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Introduction
It is a basic tenet in cognitive and functional linguistics that language use 
shapes and forms “grammar”. However, the exact mechanisms which consti-
tute this phenomenon are under constant debate; one of the most prominent 
variables is frequency of occurrence, and particularly high frequency items. 
The concept of frequency of occurrence is based on the underlying tenet of 
repetition; the activation of a linguistic item affects the conceptual represen-
tation. Thus, the repeated occurrences of the same linguistic item will ulti-
mately lead to a stronger impact on the conceptual representation than iso-
lated instances. Furthermore, the activation of linguistic items gives rise to 
general structures producing a conventional set of general and specific struc-
tures that allows the expression of both conventional and novel ideas (see, 
e.g. Bybee 2007, 1985; Bybee & Hopper 2001; Langacker 1991, 1999). The 
usage-based approaches to language have in common that they postulate 
grammatical structure to be the result of a routinization process which re-
duces cognitive effort in language production.

Generally speaking, frequency of occurrence is often taken to be relatively 
unproblematic in corpus linguistics. The dramatic increase in speed and ac-
cess to large language corpora can be seen as a contributing factor. The utili-
zation of frequency effects, based solely on absolute frequency as an explana-
tory factor for natural language, can be taken as presenting an oversimplified 
enterprise. The primary status of absolute frequency can be questioned by 
drawing an analogy between taboo concepts and absolute frequency. Corpus 
linguistics being primarily a methodological approach from form to meaning 
would posit that taboo concepts would not have any substantial significance 
if the primary explanatory factor were placed on absolute frequency. The 
analogy also extends to low-frequency linguistic items. In this approach to 
linguistic representation, the correlation between frequency and entrenchment
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would be taken to form a one-to-one relationship. Intuitively, this claim 
would not seem appealing.

The concept of salience is postulated to influence conceptual representa-
tion along the typical frequency effects. Furthermore, it is quite commonly 
argued that low frequency items can be salient (cf. Hoffmann 2004). The 
concept of salience or prominence is often evoked in approaches driven by 
psychological adequacy (e.g. Langacker 1999; Dik 1981).

The relationship between frequency, to be more precise, low-frequency 
and salience is explored in this paper1. I will build my argument step by step: 
the concept of salience is divided into two concepts: cognitive and linguistic 
salience; the premise concerns the latter in this paper. Further, it is argued 
that at least four properties play a decisive role in determining linguistic sali-
ence: productivity, idiosyncrasy, complexity of form, and complexity of 
meaning. The empirical body of data consists of one Russian impersonal con-
struction type, the dative impersonal construction. In the first section, the 
concept of salience is elaborated more precisely. The second section presents 
the Russian impersonal construction type under investigation. In the third 
section, the data are discussed in detail. The following sections are thereafter 
used to analyze the corpus-based data, and to discuss the findings in relation 
to the concept of linguistic salience. In addition, the dative impersonal con-
struction type has not been studied with a corpus linguistic approach before, 
at least to my knowledge. The data are fully based on corpus material, thus 
allowing the evaluation of claims made in previous studies on this particular 
construction type.

The concept of salience
The concept of salience is often evoked in cognitive and functional ap-
proaches to language. The salience argument posits that certain concepts are 
taken to be more central in the mental representation relative to others. This 
notion of salience is typically denoted with the term cognitive, i.e. some con-
cepts are taken to be more central in the mental organization of language. 
However, although the concept of (cognitive) salience is easy to make, it is 
typically left unspecified. Moreover, it is even harder to verify: how to objec-
tively measure the salience of certain concepts in mental representation. To 
complicate matters even more the concept of salience is applied to a number 
of different phenomena: semantic roles, animacy hierarchies and, generally, 
language acquisition, among others (cf. Deumert 2003; Goldschneider & De-
keyser 2005; Levin & Rappaport Hovav 2005; Newmeyer 2002). Langacker 
(1988: 75) acknowledges the difficulties associated with the concept of sali-
ence but he argues that the problems of verification do not merit the removal 
of the concept itself. He continues the argument that theoretical linguistic
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cannot always operate on concepts based on empirical facts but some hypo-
thetical concepts have to be introduced in order to seek explanatory adequacy
(cf. Chomsky 2002; Popper 1968: 47, 51-52). The commonality of different
approaches to salience is motivated by factors concerning language users; for
instance, Newmeyer (2002: 50-51) outlines the general principle of salience
in terms of centrality to human experience. Thus, the motivation for salience
does not come from the language itself but is external to it. This distinction
allows the separation of cognitive salience and linguistic salience from one
another. The former pertains to the mental representation and the latter to the
possible observable effects on language at the structural and semantic level.

