the codes in (1). The 
division of scenes allows us to compare the verbalization of the same scene across 
speakers as well as aggregating verbalizations of similar situations across scenes. 
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2. The nature of first-order  morphosyntactic variation 

The first and chief observation of the Pear Stories data is that variation in 
verbalization is not occasional; VARIATION IS UBIQUITOUS. Variation occurs not just 
across scenes with similar semantic components but also within the same scene. In order 
to give some idea of the degree of variation, all of the variants for one scene, the 
pearpicker descending from the tree (A6), are given in (2): 3 
 
(2) 1,15 [3.3 [.85] A-nd u-h [l.5]] and then he gets down out of the tree,  
 2,7 [ 1.6? and [.5]] anyway,  
 2,8 he comes down with a load of pears,  
 4,10 [1.4 [.55 {l augh}] . . . a--nd [.35]] he walked down the ladder,  
 6,9 [.5] and he walks down the [.75] ladder,  
 7,14 [2.25 [.6] tsk [.1] A--nd [.75]] he-- [.35] was going up and down the 

ladder,  
 8,13 and comes down,  
 9,6 he comes off of the ladder,  
 10,28 and then he'll walk down the ladder,  
 11,10 [.4] climbs down the ladder,  
 12,22 [.85] /the whole idea/ he picked pears came down the ladder,  
 15,12 [2.65 [1.4] A--nd [.8]] he went down the ladder,  
 17,21 [1.05? [.35] and the--n . . u--m . . ] going . . down off the ladder,  
 18,15 [1.4 [.9] tsk And then . . ] climbing very carefully . . down the [.2] the 

ladder,  
 19,15 And he comes down, 
 19,16 . . from the ladder, 
 20,8 [.6] So he didn't have to go down to the ground,  

The verbalizations of this scene are actually much more homogeneous than are 
generally found in the Pear Stories. The scene is brief; it is highly codable; and the event 
or subevent is mostly coded as a simple one (that is, as one clause). Even so, no two 
verbalizations are identical. This is true of all of the scenes in the Pear Stories; other 
scenes are even more variable than this one. 

In other words, the nature of morphosyntactic variation in the verbalization of 
experience is identical to that of phonetic variation in phonology: it is pervasive. On the 
other hand, it is not as one might expect following the current explanations for innovation 
in grammaticalization, namely as an occasional act of expressiveness or an occasional 
attempt to avoid misunderstanding. 

Another explanation could be offered for the high level of variation found in the 
verbalizations of the Pear Stories. One might propose that the variation found in the 
verbalizations of a single scene in a corpus like the Pear Stories is due to differing 

                                                
3The numbers before each example refer to Speaker,Intonation Unit. The bracketed numbers indicate 
length of pause; dots indicate a very short pause. Punctuation at the end of the intonation unit codes 
prosody. 
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conceptualizations or construals of the scene by the different speakers. It is true that a 
single scene is open to alternative construals to speakers that would be manifested in 
different verbalizations, for example and he emptied pears into baskets vs. and dumps the 
pears into a basket. But this fact must be put into the context of communicative 
interaction. As with sound change, the innovation process is the result of the interaction 
between speaker and hearer in a speech situation. The hearer cannot read the speakerÓs 
mind. The hearer of an utterance, like the speaker, has his own alternative construals of 
the scene potentially available to him, and cannot be certain of the precise construal 
intended by the speaker. The speakerÕs choice of words and constructions are based on 
her prior exposure to and use of those words and constructions in other communicative 
acts, and are chosen for her intentions in the current situation. But the hearerÕs knowledge 
of the words/constructions is based on his own past exposure to and use of them, which is 
different from the speakerÕs. Moreover, no two experiences are identical and so any 
choice of words and constructions will not precisely characterize the construal of the 
experience being communicated anyway. Thus there is a fundamental indeterminacy in 
the construal of a scene and its interpretation in a communicative act. Both speaker and 
hearer must fall back on their experience of the situation itself as well as prior 
experiences (compare Croft 2000:99-114, 2001:115, 124-30). I will return to these 
explanations in the conclusion, after examining the variation in verbalization in the Pear 
Stories in more detail. 

The uniqueness of each verbalization of a scene results largely from the combination 
of individual variable parts. For example, in (2) the choice of verb, the verbalization of 
the subevents, the path expression, the reference object for the path, and the reference 
tracking of the actor each vary. Different combinations of variable parts produce unique 
verbalizations of the same scene.  

Examination of individual grammatical parts of the verbalizations of a scene still  
reveal pervasive variation. Sections 3-6 investigate the nature of the variation in 
verbalization in a more fine-grained fashion. The main question we wish to answer is 
whether the variation in verbalization found in the Pear Stories represents the origins of 
grammaticalization. I take as the starting point what is known about grammaticalization 
from the study of documented changes and second- and third-order variation as described 
in ¤1.1 and ¤1.3. The specific hypothesis to be tested in the following sections is 
presented in (3):  
 
(3) Given a relatively grammaticalized construction A, and knowing that A is derived 

historically from B, C etc., it is predicted that A will vary with B, C etc. in 
verbalizations of the same or similar scenes, and not with Z where Z is not an 
attested historical source for A.  

In order to test this hypothesis, I compare more conventionalized grammatical 
constructions occurring the Pear Stories narratives to less conventionalized variants 
produced by the Pear Stories speakers, and compare the latter to attested sources of 
grammaticalization of the more conventionalized types of constructions. Heine and 
Kuteva (2002; henceforth WLG) is used as a reference point, since it is a comprehensive 
and authoritative survey of grammaticalization processes. 
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The first case study (¤3) examines the common lexical sources of grammatical 
elements as documented in WLG; it is actually a study of lexical semantic change 
resulting in the inputs to grammaticalization. The next study (¤4) illustrates one 
grammaticalization process and uses it to illustrate some properties of the variation in the 
corpus. The next section (¤5) examines five cases of the integration of events using more 
and less grammaticalized coding of participants in them. The last set of case studies (¤6) 
examines the relationship between discourse and syntax and the rise of grammatical 
constructions, in particular the presentative construction.  

In all of the case studies, the hypothesis presented in (3) is confirmed. In other words, 
MORPHOSYNTACTIC CHANGE IS DRAWN FROM A POOL OF SYNCHRONIC VARIATION. In 
other words, morphosyntactic change IS like sound change. This conclusion also provides 
empirical support for the usage-based model of language change in morphosyntax. In the 
conclusion, I return to the issue of the mechanisms of innovation in grammaticalization 
and the inference of directionality in synchronic variation.  

3. Verbs that are the sources of grammaticalization 

WLG, like other surveys of grammaticalization, traces the sources of grammatical 
elements to lexical items. The same lexical items appear over and over again as the 
sources of grammaticalization: ÔgoÕ, ÔcomeÕ, ÔtakeÕ, ÔgiveÕ, and so on. Where do these 
verbs come from? Technically, this is a question of lexical semantic change, not 
grammaticalization proper. But it gives some insight into the processes feeding 
grammaticalization, and lexical semantic change can also be examined in order to test the 
hypothesis in (3). 

To investigate this question, I identified the scenes in the Pear Stories where any of 
the verbs listed as sources of grammaticalization in WLG were used by the speakers, and 
examined the full range of verbs used by speakers for those scenes. The WLG verbs 
found in the Pear Stories are listed in (4): 
 
(4) Motion: come/go, descend (come/go down), pass (come/go by/past), leave (go 

on/off), fall (over/down), stop 
 Position: put 
 Possession: take, give, have 
 Other: eat, see 

We begin with the motion verbs. English uses adverbial particles to indicate path of 
motion, as well as having some verbs that express the path directly (descend, pass, cross). 
Still other verbs describe phases of motion: stop indicates termination of a motion. As a 
result, most of the motion verbs occurring in the narratives consist of come or go with a 
particle. The verbs used instead of come/go also use the same path particles in the 
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narratives, and I compare only the verbs themselves. The occurrences of come/go are 
given in Table 1:4 
 
 
Table 1. Alternative verbalizations for come and go 
 
 WLG  Other  
 Verb Verb Other verbs used 
come/go 
A8 3 2 climb, walk 
B3 11 2 walk 
C2 15 6 ride, happen 
D1 5 13 ride, drive, head 
D2 9 3 ride, drive, happen 
E2 5 4 walk, appear, happen 
descend (come/go down) 
A6 7 6 get, walk, climb 
G3 16 2 clamber, climb 
pass (go/come by/past) 
B1 3 Ð 
B5 7 2 walk 
D3 7 3 cross, cross paths, brush by 
leave (go on/off) 
E6 (cyclist) 6 11 ride, take, head, drive (off); split, proceed, limp,  
   be on his way 
E6 (boys) Ð 5 walk 
 
 

Over 39% of the verbalizations across the scenes used verbs other than come or go. 
The most common alternatives are walk and ride, the choice being determined by the 
means of motion (on foot vs. on a bicycle). A number of other verbs are also used. 
Presentative verbs (happen, appear) occur because the motion event usually also 
introduces a new participant in the film (see ¤6.2).  

Although the proportions of novel verbs vary considerably between contexts, 
presumably due to differences between scenes, there is variation in verbalization in 
virtually all scenes. This fact is important for the analysis of morphosyntactic variation. 
Different scenes may differ in ways significant for verbalization, and one effect might 
have been the absence of variation at the single scene level. In fact, variation occurs in 
almost every individual scene, essentially removing this potential problem. 

