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Language is constructions “all the way down”, concludes Adele Goldberg (2006:18).
Starting from this key insight associated with construction grammar (CxG), this study
addresses an issue that is a result of CxG’s assumption that “the network of constructions
captures our grammatical knowledge in toto” (ibid): the nature of the network
organization of constructions.
Adopting a usage-based constructionist approach, this ongoing PhD-level study
aims to model structural properties of construction networks through clustering properties
of in-situ speech sequences. This data-driven grammar induction draws on recent
developments in CxG that conceptualize language as complex adaptive systems (CAS)
(Beckner et al. 2009). The Language-as-CAS approach holds that construction networks
emerge from interrelated patterns of social interaction, experience and cognitive processes.
Grounded in natural speech data, the study aims to provide empirical evidence for this
emergence process, exploring ways of how construction networks can be identified,
extracted and presented as complex adaptive system networks.
The goal of the project is to explore ways of how typologies of constructions can be
extracted from Cantonese speech data organized in the CHAT format (minCHAT)
(MacWhinney 2000). Utilizing various clustering algorithms, the subsequent network
extraction is based on three key mechanisms that shape construction networks identified
by Ellis (2012): frequency, recency and context. Preliminary results of this data analysis
show how structural properties of speech corpus data can be extracted by applying
clustering algorithms that simulate domain-general cognitive constraints in humans. The
extracted construction networks can be used to complement or replace existing Cantonese
grammar formalisms for various NLP tasks, such as natural language understanding, and
provide a new model for data-driven grammar induction.
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