The concept of salience offers the possibility to account for low-frequency
items in a more natural manner. Low-frequency items may appear infrequently
simple due to their inherent nature of expressing relatively rare concepts.
However, the infrequent item may be the preferred choice of expression of the
given concept and thus be more deeply entrenched than a more frequent item,
which would be a nonpreferred choice of expression of the same concept
(Hoffmann 2004: 190-191). As a result of this, the focus shifts away from pure
absolute frequency of occurrence and offers a less mechanistic model of men-
tal organization. In doing so, the role of mental representation is not taken to
merely reflect repetition, but also the role of the language users becomes more
active. The incorporation of salience does not contradict the findings of fre-
quency based accounts (e.g. Bybee 2007, 1985; Goldberg 2006, 2003).

Intuitively, the concept of salience of a certain concept relative to others
seems natural. However, the main questions still remain: how to account for
linguistic salience, and which phenomena in a linguistic structure may pos-
sess diagnostic properties for salience. The Russian dative impersonal con-
struction type may be considered as an ideal candidate for exploring the pos-
sible range of linguistic salience effects. The construction type satisfies the
prerequisites of an ideal candidate: it is used to refer to human experience and
it is primarily encoded with human referents. In addition, the construction
type is infrequent. In this paper, four hypotheses are postulated and tested re-
garding the diagnostic properties of linguistic salience: if the construction
type possesses salience, the following conditions should be met and thus
should function as indicators of preferred choice of expression: productivity,
idiosyncrasy, complexity of form, and complexity of meaning. Interestingly,
the proposed indicators are also used in language acquisition studies as a
broad conceptualization of salience (cf. Goldschneider & Dekeyser 2005).
Before turning to the indicators, the Russian dative impersonal construction
type is defined, and the data used in this paper are discussed in detail.
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Russian dative impersonal construction type defined
In this corpus-based study, I explore the usage of the Russian dative imper-
sonal construction type which is only one of the possible impersonal con-
structions in Russian. Before defining the construction type in detail, a look is 
taken at the previous studies on impersonal constructions in Russian. Accord-
ing to the standard definition, the impersonal constructions do not have a 
nominative subject; consequently, there is no syntactic agreement between 
subject and predicate which are presented by a non-nominative NP and a verb 
form either in third singular in the present tense or neuter singular in the past 
tense. (e.g. Arutjunova 1999; Bulygina & Šmelev 1997; Galkina-Fedoruk 
1958; Leinonen 1985; Pariser 1982; Šahmatov 1925; Vinogradov 1972; Jan-
ko-Trinickaja 1962) The standard definition gives rise to numerous different 
types of impersonal constructions in Russian and only some of them are 
marked with the reflexive coding -sja ( ).

The complexity of the impersonal category is also reflected in the classifi-
cation of possible types in Russian. Šahmatov (1925) gives only one general 
category which is later divided into two classes by Vinogradov (1972). One 
of the most extensive studies on Russian impersonal constructions is pre-
sented by Galkina-Fedoruk (1958). She separates reflexive impersonal con-
structions, whether a verb has a reflexive suffix or not, from other possible 
impersonal types, and classifies and distinguishes the reflexive marked verbs 
into 10 groups based on lexical-semantic criteria. However, she does not of-
fer clear-cut criteria for the classification and, furthermore, the relations be-
tween different lexical-semantic criteria are not elaborated; for instance 
Galkina-Fedoruk classifies  ‘want (impersonal)’ and  ‘sleep 
(impersonal)’ into the same group, although they have different markedness 
patterns.

Gerritsen (1990: 124 ff) argues that the previous studies on Russian im-
personal constructions do not provide sufficient semantic features which 
would motivate the use of the attested patterns in Russian. He classifies im-
personals into two broad classes: impersonal improper and impersonal 
proper. Moreover, the classification stems from the semantic properties of in-
dividual verbs which are in direct contrast to the framework adopted in this 
study, namely, the concept of construction in the sense of learned pairings of 
form and meaning. The concept of construction allows the separation of indi-
vidual lexical items from general patterns and simultaneously maintains strict 
taxonomical criteria.

