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For a long time, the construction grammarian’s interest in the functional-semantic process 
accompanying or underlying the formal side of constructional change seemed difficult to reconcile 
with their increasing reliance on quantitative corpus methodologies. This has, however, started to 
change in recent years: following the rise of an increasingly powerful body of computational models 
that aim to approximate the meaning of words over time by numerically encoding their linguistic 
context (or ‘distributional properties’), the path towards a fully data-driven, quantifiable and 
measurable approach to functional-semantic change appears to have been cleared (e.g. Sagi, 
Kaufmann & Clark 2011; Hamilton, Leskovec & Jurafsky 2016a; Hamilton, Leskovec & Jurafsky 
2016b; Dubossarsky et al. 2019). At present, these models have mainly been applied in more coarse-
grained studies to capture and quantify some aspect of lexical semantic change (and, occasionally, 
grammaticalization; see Luo, Jurafsky & Levin 2019), but they have found their way into historical 
linguistic case studies of constructional change too (e.g. Perek 2016; Budts & Petré 2020).  
 
The first aim of our contribution (Fonteyn & Manjavacas 2021) is to rely on models and methods 
developed in the computational literature on semantic change to set out a fully ‘hands-off' 
computational procedure to study constructional change. The specific case we address concerns the 
development of the phrasal expression to death from a literal, resultative phrase (1) into an 
‘amplifying’ expression (2) (as previously described in Hoeksema & Jo Napoli 2008; Claridge 2011; 
Margerie 2011; Blanco Suárez 2017).  
 

(1) “because she durst compare hirself, with Diana was by the goddesse wounded to death with 
an arrow;” (1641, EEBO) 

(2) “Who ever heard or imagined grandparents not being just pleased to death at the coming of 
their first grandchild!” (1930, COHA) 

 
Following the research design of Perek (2016, 2018), we deploy hierarchical clustering algorithms over 
distributed meaning representations (obtained through word2vec; Mikolov et al. 2013) in order to 
capture the evolution of the semantic space of verbs types that collocate with to death. We then 
describe the diachronic trends by means of a monotonic effects regression model, which helps us to 
provide an accurate picture of the underlying diachronic process. The methodology we outline may 
help tackle some common challenges in the use of functional-semantic vector representations to study 
similar cases of constructional change.  
 
The second aim of this talk is to pinpoint some (remaining) challenges for vector-based approaches to 
modelling constructional change. First, we briefly summarize what we consider to be the most 
important challenges for computational analyses of constructional change, including the open-ended 
question on how to strike the right balance between robustness and transparency, and between 
automation and manual/introspective correction. Finally, we highlight how the ‘lumped’ vector 
representations generated by type-based models may introduce problems into fully hands-off 
procedures, and introduce the token-based models we are currently developing as part of the 
MacBERTh infrastructure project.  
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