                                                
4Summing the columns for each referent in this and the following tables can suggest a misleadingly high 
proportion of the dominant verbalization, because in some scenes the number of speakers verbalizing the 
referent is too low for low-probability verbalizations to occur (e.g. scene B1 for PASS in Table 1). 
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The remaining verbs of motion and position found in the Pear Stories narratives are 
given in Table 2: 
 
 
Table 2. Alternative verbalizations for fall, stop and put 
 
 WLG  Other  
 Verb Verb Other verbs used 
fall (ove/down) 
D8 13 2 crash (over), pile (over) 
stop 
C3 11 2 park 
F4 4 4 turn around 
put 
A5 8 2 drop, stuff 
A7 9 13 empty, dump, tumble, drop, place, deposit 
C5 15 Ð 
E5 8 4 load, throw, toss, pour 
G3 1 6 deposit, dump, empty, unload 
 
 

All scenes display variation in verbalization except C5 for put.5 The two scenes with 
stop both involve the cyclist stopping; in C3 he then gets off his bike and in F4 he turns 
around after the three boys whistle at him. Arguably, in F4 speakers are choosing 
different subevents to verbalize (stopping or turning around). The putting event in C5 was 
part of a complex event when the cyclist takes the basket of pears, puts them on his bike, 
and rides off (the complex event as a whole will be discussed in ¤5.4). All of the other 
scenes involve putting the pears, an aggregate object, in a container. This latter situation 
invites greater variation in verbalization. This is presumably because an aggregate object 
is less easily described, that is, has lower codability for speakers (see ¤4). 

The verbs involving possession found in the Pear Stories narratives are given in Table 
3: 
 

                                                
5Scene E5 also has a situation in which throw (another verb in WLG) is used twice, but two tokens in one 
scene is insufficient to identify variation in verbalization. 
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Table 3. Alternative verbalizations for take, give and have 
 
 WLG  Other  
 Verb Verb Other verbs used 
take 
C5 9 15 pick up, rip off, steal, lift up, make off, drive off,  
   ride off (with) 
give 
F5 11 8 bring, take, put 
F6 (to the boy) 19 1 take 
F6 (to his friends) 6 3 share, divide, hand 
have 
E3 9 5 play with 
 
 

The least variation is found with give; the one verbalization of take in giving to the 
boy involves a reversal of perspective on the transfer event. The great variation with take 
in scene C5 exists in part because some of the alternative verbalizations express most or 
all of the complex event discussed in ¤5.4. The scene with have describes the paddleball 
being used by one of the three boys. 

The remaining two verbs from WLG used in the Pear Stories narratives are given in 
Table 4: 
 
 
Table 4. Alternative verbalizations for eat and see 
 
 WLG  Other  
 Verb Verb Other verbs used 
eat 
G1 10 Ð 
G6 14 4 munch, chew, crunch (all on) 
see 
C3 (cyclist-pears) 4 2 look at 
E4 (boys-cyclist) 7 Ð 
F1 (boys-hat) 3 12 notice, find, come across, run across 
G4 3 15 notice, discover, realize, look at 
 
 

One of the scenes with eat does not produce any variation. Scene G1 is the first report 
of the boys eating their pears, and this may perhaps account for the absence of variation. 
The scenes with see are more complicated. As noted since at least Vendler (1967), see is 
construed in two different ways: as a transitory state (I see the orchard) or as the 
inception of the state (I suddenly saw the three boys). In addition, see is used with a finite 



 15 

sentential complement with a cognition meaning. The cognition sense of see is the one 
found in scene G4, and see is just one of several verbs used to express this meaning. The 
other three scenes all can be alternatively construed as describing either the inception or 
the resulting state, since in all of them the perceiver comes onto the stimulus and 
continues to observe it. It is likely that the fact that the hat was lost by the cyclist evinces 
the wide range of finding verbs in scene F1; this scene is probably better categorized as a 
finding scene (see below). 

This first case study supports the hypothesis that first-order morphosyntactic variation 
is extensive. Scenes that are commonly verbalized with verbs that are the sources of 
grammaticalization are also frequently, in some cases very frequently, verbalized with 
other verbs. The other verbs are largely appropriate for the specific scene for which they 
are used. However, some of the other verbs used for the same scene evoke different and 
sometimes incompatible event types (e.g. drop and stuff for A5, walk and climb for A6, 
cross and brush for D3, throw/toss and pour for E5).  

The Pear Stories thus offers evidence that verbalization in language use (first-order 
variation) is the origin of the etymological sources for the WLG verb meanings. In order 
to test the hypothesis in (3) that first-order variation is the origin of grammatical change, 
the alternatives to the WLG verbs used in the Pear Stories were compared to the 
etymological sources of the same verbs in the principal Indo-European languages in Buck 
(1949), summarized in Table 5 (all etymological comments and explanations are from 
Buck):6 
 
Table 5. Specific verbs in the Pear Stories as etymological sources of light verbs  
 
Pear Stories verb Indo-European verb Source verb in older language 
  [Related verb in older member of family] 
 
ÔgoÕ (¤10.47)/ÔcomeÕ (¤10.48) 
walk French aller, Latin ambulāre ÔwalkÕ 
    Rom. umbla 
  Anc. Greek steíxō  Ôstride, advance,  
      walkÕ, Lesbian dialect ÔgoÕ 
  Anc. Greek baínō Ôgo, walkÕ 
  Hittite ya- Ôgo, marchÕ 
 
ride Russian exat’ Ôgo, not Church Slavonic jachati ÔrideÕ 
    on footÕ 
 Mod. Icelandic fara Ôgo,  [Gothic farjan Ôrow, sailÕ] 
    go awayÕ 
  Old English līþan Ôgo by seaÕ, sailÕ 
     [cognates meaning ÔgoÕ in other older 
     Germanic dialects also mean ÔsailÕ] 
                                                
6There are no entries in Buck for DESCEND or STOP (cease motion). HAVE sometimes comes from 
Ôtake, seizeÕ or ÔholdÕ. For GIVE, see below. 
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Ôgo awayÕ/ÔleaveÕ/ÔdepartÕ (¤10.49) 
split*  French partir Latin partīre ÔdivideÕ 
 
ÔfallÕ (¤10.23) 
crash (over) Mod. Irish tuitim  Old Irish do-tuit (3sg), probably 
     through meaning Ôhit the groundÕ 
     [cp. Latin tundere Ôbeat, poundÕ, 
       Gothic stautan ÔsmiteÕ, etc.] 
 Gothic driusan [Anc. Greek thrauō Ôbreak up, shatterÕ] 
 
ÔputÕ (¤12.12) 
throw, toss Mod. Greek vazo  Anc. Greek bállō  ÔthrowÕ,  
       occasionally ÔputÕ 
 French mettre,  Latin mittere Ôlet go, throwÕ, 
    Italian mettere       Late Latin ÔputÕ 
 Mod. Irish cuirim  Old Irish cuirim Ôthrow, putÕ 
stuff English put  Old English potian Ôthrust, pushÕ 
place*  Dutch plaatsen Dutch plaats Ôplace (n.)Õ 
 
ÔtakeÕ (¤11.13) 
rip off, steal French prendre Latin prehendere ÔseizeÕ 
 English take  Old English tacan Ôgrasp, seizeÕ (OED) 
 Mod. Greek laveno  Anc. Greek lambánō  Ôseize, takeÕ 
pick up, lift up Romanian lua  Latin levāre ÔliftÕ 
 Mod. Greek perno Anc. Greek ’epaírō Ôlift up, take awayÕ 
 
ÔgiveÕ (¤11.21) 
bring Mod. Irish tugaim Old Irish duic ÔbroughtÕ 
take  Old Irish gaibim Ôtake, seizeÕ, sometimes  
    ÔgiveÔ 
 
ÔeatÕ (¤5.11) 
chew, munch, Mod. Greek troγo   Anc. Grk trōgō Ôgnaw, nibble, feed onÕ 
crunch French manger, Latin mandūcāre ÔchewÕ 
    Rom. mînca 
 various Mid. Indic Sanskrit khād ÔchewÕ 
    forms 
 
ÔseeÕ (¤15.51) 
look at Mod. Greek vlepo   Anc. Greek blépō  Ôlook atÕ 
 
¤ = paragraph of entry in Buck 
*  already conventionalized with WLG verb meaning in English 
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There is a close match between the alternatives to the WLG verbs in the Pear Stories 
and the etymological sources of the WLG verbs in Buck. Most of the attested 
etymological sources of the WLG verbs in the Pear Stories occur as alternative 
verbalizations in the Pear Stories. In some cases there is no evidence in Buck of direct 
ancestry, but cognate verbs in the older attested sister languages have as meanings an 
alternative to a WLG verb meaning in a younger language (these are indicated in brackets 
in Table 5). In other cases the older verb already alternates in meaning between the WLG 
verb meaning and an alternative verb meaning occurring in the Pear Stories (these are 
listed in the right hand column only). The conveyance motion verb found in Buck is more 
often ÔsailÕ rather than ÔrideÕ, reflecting technological changes in the means of 
conveyance since early Indo-European times. The only common variant verbalizations of 
a WLG verb that are not attested as an etymological source in Buck are verbs of dropping 
for ÔputÕ and inceptive verbs for ÔseeÕ (notice). The only common etymological sources of 
a WLG verb not found in the Pear Stories verbalizations are ÔrunÕ/Ôgo rapidlyÕ for 
ÔcomeÕ/ÔgoÕ and posture verbs (ÔsetÕ, ÔstandÕ, ÔlayÕ) for ÔputÕ.  