Although constructions as such have held a central position in linguistics 
and philosophy since Aristotle, the basic tenet in constructivist approaches to 
linguistic structure is the separation between lexical items and constructions. 
Constructions are defined as learned generalizations over surface structures.
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The crucial assumption is that the constructions themselves are stored in the
mental representation in the same way as lexical items. Thus, constructions
are taken to exist in natural language independently of lexical items (cf.
Croft & Cruse 2004; Goldberg 2006, 2003, 1995; Kay & Fillmore 1999).
Goldberg (2006, 1995) posits that individual verbs involve roles which are to
be associated with the frame semantics of the verb, i.e. encyclopaedic knowl-
edge, for example the verb  ‘wash’ consists of such participant roles as

 ‘washer’ and  ‘washed’. The roles involved in constructions
are called argument roles, and they are generalizations over participant roles
of a lexical item. In this case, the argument roles are agent and patient. The
participant roles of a verb and the argument roles of a construction are inte-
grated in actual use, i.e. a correspondence is posited between participant and
argument roles.

Recognizing the independent nature of constructions allows us to state
generalizations directly from the surface structure. Moreover, the dative im-
personal construction type naturally forms a specific pattern which is observ-
able on any surface manifestation2. Based on the surface generalizations, the
construction has the following properties: dative experiencer, adverbial modi-
fier, including the negative particle ne ‘not’, and a verb marked with the re-
flexive marker3. The modifier is obligatory in the declarative clause but, in
the case of the interrogative clause, the interrogative functions as a modifier,
even in indirect questions. The following examples demonstrate the different
possible patterns of this construction type:

1.                                        
But  I.DAT  some reason  run-NON.3.SNG.PRE-RM  PR

               
that         pavement-PREP    easily-COMP
But for some reason it’s easier for me to run on that kind of pavement

 ( ), 04.02.2005).

2. […]                                             
how      he.DAT  fly-NON.3.SNG.PRE-RM  PR  our-PREP

»
Soyuz-PREP
[…] how he feels about flying with our Soyuz (spacecraft)

 ( ), 03.02.2006).

Furthermore, the event is construed as state in this construction type. This can
be tested with negation. In Example 3, the negation is used as a modifier and
it depicts the event from the point of view of the experiencer (cf. Wierzbicka
1988: 230-231). The experiencer lacks only the state of running, but the state
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does not prohibit performing the action. In contrast, using two actional events 
in conjunction with negation yields a semantically questionable sentence as 
in Example 4.

3.                                            -        […]
I.NOM   run-UNI.1.SNG.PRE.    - not     run-UNI.3.SNG.PRE-RM 
I’m running — although I don’t feel like running 

, 03.04.2003).

4. ?                                           -     .
I.NOM    run-UNI.1.SNG.PRE    - not   run-UNI.1.SNG.PRE.
?I’m running — I’m not running.

It is claimed that the dative experiencer is a facultative argument in the con-
struction (cf. Bulygina & Šmelev 1997: 105; Pariser 1982: 46-47; Zolotova 
2000). Pariser (1982) classifies the dative impersonal constructions based on 
the overt or covert encoding of the dative experiencer. Zolotova (2000) uses 
the same division criteria. The obligatoriness or facultativeness of the dative 
experiencer is an intriguing question. The previous studies are not based on 
extensive corpus evidence, and the description is built from intuitively 
formed instances or sparse examples which present the question in a rather 
straightforward manner with very little fluctuation (see, e.g. Wasow & Ar-
nold 2005). However, the question becomes increasingly complicated when 
actual language use is employed as the base material. Preliminary results 
from an on-going study by Kyröläinen show that the overtly coded dative or 
lack of it does not pertain to semantically motivated classification crite-
ria4.Typically, the covertly coded dative experiencer is retrievable from con-
text; thus, those instances manifest a case of zero-anaphora. However, the 
data also show that there are relatively few instances of general, “true” zero 
referents. In these rare cases, a locative argument is introduced in the con-
struction to bind the possible range of potential referents. Thus, it is possible 
to support the claim that the dative experiencer is a semantically obligatory 
argument, and the general zero referents are a subclass of this construction 
type5. By following this concept of construction, the question of the semantic 
features of individual verbs concerns the range of productivity and not the 
formation of the construction type per se. Although the data are too limited in 
this paper to discuss the full range of productivity of this particular construc-
tion, two constraints are considered, namely, telicity and transitivity.

The data: verbs of motion and corpus representativeness
The data consist of the Russian verbs of motion. The motivation for selecting 
this group of verbs is related to productivity, but this will be discussed fully
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in the following section. First, I will give a short introduction to the verbs of
motion in Russian and then describe the used sampling frame and the reasons
for choosing Integrum as the source of the base material. This is directly re-
lated to the question of corpus representativeness.

Table 1: Russian unmarked verbs of motion

The pairwise occurring verbs of motion constitute a small and closed class in
Russian. A full list of the unmarked verbs is presented in Table 16. There are
no generally accepted terms for the pairs: perhaps the more widely used terms
in English are determinate and indeterminate. I follow the terminology used by
Nesset (2000): unidirectional corresponds to determinate and non-directional
to indeterminate. This terminology is also closer to the one used in the Acade-
my Grammar (Švedova et al. 1982: 590-591). In addition, the adopted termi-
nology reflects the semantic difference between the pairs. Unidirectional verbs
profile an event which denotes motion in one direction and towards an end-
point. The non-directional verbs have wider semantics scope, i.e. they profile a
range of different motion patterns. Typical instances are: firstly, general mo-
tion, round about, secondly, motion towards an endpoint and back again;
thirdly, a general ability to perform the motion in question. Thus, the verbs in
question form a semantic opposition where the unidirectional verbs of motion
are specified in relation to directionality and the non-directional verbs are not
(cf. Jakobson 1989: 47; Nesset 2000). In addition to the concept of directional-
ity, the Russian verbs of motion can be further categorized on the basis of tran-
sitivity (cf. Hopper & Thompson 1980). This last feature directly relates to the
formation of the dative impersonal construction. Typically, it is argued that

Verbs of motion
Intransitive Transitive

Non-
directional

Uni-
directional

Non-
directional

Uni-
directional

‘run’ ‘drive’,
‘run errands’

‘wander’ ‘roll’

‘travel’, ‘ride’ ‘carry’

‘climb’ ‘pull’, ‘drag’

‘fly’ ‘lead’

‘swim’, ‘float’ ‘convey’,
‘transport’

‘crawl’

‘go’, ‘walk’
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high transitive verbs, which always imply an object, cannot be used in this 
construction (Israeli 1997 cf. Arutjunova 1999: 803). Furthermore, the transi-
tive verbs of motion also possess a form marked with the reflexive suffix. The 
relevance of both of these features is discussed in the following section.

The data for this study are compiled using the data base of Integrum 
(www.integrum.ru). Integrum is in a sense a monitor corpus, i.e. new mate-
rial  is  added  on  on  almost  daily  basis,  and  thus  the  size  of  the  data  base  is 
constantly increasing. The data base mostly consists of Russian newspapers 
but other sources are also included: e.g. literature and internet forums. Inte-
grum is comparable to The Global English Monitor Corpus (www.cor-
pus.bham.ac.uk/ccl/global.htm). However, Integrum is not designed for lin-
guistic purposes: there is no aim at representativeness or at a balance between 
the different sources of material7. As the data base of Integrum is not de-
signed for linguistic purposes, the material is not annotated. At the moment, 
Integrum offers a fairly robust implementation of regular expressions which 
can be used to retrieve data. A precise search is used in this study to access 
the possible instances of this construction type. The used sampling frame 
consists of the verb of motion in third singular in the present tense and singu-
lar neuter in the past tense plus the reflexive marker. The sampling frame is 
also restricted on the basis of different registers in order to maintain stability 
between different sources (cf. Biber 1993). The following sources are in-
cluded in the sampling frame: computer and foreign publications, Internet 
media, journals and magazines, media monitoring, news agencies, newspa-
pers, regional newspapers, TV and Radio monitoring and world news agen-
cies. Every retrieved hit is processed to determine its relevance for this con-
struction  type,  the  removal  of  duplicates  and  so  on8. Using Integrum as the 
source of the base material, it was possible to extract a total of 2058 instances 
of use with the intransitive verbs of motion in this construction type. How-
ever, the retrieved instances cannot be normalized to a common base, i.e. it is 
not possible to make any claims based on absolute frequency of occurrence in 
the Integrum database.

Methodologically, there is a constant debate in the field of corpus linguis-
tics concerning the status between monitor and balanced sample corpora de-
signs (cf. Tognini-Bonelli 2001; Sinclair 2004 and references therein). The 
main argument concerns the sample sizes: the general size of a single sample 
as well as the overall number of samples in a corpus. They are claimed to be 
too small to give an accurate representation. The size of the modern balanced 
sample corpora is fairly extensive as is the case with The Russian National 
Corpus (www.ruscorpora.ru) consisting of ca. 140 million words. In addition, 
Biber (1993) has demonstrated that even 1000 word samples are stable 
enough for establishing typical patterns in language use. However, the situa-
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tion is changing radically, as is also noted by Biber, in the case of low-
frequency items.