Two other similarities between the variation in the Pear Stories verbalizations and the 
etymological sources in Buck also support the hypothesis. We noted that scene F1 in 
Table 4 is likely to be represented as a finding scene; see occurs in only a minority of 
verbalizations. The verbalizations other than find used in scene F1 (see/notice and 
come/run across) are the common etymological sources of ÔfindÕ in Buck (¤11.32). There 
was proportionally less alternation with give in the Pear Stories, and ÔgiveÕ is also quite 
stable in the principal Indo-European languages (Buck, ¤11.21). 

In sum, the etymological sources for the WLG verbs, a major source of 
grammaticalization paths, is found in the ordinary verbalization of experience. 
Innovations that can potentially develop into lexical semantic changes are verbalized 
frequently for the relevant scenes in the Pear Stories.7 

4. From possessive pronoun to definite ar ticle 

The next case study is a grammaticalization path, the evolution of definite articles from 
third person possessive pronouns. This grammaticalization process is not discussed in 

                                                
7An anonymous referee suggests that the WLG verbs used in this study are simply archilexemes 
(hyperonyms) for the other verbs used in the same scene by the Pear Stories speakers. Therefore, variation 
by the choice of a hyponym is to be expected, and since grammaticalization involves desemanticization, 
then it is also to be expected that the hyperonym will be historically derived from its hyponym(s). 
However, there are a number of objections that can be raised to this alternative analysis. First, as 
demonstrated by Traugott, grammaticalization does not involve desemanticization, but semantic change in 
terms of subjectif ication (e.g., Traugott 1982, 1985, 1990; Traugott and Dasher 2002). Second, the WLG 
verbs (and descendant verbs in Table 5) are not generally hyperonyms of the other verbs used by the Pear 
Stories speakers. For example, come and go are deictic verbs of motion, while most of the 
alternative/source verbs are verbs of manner of motion without any deictic specification. Finally, this is a 
case of lexical semantic change, not grammaticalization, and desemanticization is not a universal 
characteristic of lexical semantic change (e.g. Haspelmath 2000:797). There are substantive semantic 
differences between the WLG verbs and the other verbs, and the similarity of the Pear Stories alternative 
verbs to the etymological antecedents of the Indo-European verbs is a substantive pattern that is unlikely to 
be a coincidence. 
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WLG, but it is described in Fraurud (2001). Fraurud suggests that possessives are 
extended to the associative anaphoric definiteness function (Hawkins 1978) in which 
there is some associative relationship between the definite noun phrase and a previous 
referent, as in a car…the clutch. It is unclear whether possessives are extended to other 
definiteness functions, in particular the strict/direct anaphoric function. The attested 
examples are restricted to the associative function, sometimes coexisting with definite 
articles (or incipient articles) used in the direct anaphoric function. 

Possessive pronouns in the Pear Stories usually alternate with definite articles, though 
it varies depending on the possessed item, and sometimes depending on the scene (and in 
many cases there are too few tokens to indicate significant variation). I examined 
possessive-definite alternation for the entities which were referred to most frequently 
(and hence had many anaphoric mentions). The possessive-definite variation is displayed 
in Table 6 (examples are taken from parallel passages in each scene): 
 
 
Table 6. The verbalization of possession and definiteness in second mentions 
 
 Def Poss Other Total 
tree 
A3. The pear picker 4 Ð Ð 4 
A5. Pears from tree into apron 1 Ð Ð 1 
A6. Descending the tree with the pears 1 Ð Ð 1 
A8. Back up the tree 2 Ð Ð 2 
B5. The man and the goat pass by and disappear 2 Ð Ð 2 
B6. The pearpicker again 7 Ð Ð 7 
C2. The cyclist enters 2 Ð Ð 2 
C3. The cyclist sees the pears, stops, gets off his bike 6 Ð Ð 6 
C4. Deciding on one pear vs. one basket 2 Ð Ð 2 
C6. The pearpicker doesn't notice 2 Ð Ð 2 
G2. The three boys pass the pearpicker still picking pears 5 Ð Ð 5 
G3. The pearpicker comes down from the tree 9 1 Ð 10 
G5. The pearpicker reacts to the missing basket 1 Ð Ð 1 
goat 
B4. The goat doesn't do anything with the pears 5 Ð Ð 5 
B5. The man and the goat pass by and disappear 4 1 1 6 
ladder 
A6. Descending the tree with the pears 11 Ð Ð 11 
A8. Back up the tree 2 1 Ð 3 
B6. The pearpicker again 2 Ð Ð 2 
C6. The pearpicker doesn't notice 2 Ð Ð 2 
G3. The pearpicker comes down from the tree 4 2 Ð 6 
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pears 
A7. Putting the pears in the basket(s)  5 2 1 8 
C6. The pearpicker doesn't notice 1 1 1 3 
D9. The pears spill 15 3 Ð 18 
E5. The three boys help the cyclist 15 1 1 17 
G1. The boys walk and eat their pears 3 3 1 7 
G6. The boys with their pears go by and disappear 4 3 10 17 
bicycle/bike 
C3. The cyclist sees the pears, stops, gets off his bike 5 7 Ð 12 
C5. The basket from the ground to the bike and away 3 13 Ð 16 
hat 
F1. The three boys find the cyclist's hat 2 14 2 18 
F5. The boy returns the cyclist's hat 10 9 Ð 19 
apron 
B6. The pearpicker again Ð 1 Ð 1 
G3. The pearpicker comes down from the tree Ð 3 Ð 3 
 
 

The referents in Table 6 are ordered from the most definite article verbalizations to 
the most possessive pronoun verbalizations. The use of possessive pronoun vs. definite 
article as a definite determiner varies with the alienability and animacy of the possessor. 
The tree is highly alienable (it is an element of the landscape), and animate (plant), and 
receives only one possessive determiner. The goat is highly animate and alienable, and 
also receives only one possessive determiner. On the other extreme, the most inalienable 
referents for which there are (relatively) numerous verbalizations across speakers are the 
articles of clothing, namely the hat and the apron. The apron is exclusively referred to 
with a possessive (but the number of tokens is very low). The hat has more definite 
references, probably because it is not on the cyclistÕs head in the relevant scenes.8 The 
ladder is more likely not to be owned by the worker using it, whereas the bicycle is an 
object that is commonly assumed to be owned by its rider. The pears gain the most 
possessive verbalizations when they are being eaten, and so perhaps are more intimately 
associated with their possessors.9  

In one case, the verbalization of the scene influences the choice of determiner. As 
described in ¤5.3, in scene F5 the returning of the cyclistÕs hat is alternatively verbalized 
with give or with bring/take/etc. Give favors the possessive pronoun 7 out of 10 times, 
while the other expressions use the definite article 5 out of 7 times. Give highlights the 
possession of the hat by the cyclist, but in fact the distribution of determiners for give is 

                                                
8There are sporadic references to other items of clothing and to body parts, but not in suff icient numbers to 
be able to compare parallel verbalizations; see DuBois (1980) for further discussion. 
9The large number of ÔotherÕ determiners in scene G6 is due to the fact that many speakers simply said the 
boy went by eating pears; low-salience entities often are expressed as indefinites (DuBois 1980:269). 
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in line with the pattern in scene F1, and it is the use of the definite article with the other 
verbs that is unusual and difficult to explain.10 

More inalienable and less animate entities display a stronger associative relationship 
with a preceding referent and thus favor a possessive pronoun over a definite article. 
Nevertheless, in all but the extreme cases either determiner is usedÑ even the tree is 
verbalized with his onceÑ even in the same scene. Again, the possessive pronoun and the 
definite articles are variants for expressing the same situation in most of the scenes, and 
so this is an example of first-order variation that can give rise to the grammaticalization 
of the possessive pronoun into a definite article. 

There is one other situation in which variation in determiners is found, which 
illustrates another important phenomenon found in verbalization. In scene G4, the 
speakers have to refer to one of three baskets, in fact, the missing one of three baskets. 
This situation led to much greater variation in verbalization than any of the other scenes: 
one basket [2 instances]; a basket [4]; a third (one) [1]; the third basket [3]; the other full 
basket [1]; one of his baskets [3]; his/“my” basket [2]; the basket [2]. 

The general phenomenon is that some scenes evince far more variation in 
verbalization than others (compare the verbalization of the putting event with an 
aggregate object in ¤3). That is, some scenes are lower in CODABILITY than others (Chafe 
1977a:48-51; 1977b:228-31).11 Chafe defines low codability, at least for physical objects 
and events, as around 50% codability for the favored verbalization, whereas high 
codability items approach 100% consistency (Chafe 1977a:49, 1977b:229; based on other 
films than the Pear Stories film). The results here are basically similar. Differences in 
codability will be discussed further in the conclusion. 

5. The grammaticalization of argument marking 

This section presents examples of variation in the encoding of the semantic relation of 
participants to events. In all the examples given below, a participant in an event can be 
conventionally verbalized by a prepositional phrase argument of a verb. However, the 
participant is also verbalized in the Pear Stories by a separate verb indicating the 
semantic relation between the participant role and the event denoted by the other verb. In 
the first example, the contrast between choice of preposition and choice of a second verb 
is straightforward; in the other examples, more complex intermediate constructions also 
occur. 

5.1. From ÔleadÕ/ÔfollowÕ or ÔtakeÕ to comitative 

                                                
10Differences in the choice of verb for the f inding of the hat in scene F1 do not affect the verbalization of 
the determiner. 
11The variability in scene G4 is partly due to the fact that in scene G4, some speakers had spoken about the 
baskets still present before referring to the missing basket (hence the use of third and other). However, this 
is part of its low codability: speakers are unsure whether to verbalize the presence of the other members of 
the set. Even so, speakers that spoke about the baskets still present also used one or a, and there is use of 
possessive and definite as well as indefinite determiners in this scene. 
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In scene B3, a man enters the scene accompanied by a goat. This event can be verbalized 
as a single verb with a comitative prepositional phrase using with for the goat. Two 
variants of this verbalization are given in 5-6: 
 
(5) 2,13 [.75] And a man comes along with a goat,  
 
(6) 7,20 [.3] A . . man with a goat [.9] tsk comes by,  

In 5, the comitative expression is adjoined to the clause and hence is assumed to function 
as a clause adjunct. In 6, the comitative expression is embedded and is assumed to 
function as a modifier of the noun phrase a man. Eleven of eighteen speakers used either 
the adjoined or embedded comitative with phrase. 

The remaining seven speakers used a second verb to describe the relationship 
between the goat and the man. Four used a nonfinite form with lead [3] or drag [1] 
dependent on the motion event: 
 
(7) 19,25 [.45] and a man comes by leading a goat.  

Two speakers used a finite form of lead coordinated with the verb describing the motion 
event: 
 
(8) 14,29 [4.1 [1.9] And u--m [1.35]] this man came by, 
 14,30 [.3] walked by, 
 14,31 and he's leading a goat, 
 14,32 . . that didn't want to go with him,  

One speaker introduced the man and the goat solely with a verb expressing the relation 
between the two: 
 
(9) 11,31 and this man is pulling . . a goat /h/. 

The patterns occurring in the Pear Stories are illustrated in Table 7: 
 
 
Table 7. Variants in verbalizing the comitative relation. 
 
Man go/come with goat 11 
Man go/come lead goat 6 
Man  pull goat 1 
 
 

The use of the preposition with is the more grammaticalized means of verbalizing the 
accompaniment relation. The use of lead is similar to one attested source of 
grammmaticalization of comitatives, the verb ÔfollowÕ (ÔleadÕ and ÔfollowÕ differ only in 
perspective). WLG cites Ainu -tura and Chinese gen as examples of ÔfollowÕ 
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grammaticalizing to a comitative (WLG:139-40). The verbal expression with drag is 
similar to another attested source of comitative expressions, ÔtakeÕ. Example (10) is from 
Twi (Heine et al. 1993:212): 
 
(10) o- de né nnípa foro bépow 
 he- ÔtakeÕ his men ascend mountain 
 ÔHe ascends a mountain with his men.Õ 
 

5.2. From Ôr ideÕ to means of conveyance 

In three scenes (C2, D1 and D2), the motion of the boy cyclist or the girl cyclist is 
described. As with accompaniment, the means of conveyance may be verbalized using a 
preposition, here on, to indicate the relationship between the participant (the bicycle) and 
the motion event. Many speakers verbalized one or more of the motion events in the three 
scenes in this way, again with either an adjoined or an embedded prepositional phrase: 
 
(11) 10,48 [.3] a boy probably about [.8] I don't know,  
 10,49 . . eight or nine,  
 10,50 [.5] comes up on a bicycle.  
 
(12) 13,39 . . some . . a little boy,  
 13,40 [.5] on a . . bicycle who's coming by.  

One speaker verbalizes this relation with the preposition with: 
 
(13) 3,13 [.4] And then this kid comes along with a bicycle.  

There are fifteen verbalizations using a motion verb and a preposition, either adjoined 
[12] or embedded [3].  

Alternatively, the speakers verbalized the means of conveyance with a verb, ride or 
occasionally drive, linked to the motion verb, either with one verb as a nonfinite form, as 
in (14-15), or as coordinated clauses, as in (16): 
 
(14) 7,45 [1.15+ and [1.15]] a girl comes, 
 7,46 [.4] r iding a bike in the opposite direction, 
 
(15) 11,62 [.8] and then we see . . a girl r iding a bike,  
 11,63 coming the opposite direction.  
 
(16) 3,15 [.8] So the ki the the um . . the boy goes along,  
 3,16 and he has [1.4 . . um [.8]] he's r iding his bicycle,  

There are seven verbalizations with two verbs, one a motion verb and the other a ÔrideÕ 
verb with bike/bicycle as its direct object. 
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WLG does not give any examples of Ôgo/comeÕ or ÔrideÕ grammaticalizing to a means 
of conveyance adposition. But the means of conveyance role is rarely reported in the 
typological literature. The sort of first-order variation observed here suggests that this is a 
plausible grammaticalization path.  

Unfortunately, the evidence is not as unequivocal as the examples given above. In 
three verbalizations, there is just ride with on. These may be the result of ride shifting in 
meaning to ÔgoÕ/ÔcomeÕ (¤3). In three other verbalizations, there is both a deictic motion 
verb and ride and an on phrase: 
 
(17) 6,15 [3.55 [.95] Then u--m [1.5]] a little boy on a bicycle, 
 6,16 [l.l5] comes r iding past the tree, 
 
(18) 16,15 [1.85 [.9] a--nd [.3]] went r iding along [.45] the road,  
 16,16 . . on a bicycle.  
 
(19) 7,29 [1.9 . . . tsk . . .] Along comes-- . . a young boy,  
 7,30 . . about seven years old,  
 7,31 [.2] eight years old,  
 7,32 [.6] on a bicycle that's way too big for him,  
 7,33 and he's r iding it through this great open field.  

These three verbalizations are syntactically very diverse, and hence may represent other 
types of creative verbalizations that may or may not be part of a ÔrideÕ > means 
adposition grammaticalization path. The variants in verbalization are summarized in 
Table 8: 
 
 
Table 8. Variants in verbalizing means of conveyance 
 
Boy/girl go/come on/with bicycle 15 
Boy/girl go/come ride bicycle 7 
Boy/girl go/come ride on bicycle 3 
 
 

5.3. From ÔgiveÕ to causative or dative 

In scene F5, one of the three boys returns the hat to the cyclist who lost it earlier in the 
film. In this scene, the verbalizations fall fairly clearly into two types. In the first type, a 
single verb bring or take is used to verbalize the event of motion of the boy and transfer 
of the hat to the cyclist: 
 
(20) 1,106 [.35] and then he br ings his hat to him,  
 
(21) 16,29 [1.6 [.85] A--nd] took him his hat,  
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Six speakers verbalize the scene with just bring/take. One further speaker uses the ÔserialÕ 
go and take construction. 

In the second type, the event is verbalized into two clauses, one with a motion verb 
and the other with give: 
 
(22) 8,37 [1.05 and [.65]] boy walks back, 
 8,38 gives him his hat,  

Eight speakers verbalize the scene with Motion + ÔgiveÕ verb (one uses put it on his head 
instead of give). 

Bring and take are usually semantically analyzed as deictic caused motion verbs: the 
agent causes the theme/figure to come/go to the destination, which can also be a recipient 
as it is in this scene. In WLG, one of the targets of ÔgiveÕ verbs is the causative. All of the 
examples of causatives from ÔgiveÕ in WLG, however, have the recipient of ÔgiveÕ as the 
human causee, as in example (23) from Vietnamese (WLG:152): 
 
(23) ™ng ‰y kh™ng cho t™i th™i 
 HON 3SG NEG ÔgiveÕ 1SG resign 
 ÔHe wouldnÕt let me resign.Õ 

In the Pear Stories, on the other hand, the recipient of give is the destination/recipient of 
the caused motion.  

However, ÔgiveÕ also frequently grammaticalizes to a dative (recipient) case marker, 
as in the Mandarin Chinese example in (24) (WLG:153; no tones given): 
 
(24) wo wie le yi -feng xin gei ta 
 I write ASP one -CLF letter ÔgiveÕ him 
 ÔI wrote him a letter.Õ 

This grammaticalization path is structurally more parallel to what is observed in the 
Pear Stories. If so, one might expect that Motion + give + Object would grammaticalize 
into Ôbring/takeÕ + to + Object. In other words, we would expect give to occur without 
to (since it could grammaticalize into to) and bring/take to occur with to (since dative to 
is a putative target of ÔgiveÕ). This is almost always the case in the Pear Stories data: only 
one verbalization with give uses to, and only one verbalization of bring/take uses a 
primary object instead of to for the recipient. We therefore conclude that the first-order 
variation here is related to the potential grammaticalization of ÔgiveÕ to a dative. The 
variants are summarized in Table 9 (the order of elements in the first row is changed to 
align parallel verbalizations): 
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Table 9. Variants in verbalizing a dative relation 
 
Boy bring to him hat 7 
Boy bring  him hat 1 
Boy go/come give him hat 8 
Boy go/come give to him hat 1 
 
 

5.4. From ÔtakeÕ to instrument 

The most complicated example to be discussed here is the relationship between the 
verbalization of a ÔtakeÕ verb (in the Pear Stories, usually the verbs pick or pick up) 
alternating with verbalization of an instrument phrase with with. Verbalizations with 
take/pick (up) alternate with instrumental with in four scenes. The first scene, A5, where 
the pearpicker takes the pears from the tree and puts them into his apron, is the most 
straightforward. The scene is verbalized by two speakers with just one verb, fill, using an 
instrumental with phrase for the pears: 
 
(25) 8,12 [.6 [.1] A--nd] he [1.0] fills his-- . . thing with pears,  

Eight speakers verbalize the scene with two clauses, one describing taking the pears 
(using pick or pluck) and the other describing putting (put, drop) the pears in the basket: 
 
(26) 11,8 . . and picks pears,  
 11,9 [.95] puts them in . . his apron,  

The remaining speakers only verbalize the picking of the pears; there are no 
verbalizations of only putting the pears in the apron. The data suggests the hypothesis 
that the verbalization of the complex event including the putting subevent uses either a 
taking verb or an instrumental with phrase to code the role of the pears in the complex 
event. 

The second scene, descending the tree with the pears (A6), has only two 
verbalizations of the complex event (i.e., both pears and man descending). The two 
verbalizations illustrate the ÔtakeÕ and instrumental variants as in scene A5: 
 
(27) 2,8  he comes down with a load of pears,  
 
(28) 12,22 [.85] /the whole idea/ he picked pears came down the ladder,  

These examples of first-order variation appear to be good examples of a potential 
ÔtakeÕ > instrumental adposition grammaticalization process. This process is well attested 
crosslinguistically, and is illustrated in (29) from Efik (WLG:289): 
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(29) d‡ •kur i s“bŽ Žto 
 ÔtakeÕ axe cut tree 
 ÔCut the tree with an axe.Õ 

However, the other two scenes are not as clear examples of this grammaticalization 
path. The third scene (E5), where the three boys help the cyclist put the pears back in his 
basket, does not have any verbalizations using fill/load with with, although there are six 
verbalizations of taking verbs (pick up, gather) + putting verbs (put, toss, throw). More 
problematically, there are five verbalizations of only put/load, which verbalizes the pears 
but not in a separate taking clause. It is likely that some distinctive characteristic of this 
scene disfavors the instrumental interpretation, and favors leaving out the taking 
subevent, in comparison to the pearpicker. The instrumental variant is relevant in A5 and 
A6 because filling the basket and bringing it down is salient, whereas what matters in E5 
is that all the pears end up in the basket, not whether the basket is full. 

The most complex event in the Pear Stories to be verbalized by the speakers is C5, 
when the boy takes the basket of pears at the base of the tree, puts it on his bike, and rides 
off. The variability in verbalization is so great that it is listed in full in Table 10: 
 



 27 

 
Table 10. The verbalization of scene C5 (the boy makes off with the basket of pears) 
 
 Taking Putting Leaving 
3:    C rip off P. 
4:  ¯  pick up PÉ ,   ¯  take P away on B. 
18:  & ¯  pick upÉ , P.   &  ¯  drive off with P, 
19:  ¯  to take P,   & ¯  get back on B,É ,  
   &  C ride off, with P, in B, 
6:  C pick up P, &  ¯  put P on, B,  É C take off with P. 
17:  So C pick up P,É ,  & C put P on B,  &  C drive off with P. 
12:  ¯  lift up P,  & then ¯  put P on B.  &  make off with P.  
   C ride away, on B. 
1:  C pick up P,  & C put P on B,É ,  & ride off. 
2:  C take P,  & C put P on B,  so then C go off, 
5:  C take P,  ¯  put P on B,  & ¯  start to ride away. 
  &  hold on to P, 
7:  C take P,  ¯  put P on B,É ,  & ¯  ride off. 
  &  ¯  get on B,  
8:  ¯  to take P,  & C put P on B,  & ¯  ride off, 
9:  C pick up P,É,   & get on BÉ,   & when C drive off, 
 &  ¯  take over to B,  but C put P on B,  
10:  & C pick up, P,  & ¯  put P on B,  & ¯  head [down the road]. 
11:  C take P,  & ¯  put P near B,  & ¯  ride off. 
  ¯  lift up B,  
  ¯  put P on B,  
20:  so C pick up P,  & C put P on B,  C ride away. 
14:  but then C steal, P, & ¯  put P on B  & ¯  ride off. 
13:   & ¯  put P on B, on B, & ¯  ride off. 
15:  C take P,   then C ride away on B. 
 
C = boy on bicycle  P = (basket of) pears  B = (front of) bicycle  
¯  = null pronominal  & = and 
 
 

Only one speaker (speaker 3) uses a single clause in verbalizing this event. Six other 
speakers verbalize more than one subevent into a single clause (in boldface in the table). 
But these verbalizations contain other subevents as well, including the ones integrated 
into the boldface clause. The remaining speakers verbalize the subevents in separate 
clauses, although speaker 13 does not verbalize the taking subevent and speaker 15 does 
not verbalize the putting subevent. 

Five of the integrating verbalizations use a leaving verb and an instrumental with to 
indicate that the cyclist is taking the pears and/or has put the pears on the bicycle. One 
integrating verbalization uses take with the object the whole basket, the particle away 
verbalizing the leaving subevent, and the phrase on his bicycle which verbalizes the 
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putting subevent (the basket is on his bicycle). These examples contrast with the non-
integrating verbalizations in the lower part of Table 10. This implies that the boldface 
prepositional verbalizations in the upper part of the table contrast with either the separate 
taking or putting clauses in the non-integrating verbalizations in the lower part of the 
table. Yet all of the speakers include at least a verbalization of the taking subevent and 
also sometimes the putting subevent. The verbalization pattern here suggests that all three 
subevents of the event are salient enough to call for verbalization by almost all speakers, 
even when the speaker also uses a single clause and a with phrase to verbalize more than 
one subevent.  

5.5. Nonvolitional actions and the exper iencer  > subject process 

All of the cases in ¤¤5.1-5.4 represent first-order grammatical variation in the 
verbalization of complex events that are carried out by a volitional agent. In all of these 
cases, the first-order variation I focused on was the verbalization of the role of a 
participant other than the agent. In all of the verbalizations, there was little or no variation 
in the grammatical expression of the human agent or causer of the event. An intentional 
human agent is highly codable, in other words. 

On the other hand, events involving a human being which are not the result of the 
humanÕs intention are verbalized much more variably, that is, are much lower in 
codability. The human beingÕs role in the event is an experiencer (scenes D5 and G4) or 
undergoer (scenes A4 and D7-9), that is, an affected human participant, not an agent. One 
common verbalization has the human experiencer or undergoer as the subject: 
 
(30)   2,67 and then he . . crashes into a rock.  

A second verbalization leaves out the human participant entirely, in which case another 
participant is the subject: either another potential causer, as in (31), or the affected 
participant, as in (32). I will call this the Ôother [participant]-subjectÕ construction: 
 
(31) 11,68 [1.2 [.25] and [.65]] his bike hits into a rock,  
 
(32) 7,53 [.25] and the pears all [.45] spill on the ground, 

A third, less common verbalization is to use an existential construction for a nonhuman 
participant. In 33, the speaker verbalizes the contact with the rock as an existential 
construction, followed by an other-subject construction for the falling event that 
immediately follows: 
 
(33) 3,21 a--nd . . there's a stone in the way,  
 3,22 so his bicycle falls over, 

Table 11 summarizes the variation in verbalization of unintended human events in the 
Pear Stories: 
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Table 11. The verbalization of unintended human events 
 
 Exp/Und-Sbj Other-Sbj Exist Other Total 
A4. Drop pears/pears drop 1 2 Ð Ð 3 
D5. The cyclist loses hat/hat flies off 2 11 Ð Ð 13 
D7. The cyclist hits a rock/bike hits rock 14 5 3 Ð 22 
D8. The cyclist falls/bike falls 15 2 Ð 2 19 
D9. He spills pears/The pears spill 2 17 Ð 1 20 
G4. He is missing a basket/ the basket is missing 2 12 5 Ð 19 
 
 

The three verbalizations in the ÔotherÕ column represent two other means to verbalize 
an unintended human event. In one case, the speaker uses both the experiencer/ 
undergoer-subject and other-subject expressions in succession: 
 
(34) 11,69 . . and he falls down,  
 11,70 the bike falls down,  

In the other two cases, verbalized by the same speaker, the speaker uses a nonfinite 
verbal gerund form that does not express the subject at all, and allows the listener to 
attribute the unintended events of falling over and spilling the pears to the preceding 
event (hitting the rock) rather than directly attributing those events to the human actor: 
 
(35) 12,88 [2.55 [1.1] Uh [1.0]] he rides /ba/ and looking at her,  
 12,89 bumps into a rock.  
 12,90 . . a large rock.  
 12,91 [2.5] Upsetting his bicycle, 
 12,92 upsetting the pears,  

The scenes differ as to whether they favor the experiencer or undergoer as subject or 
another participant as subject. The cyclist is assumed to have a high degree of control 
over his bicycle, so unintended events involving the cyclist and his bicycle (D7, D8) are 
more likely to be expressed with the human participant as subject: the events are Ôhis 
faultÕ. The other events are more likely to be construed as less under the human actorÕs 
control, and therefore have a preponderance of other-subject verbalizations. However, all 
scenes yielded variation between experiencer/undergoer-subject and other-subject 
verbalizations. 

The variation in the coding of a participant as subject in these scenes is a first-order 
manifestation of the third-order crosslinguistic variation in the coding of experiencers and 
undergoers in clauses. Languages vary significantly as to whether experiencers and 
undergoers are encoded as subjects, rather than another participant in the event. For 
example, many experiencers are coded as objects (especially datives; see e.g. Masica 
1976, ch. 6), and in so-called active languages, undergoers are coded as objects (see e.g. 
Mithun 1991).  There is evidence that when experiencers are not encoded as subjects, 
they may evolve into subjects (Cole et al. 1980). English generally encodes experiencers 
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and undergoers as subjects. But the low codability of unintended human events in the 
Pear Stories suggests that new constructions with other participants as subjects (and thus 
experiencers or undergoers as nonsubjects if they are expressed) can arise and start this 
grammaticalization cycle anew. 

6. From discourse to syntax 

The case studies in ¤4 involved first-order grammatical variation between multiple 
clauses and a single clause with oblique participant roles. In this section, we will examine 
first-order grammatical variation between verbalization of an event as an independent 
clause and as a subordinate clause. 

6.1. From independent clause to subordinate clause 

In a number of scenes, speakers verbalized the relationship between two clauses as one of 
action + purpose subordinate clause with a to infinitive. However, none of these events 
are expressed invariably as purpose clauses. The events linked in this way and their 
verbalization is given in Table 12: 
 
 
Table 12. The verbalization of action + purpose 
 
 to and REL ¯  Total 
B6. go up tree/pick pears 1 2 Ð Ð 3 
C3-C5. stop/take pear 1 1 Ð Ð 2 
C4-C6. look at man/man not noticing 3 2 1 1 7 
F6. cyclist give pears/boy give to his friends 3 3 1 Ð 7 
G3. pearpicker come down/put pears in basket 3 4 Ð 1 8 
 
 

Approximately half of the time, a purpose clause is used, as in 36: 
 
(36) 7,27 [1.55 [.3] AÑ nd [.7]] the man goes back up into the tree,  
 7,28 [.3] to pick some more pears.  

In the other half, a coordinate structure is used, which almost always contains an overt 
conjunction: 
 
(37) 9,17 [2.95 [.9] A--nd um [.25] {t hroat clearing} [.35]] he goes up the ladder,  
 9,18 and picks some more pears.  

In two cases, one of which is illustrated in 38, the speaker verbalizes the purpose clause 
with a relative clause: 
 
(38) 20,47 and he gave [.55] him [.25] three pears back,  
 20,48 [.8] which . . he kept one and gave the other two to his friends,  
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There is one scene, E5 (the three boys help the cyclist), which many speakers 
verbalized using a complement. Fourteen speakers expressed a bare infinitive 
complement with help: 
 
(39) 1,94 [.6] they . . u--m . . help him . . put the pears back in the basket.  

Three speakers verbalized the same event with independent clauses, none of them using a 
connective: 
 
(40) 20,38 But instead they helped him, 
 20,39 [1.2] tsk they set his basket up, 
 20,40 and got him going, 

WLG does not have any examples of a conjunction specifically grammaticalizing into 
a purpose clause. However, in many languages, a single construction can represent 
coordination of sequential events and a purpose meaning (Stassen 1985:72-73). For 
example, the serial verb construction in Mandarin Chinese may be used for a sequential 
meaning (i.e., asyndetic coordination) or a purposive meaning (Li and Thompson 
1978:237, 240; see Stassen 1987:73): 
 

(41) 
ta@ ma#i piˆo j“nqu
he buy ticket go.in   

 ÔHe bought a ticket to go in/and went inÕ 

There is much evidence that in general, coordination evolves into subordination. 
WLG gives examples of VP-ÔandÕ evolving into a subordinator in !Xun (northern dialect; 
WLG:44): 
 

(42) 
yˆ /oa tci ta yˆ Ha ¯•hi
CL1 NEG come ÔandÕCL1 PROG be.sick   

 ÔHe doesnÕt come because he is sick.Õ 

Heine and Kuteva suggest that the !Xun example Ôappears to be part of a more general 
process whereby markers of clause coordination give rise to subordination markersÕ 
(WLG:44).12 Harris and Campbell give examples of coordinators grammaticalizing into 
adverbial subordinate clauses (Georgian da ÔandÕ is extended to conditional protases, and 
Mingrelian do ÔandÕ is extended to adverbial Ôas soon asÕ; Harris and Campbell 
1995:290). It is possible that the polysemy between coordination and purpose meaning in 
Mandarin Chinese may be a step in the evolution of subordination from coordination. 

Two scenes involved a large number of speakers verbalizing two simultaneous 
events. The speakers used coordination or a subordinate form, typically a nonfinite 
gerund dependent. Both scenes were of the three boys walking along and eating their 
pears (G1, G6): 

                                                
12The examples with help do not involve a conjunction; perhaps not coincidentally, the inf initival 
complement of help does not take the overt subordinator to. 
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(43) 3,39 [1.9? [1.0] And . . then . .] the boys go . . um . . walking along, 
 3,40 eating their pears. 
 
(44) 17,127  and they [.2] continue walking in the [.15] in the-- . . the direction they 

were walking in.  
 17,128   [.4] And they start eating their pears.  

More rarely, a speaker verbalized one of the events with a relative clause: 
 
(45) 10,165  [.95] And about this time,  
 10,166   the three kids that are munching on the pears,  
 10,167  [1.45] sort of meander by--, 

Table 13 gives the distribution of verbalizations in the two scenes: 
 
 
Table 13. Verbalization of simultaneous events 
 
 Ving/nonfinite and REL Total 
G1. The boys walk and eat their pears 5 2 1 8 
G6. The boys with their pears go by and disappear 14 5 1 20 
 
 

The grammaticalization path from VP-ÔandÕ to subordinator has already been noted. 
Although WLG does not give any examples of a relativizer evolving into an adverbial 
subordinator, there is a close formal and semantic relationship between the two 
(compared the formal relationship between coordination and purpose clauses noted 
above). Both adverbial clauses and relative clauses function as conceptual ground 
(reference point) for the main clause figure (Talmy 1978; Reinhart 1984; Croft 2001, ch. 
9), and the two functions are found combined in the adjoined relative clause, best known 
from Australian languages, such as Warlpiri in (46) (Hale 1976:78): 
 

 (46)  
[Natjulu -l¢u ¯ -n¢a yankir i pantu -n¢u] [kutja- lpa Napa Na -n¢u]
I -ERG AUX emu spear -PST COMP- AUX water drink -PST   

  
 a. ÔI speared the emu while it was drinking water.Õ 
 b. ÔI speared the emu which was was drinking water.Õ 

Two scenes involved a complement of a verb of cognition: deciding to take one pear 
vs. one basket (C4) and the pearpicker noticing the basket is missing (G4). Scene C4 
usually was verbalized with decide and G4 usually with notice, although other verbs are 
used. In addition to the conventional variation with the infinitival complement (for 
decide) and the finite complement with or without that, speakers verbalized the 
complement as direct speech (2 out of 11 in C4, and 1 out of 15 in G4): 
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(47) 10,54  and apparently decides " Aha.  
 10,55  I t would be nice to have [.4] one of the pears."   
 
(48) 12,156 [.8] and notices [.4] " Whoa.  
 12,157 [.45] My [.3] pear my basket is gone."   

WLG gives many examples of ÔsayÕ evolving into a complementizer, particularly for 
cognition predicates (WLG:261-65). The first-order variation in the Pear Stories does not 
have examples of ÔsayÕ + direct speech becoming a complement, but it does have 
examples of direct speech being used as a complement of cognition predicates. It is not 
implausible to consider that the syntax of cognition complements can evolve from the 
syntax of direct speech complements, even when a specific ÔsayÕ verb is not involved in 
the process. 

The final case to be described in this section is the combination of a motion event 
leading to an action event. WLG notes that ÔgoÓ and ÔcomeÕ grammaticalize to andative 
and venitive respectively; examples are given in 49 and 50, from Gurenne and Aranda 
respectively (WLG: 155, 70-71): 
 

(49) 
gulese leta ta bo fo so
write letter ÔGOÕÔGIVEÕyour  father   

 ÔWrite a letter to your father.Õ 
 
(50) alpe-rltiw-¯ -aye! Ularre uthne rr-intye-tyele! 
 Ô(You mob) go home! DonÕt come fighting with each in this direction! 
 [old dog speaking to a pack of other dogs] 

A less grammaticalized instance of a similar pattern is the communicative convention 
in Kalam of describing motion to an action and away from it whenever an action is 
described (Pawley 1993:111): 
 

(51) 
am wog-day okok kpl g -ab -yn o -p -yn
go garden here.and.there weeding do -REC.PST -1SG come -PF 1SG   

 ÔI went to the garden, weeded here and there, and came here.Õ 

A not yet grammaticalized preference for associating motion with action is found in 
some scenes in the Pear Stories. Motion precedes and follows action in three scenes: the 
pearpicker putting pears in the basket (A6-A8), the boys helping the cyclist (E5-E6), and 
the boys finding the hat (F1; motion following is also part of the complex event described 
in ¤4.4 above). In these scenes, speakers verbalized preceding motion events frequently 
and following motion events occasionally, as in this example of the boys helping up the 
cyclist: 
 
(52) 11,86 [1.55] They uÑ h [3.35] they sort of come over,  
 11,87 . . to the boy,  
 11,88 and brush him off,  
 11,89 [2.3+ [2.3] a--nd] walk away.  
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Motion and action in the three scenes where it most commonly occurs are 
summarized in Table 14 (F1Õs action is followed by a series of other actions and hence no 
following motion event occurs): 
 
 
Table 14. The verbalization of motion + action 
 
 A A+M M+A M+A+M Total 
A6-A8. Putting pears in basket Ð Ð 11 4 15 
E5-E6. Boys help cyclist 5 5 7 3 20 
F1. Boys find hat 13 na 6 na 19 
 
A = action  M = motion  
 
 

The three scenes differ as to their likelihood of verbalizing motion events before or 
after the action. Scene A6-A8 represents a long scene in the film where the pearpicker 
goes down from the tree, puts pears into a basket, and goes back up. Thus, the scene 
favors verbalization of the motion events as well as the action. Nevertheless, substantial 
variation in coding is found in all the scenes, which may represent the origin of this 
grammaticalization process. 

6.2. The origins of the presentative construction 

The last case study is the presentative construction. Because of the nature of the film, 
there are many participants introduced by the speakers in the Pear Stories narratives. The 
first-order variation for presentatives in the Pear Stories is quite substantial. In other 
words, the presentative function, like unintended actions, has much lower codability as an 
information structure configuration than the more common topic-comment structure. 

 The variability of the presentative function is reflected in part in the conventional 
syntactic constructions of English. English has a variety of constructions used for the 
presentative, including specialized presentative constructions and other constructions 
which have a presentative function among others. In addition, the Pear Stories show that 
the basic declarative clause construction and certain variations on it are commonly used 
for the presentational function, and represent potential grammaticalization paths. 

The presentative constructions analyzed here introduce the human actors in the Pear 
Stories. As DuBois notes, nonhuman participants (props) in a narrative are often 
introduced without any special construction, and even with definite reference (DuBois 
1980, esp. 232-35). Thus, for the grammaticalization of presentative constructions, the 
introduction of human actors is the proper locus of investigation. The human actors in the 
pear film are: the pearpicker (introduced in scene A3), passersby in general (B1), the goat 
man (B3), the cyclist (C2), the girl cyclist (D2), and the three boys (E2).  
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Presentative constructions consist of a construction, usually a clause, which 
introduces the new participant. This clause is often of a distinctive form. There is often, 
but not always, a second part which predicates an action of the new participant 
introduced in the first part. This second part is in the form of a nonfinite clause, a relative 
clause, or a coordinated clause. A third part frequently found is a descriptive segment, in 
the form of appositive noun phrases, adjectival phrases, or sometimes stative clauses. 

English has a construction which is almost exclusively used for presentational 
function, the construction with there. It is the most frequent of the specialized 
constructions used by the speakers, occurring in 24 of 99 instances. Examples 53-56 
illustrate verbalizations using presentative there with various types of second parts: 
 
(53) 14,75 and out of nowhere,  
 14,76 [.6] everyone else,  
 14,77 . . even the viewers are s [.4] there's [.2] three other  little boys,  
 
(54) 8,2  [.3+ u--h [.3]] there's a-- . . man,  
 8,3  [.45] picking pears,  
 8,4  in a pear tree,  
 8,5  out . . somewhere in the country,  
 
(55) 7,3  [.25]] there was-- [.25] a man,  
 7,4  [.2] who was picking pears,  
 
(56) 13,3 [.4] there . . is [.2] ay uh [.5] there's a man,  
 13,4 [1.2? [.6] whoÑ ] looks of Latin descent, {backtracks to opening} 
 13,5 [1.55 [.75] a--nd [.25]] he-- is-- on a ladder he's rather large.  

This is not the only specialized presentative construction. Another construction, 
called the setting subject construction by Langacker (1991:345-48), is also used for the 
presentative function. In this construction, a setting (in this context, usually the film or 
the film shot) is the subject and the new participant is the object: 
 
(57) 6,4  [1.5]] I t opens with [.9? u--m [.4]] I guess a farm worker ,  
 6,5  [1.2] picking pears,  
 6,6  [.75] in a tree.  

The setting subject construction was only verbalized in this function three times (a fourth 
example juxtaposes the setting subject and there presentative constructions). 

A construction related to the setting subject construction introduces an actor with a 
perception verb whose subject is the film viewer: 
 
(58) 2,57 [1.95 [.55] and um [.6]] then you see this little gir l.  
 2,58 [.55] Coming on a bicycle in the opposite direction,  
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Speakers verbalized the presentative function with a viewer perception presentative in 
twelve instances (there is one further instance with perception and there presentative 
constructions juxtaposed). An anonymous referee points out that visual perception verbs 
are in fact a source of grammaticalization for presentatives, giving the example of 
English lo! from look; another example is French voilà Ôthere isÕ from voir ÔseeÕ. 

An equational sentence is used twice to verbalize the presentative function: 
 
(59) 17,41 [.7] Then the third person that comes in the scene is a little boy about 

[.7] ten years old.  
 17,42 [.4] And he's white. 
 17,43 [1.3 [.6] AÑ nd] he's wearing a hat, 
 17,44 [.5] and he's [.7] dressed in sort of faded . . red clothing. 
 17,45 [.5] And he's [.7] r iding his bicycle,  

This token also includes a number of descriptive phrases. Another sort of equational 
sentence, used once, is a pseudocleft: 
 
(60) 18,26 But what does happen,  
 18,27 is this little boy goes past on the bicycle that's [.7] almost too big for him 

to handle.  

The pseudocleft is similar to the setting subject construction in that the ÒsubjectÓ phrase 
what does happen describes the whole setting more than any individual. 

The remaining verbalizations are variants of the ordinary basic declarative 
construction. The simple declarative is in fact the most frequent verbalization of the 
presentative function, used in 41 instances. It is illustrated in 61: 
 
(61) 4,36 [.4] Three boys came out,  

Example 61 introduces the new actor as an intransitive subject. In a few cases, the new 
actor is introduced as a transitive object (example 62 also has a descriptive clause 
following it): 
 
(62) 5,24 he comes across another  [.3] bicyclist,  
 5,25 [.25] bicyclist,  
 5,26 it's a young woman,  

Three other types are closely related to the basic declarative. There were three 
verbalizations using subject-verb inversion, one of which is illustrated in 63: 
 
(63) 3,9  [1.0? and [.45] and um . . ] along comes a man with a donkey.  
 3,10 Uh uh a don uh a goat.  
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These examples were grouped with the basic declarative in the following analysis 
because the main verb used in both utterances, come, is the commonest verb used in the 
basic declarative (see below). 

Another construction that is verbalized twice for the presentative function is a 
independent NP, which can be analyzed as ÔdislocatedÕ from a following clause: 
 
(64) 20,13 [.3] and then a little boy,  
 20,14 [.35] /about/ [.l5] a bic a red bicycle, 
 20,15 that was too big for him, 
 20,16 [.8] he stopped, 

Both examples contain a long descriptive phrase between the independent/dislocated NP 
and the clause with resumptive pronoun. A similar construction, but without the 
resumptive pronoun is employed five times: 
 
(65) 10,102   [1.5 [.5] A--nd uh [.6]] three boys,  
 10,103   probably about the same age, 
 10,104   [.85] {creaky onset} are walking by, 

As in the dislocation construction, there are descriptive phrases that separate the 
presentative NP from the rest of the clause. 

Table 15 summarizes all of the occurrences of the different types of presentative 
constructionsÑ the introducing clause construction type onlyÑ for each actor introduced 
in the Pear Stories (because of the number of constructions, the scenes are given in 
columns instead of rows): 
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Table 15. The verbalization of the presentative function in the Pear Stories 
 
(scene) A3 B1 B3 C2 D2 E2 
 Picker Psrsby Gtman Cyclist Girl 3 Boys Total 
Basic Declarative 1 2 12 11 12 7 45 
Inverted Ð Ð 1 1 1 Ð 3 
Dislocation Ð Ð 1 1 Ð Ð 2 
Basic+Desc. 1 Ð Ð 2 1 1 5 
       (55) 
 
Presentative there 13 Ð Ð 1 3 7 24 
Presentative Perc. 1 1 3 1 2 4 12 
Pres. there + Perc. Ð Ð Ð Ð Ð 1 1 
Setting Subject 3 Ð Ð Ð Ð Ð 3 
Setting Sbj + there 1 Ð Ð Ð Ð Ð 1 
Equational Ð Ð Ð 2 Ð Ð 2 
Pseudocleft Ð Ð Ð 1 Ð Ð 1 
       (44) 
 
Total 20 3 17 20 19 20 99 
 
Desc. = Descriptive phrase  Perc. = Perception verb with viewer subject 
Picker = pearpicker   Gtman = man with the goat    Girl = girl cyclist 
Psrsby = passersby   Cyclist = boy cyclist      3 Boys = the three boys 
 
 

Table 15 testifies to the high degree of first-order variation in the presentative 
function (and it does not describe the further variation found in the second and third parts 
of the construction). A little under half of the verbalizations involve existing specialized 
conventional clausal constructions, many of which include the presentative as one of their 
typical functions. Over half of the verbalizations of the presentative function use simply 
the basic declarative construction, including some minor variants. There is variation in 
verbalization for the presentation of each actor, although some minor preferences appear. 
For example, the setting subject and the presentative there constructions are favored for 
the pearpicker, probably because he is the first actor introduced at the beginning of the 
film. 

The basic declarative construction thus functions as a variant for the presentative 
function. But the basic declarative construction in this function has some strong 
preferences as to verb choice. The verbs found in the basic declarative verbalizations are 
listed in (66): 
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(66) Location [2]: be in the distance, be a little bit away from him 
 Appearing [3]: appear, happen by [2] 
 Motion (new actor is Subject) [38]: come [28], go [4], walk [4], ride [2]  
 Motion (new actor is Object) [7]: pass [3]; come across, approach, meet, almost 

run into 
 Perception (new actor is Object) [2]: see, look at 
 Action (new actor is Subject) [3]: pick [2], pull [1] 

The verbs used in the basic declarative are almost exclusively verbs of location, 
appearance and motion. These verbs have been identified as presentative in connection 
with specialized constructions such as the there presentative and inversion (see for 
example Levin & Rappaport Hovav 1995:228-32). The verbalizations in the Pear Stories 
demonstrate that such verbs are used predominantly for presentative function with the 
ordinary basic declarative as well. Hence these declarative presentatives may be the 
potential origins of presentative constructions. WLG lists only verbs of location, 
including the locative copula, as a source of presentatives (Ôexistential verbsÕ; WLG:101-
2, 203-4). There were only two instances of locative expressions in declarative 
presentatives in the Pear Stories. Given the widespread occurrence of motion verbs with 
existential constructions, one might hypothesize that some verbs of motion, particularly 
come which is used for more than half of the declarative presentatives in the Pear Stories, 
might also be a source of grammaticalized existential constructions. 

7. Conclusion 

In this paper, I have argued that one can empirically investigate innovation, the first step 
in language change, by using data from an experimental method for examining the 
verbalization of experience, such as the parallel verbalizations in the Pear Stories data. 
Examining the Pear Stories data for the purpose of understanding innovation in language 
change has produced two main results. The first is that first-order variation in 
verbalization, that is, innovation, is pervasive in language use; it is not a rare event. The 
second is that this variation is structured: the less grammaticalized variants found in the 
verbalizations are the sources of the more grammaticalized variants, based on traditional 
historical linguistic research. In the Pear Stories, we have been able to identify patterns of 
first-order variation that correspond to a number of grammaticalization paths, including 
lexical semantic change of verbs that feed grammaticalization, the evolution of 
possessive pronouns into definite articles, the evolution of separate verbal clauses into 
oblique adpositions, the grammaticalization of connectives and relativizers into different 
kinds of subordinators, the origin of andative and venitive markers, and the rise of 
presentative constructions. In some cases, the relatively high frequency of particular 
variants (such as walk and ride for deictic motion verbs, and come in the declarative 
presentative construction) suggests that conventionalization or fusion is starting to take 
place. In other words, morphosyntactic change is drawn from a pool of synchronic 
variation. 

This explanation contrasts with current explanations in terms of the mechanisms of 
expressiveness or avoiding misunderstanding in the innovation of new periphrastic forms. 
A major problem for an explanation based on these traditional mechanisms is that 
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variation is pervasive in verbalization, contrary to the prediction of the current theory (see 
¤1.3). If a speaker uses walk instead of go in order to be more expressive, or to avoid 
misunderstanding, then speakers are being expressive or avoiding misunderstanding 
much of the time. If the correct description of expressiveness is KellerÕs maxim ÔTalk in 
such a way that you are noticedÕ (Keller 1994:101; Haspelmath 1999:1055; Croft 
2000:74), then since everyone is expressive much of the time, noone is likely to be 
noticed. In addition, an individual utterance by a speaker is a mixture of expressive and 
non-expressive linguistic forms. Hence a speaker would be alternating between being 
expressive and not being expressive (or avoiding misunderstanding or not doing so) in 
the same utterance, in every utterance. If so, then expressiveness or avoiding 
misunderstanding is not a special type of speaker behavior. Instead, it simply is the 
normal way of speaking. But this is the hypothesis that I have put forward: that first-order 
variation is a consequence of the normal way of speaking. 

There are differences in the variability of the grammatical forms from one scene to 
the next. However, the differences in variability appear to be due to differences in the 
codability of the experiences being verbalized, or to subtle semantic differences between 
the different experiences. These are properties of the experience itself, or the mental 
representation of it. In other words, they are not due to any intentional mechanism of 
change such as expressiveness or avoiding misunderstanding.  

I have offered an explanation as to why speakers seem to be expressive (or avoiding 
misunderstanding) so much of the time, and variably so even within a single utterance 
(¤2). Any single situation may be verbalized in multiply different ways. Because of the 
fundamental indeterminacy of communicationÑ due to the fact that speakers cannot read 
each otherÕs minds, speakers must rely on their own unique histories of prior uses of the 
linguistic forms, and every situation being communicated is uniqueÑ different 
verbalizations of the same experience are communicatively more or less equivalent, or at 
least not a priori distinguishable. This is in fact not an insurmountable problem to 
communication. Communication serves to satisfy social interactional goals of the 
interlocutors (Keller 1994; Croft 2000), and communication is largely successful even 
though it is not perfectly precise. Most of the first-order variation in language use is thus 
due simply to the indeterminacy in verbalizing human experience, and the multiplicative 
effect of the indeterminacy of the verbalization of parts of oneÕs experience in individual 
grammatical units and constructions. It is not necessary to invoke special mechanisms 
such as expressiveness or avoiding misunderstanding to bring about the variation that is 
the necessary starting point for morphosyntactic change. 

This theory of innovation in morphosyntactic change is exactly parallel to the theory 
of sound change based on phonetic variation (Ohala 1974, 1989, 2003; Bybee 2001). 
Speakers do not produce an identical acoustic signal each time they produce a phoneme. 
This variation is not due to expressiveness or some other intentional act; it is simply a 
consequence of the fact that speakers cannot perfectly coordinate the necessary 
articulatory gestures the same way every time; and that perfect coordination is not 
necessary for successful communication. The variation that functions as the origin of 
morphosyntactic change is produced in basically the same way as the variation that 
functions as the origin of phonological change. The origin of language change is a 
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product of the indeterminate nature of verbalization at all levels from the phonetic to the 
morphosyntactic.  

The results of this study, and of the phonetic research just alluded to, also 
demonstrate that language change is very much like biological evolution (see Croft 
2000). First-order variation is generated all the time through normal linguistic 
intercourse, just as variation in the gene pool is generated all the time through normal 
sexual intercourse. Almost every utterance is phonetically and grammatically unique, by 
virtue of being a combination of variable subunits, just as almost every organismÕs 
genotype (DNA) is unique, by virtue of being a combination of variable gene loci. This 
ubiquitous variation is what selection mechanisms operate on, leading to the propagation 
(or extinction) of variants. In language change, sociohistorical linguists have offered 
substantial empirical evidence that those selection mechanisms are social factors of 
various kinds.  

The analysis of synchronic variation in verbalization presented in this paper 
demonstrates that it contains the sources of diachronic change. It shows that 
morphosyntactic change is drawn from a pool of synchronic variation, which disconfirms 
the traditional theory of morphosyntactic change, and it provides empirical support for 
the usage-based model against the child-based model of language change. However, it 
does not in itself demonstrate the directionality of innovation, in particular that 
periphrastic expressions replace shorter expressions in grammaticalization (and later 
themselves become shorter), and in lexical semantic change, that the WLG verbs are the 
endpoint, not the starting point, of the lexical semantic change implicit in the synchronic 
variation. Nevertheless, there are a few observations that can be made about the results 
reported in this paper that suggest some factors that might provide directionality.  

First, BybeeÕs theory that token frequency causes erosion will lead to unidirectional 
change. Given verbalization variants A and B, where A is shorter or more 
grammaticalized and B is periphrastic (or longer), there are two possible scenarios. If B is 
propagated at the expense of A, then it will increase in token frequency. Then it will 
appear that the periphrastic expression (B) is replacing A, and further, its higher token 
frequency will lead to the fusion (conventionalization) and possibly erosion of BÑ that is, 
B will have grammaticalized. If A is propagated at the expense of B, then it will appear 
that B is a secondary variant that never caught on. In fact, if A is shorter/more 
grammaticalized than B, A is likely to have been more frequent than B to begin with, 
since AÕs shortness is a consequence of its higher token frequency, and its higher token 
frequency is a consequence of its propagation at the expense of B (or other variants) at an 
earlier stage. Thus, it may not even be necessary for first-order variation in verbalization 
to be directional in order to account for the unidirectionality of grammaticalization, as 
long as erosion is a consequence of higher token frequency. 

Moreover, it is not clear that the origin of first-order morphosyntactic variation is best 
described as periphrasis or elaboration. What we observe is not so much elaboration as 
different ways to segment complex events, categorize them and relink them. 
ÒPeriphrasisÓ is simply a finer-grained subchunking of the events, not a more elaborate 
expression of them. What appears to be periphrasis is that certain sequences of events, 
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such as action and the act of accompanying that action, are more likely to recur and 
become fused, and then erode. In other words, grammaticalization is the likelihood of 
certain sequences of verbalized chunks of experience to fuse. That propensity is a 
property of the human conceptualization of experience, not of a mechanism such as 
expressiveness. 

Such explanations may help to account for grammaticalization, but they will not 
account for the lexical semantic change described in ¤3. Nevertheless, there are patterns 
in the Pear Stories data that might involve directionality. Lower codability experiences, 
such as nonvolitional human participants, have a greater degree of first-order variability 
in verbalization. Lower codability experiences are also appear to have greater 
crosslinguistic (third-order) variation. Conversely, high codability experiences, such as 
giving events or volitional human participants, have a lower degree of first-order 
variability, and also a lower degree of crosslinguistic variation and a higher diachronic 
stability. Differences in codability may have significance for morphosyntactic change. It 
is possible that morphosyntactic change originates more frequently in the verbalization of 
lower-codability experiences than in higher-codability experiences. That is, low-
codability experiences will have more variants which may increase the likelihood that 
one will be propagated and replace the original highest-frequency variant. 

Above all, the Pear Stories data described here are the results of just one experiment, 
with only twenty subjects, and only production data. This one experiment has yielded two 
general and significant results which require us to rethink the origins of language change. 
However, in order to investigate more specific hypotheses about the origins of language 
change, including the directionality of particular changes, more specific experiments will 
be required. Such experiments should also include data on hearer responses to speaker 
verbalizations, in order to see how variation in verbalization may lead to directional 
change in morphosyntax. 

Finally, the first-order variation observed in the Pear Stories represents only 
innovations in the selection of linguistic words and constructions for the verbalization of 
experience, that is, meaning. The first-order variation analyzed in this paper does not 
include changes in formal distribution patterns or word order possibilities. Such 
innovations do exist in the Pear Stories narratives (for example and the bike stops in the 
rock [15,59]), but unlike the variation in verbalization, they are indeed rare. These latter 
innovations are probably the result of what I call form-function reanalysis (Croft 2000), 
and are the morphosyntactic equivalent of OhalaÕs listener-based innovations (in fact, I  
base my form-function reanalysis model on OhalaÕs). As with Ohala!Õs perceptual 
reanalysis of phonemes, form-function reanalysis cannot occur without speaker-produced 
variation to operate on. This paper provides an empirical basis for understanding that 
speaker-produced variation. 
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