Intransitive verbs of motions
Non-directional Unidirectional

Frequency Frequency
2 ‘run’ 2
3 4
1 ‘wander’ 0
1 0
0 ‘travel, ride’ 2
2 6
0 ‘climb’ 0
0 0
1 ‘fly’ 0
1 1
3 ‘swim’, ‘float’ 0
1 1
0 ‘crawl’ 0
0 0
2 ‘go’ ‘walk’ 6
4 7

Table 2: The Russian National Corpus and the intransitive verbs of motion

This  is  evident  if  the  Russian  National  Corpus  is  used  as  the  base  material;
most of the verbs of motion are not attested in this construction type based on
raw frequencies in Table 29. Cumulative representativeness is needed in order
to establish extremely infrequent items.

Productivity and frequency effects
Productivity can be taken as a central property of salience effect. If the con-
struction in question is the preferred choice of expression, the construction
should be applicable to a number of different verbs. Indeed, it is generally
accepted that the Russian dative impersonal construction is productive but its
limits are unknown, i.e. what is the exact semantic scope of the construction
(see, e.g. Apresjan 2005: 8-9; Gerritsen 1990; Israeli 1997). While no evi-
dence is provided to support the productivity of this construction type, it can
be intuitively sustained by using ad hoc formations.

In usage-based models, the productivity of a certain pattern is taken to cor-
relate with type frequency. Type frequency is measured in relation to the num-
ber of items which instantiate that particular pattern. A certain pattern which is
applicable to a number of different instances is more likely to be applied to
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new instances. In this manner, the productivity of a certain construction is
measured in relation to different items subsumed under it. (e.g. Bybee 2007,
1985; Croft & Cruse 2004; Goldberg 2006, 1995). Measuring productivity
solely in this manner skews the notion of productivity towards high frequency
constructions. According to this definition, the primary motivation of produc-
tivity is frequency: a certain pattern is productive to the extent of being appli-
cable to a number of different instances. For a corpus-based study, an ex-
tremely large sample would have to be extracted in order to define productivity
in terms of type frequency if the main interest is to determine whether a low-
frequency pattern is indeed productive or not. Furthermore, there appears to be
no qualitative difference between high- and low-frequency types based on this
notion of productivity: both types have more or less the same inner structure
consisting of relatively few high-frequency tokens and a relatively large num-
ber of low-frequency items as can be seen in Table 3.

A more sensitive approach to low-frequency patterns is applied in this pa-
per in order to determine the productivity. Osherson et. al (1990 cf. Goldberg
2006: 99-100) demonstrated that speakers more readily apply a pattern to
new instances if the target item is related to the category known to exhibit the
source pattern. In a linguistic application, this would allow the determination
of productivity in terms of coverage within a certain semantically related
category. This is why the verbs of motion are selected as the source of data.
The verbs of motion are closed class verbs in Russian and obviously semanti-
cally related to each other. Now the productivity hypothesis can be elaborated
further: if the construction type is productive it should possess a high level of
coverage within the verbs of motion class, i.e. most if not all of the verbs of
motion should manifest this construction type. Based on the Integrum data-
base,  it  is  possible  to  verify  the  claim of  productivity  in  terms  of  coverage.
The data are given in Table 3.

Intransitive Verbs of motion 
Non-directional Unidirectional

Frequency Frequency
83 ‘run’ 245
36 472
7 ‘wander’ 2
4 2

148 ‘travel’, ‘ride’ 85
172 59
1 ‘climb’ 0
0 1

108 ‘fly’ 68
105 26
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Table 3: Integrum and intransitive verbs of motion and productivity in terms of coverage

The question of representativeness is generally apparent for low-frequency
constructions, and it becomes even more crucial when a low-frequency con-
struction, i.e. dative impersonal, is combined with low-frequency items as is
the case with certain verbs of motion, namely, ‘climb’ and ‘crawl’, in Russian.
This is evident when the figures are compared in Table 3. Some of the verbs
are not attested in this construction type in Integrum but using Google and
Yandex it is possible to find instances of use with these verbs. This confirms
the full coverage of the construction type within the verbs of motion class.

It is claimed that telic verbs cannot appear in this construction (see, esp. Is-
raeli 1997: 133-135). This would lead to the conclusion that the unidirectional
verb of motions would not be attested in this construction type, at least with
an overtly coded endpoint. However, when the corpus linguistic approach is
taken seriously it is possible to evaluate the claim of the previous assertion. If
The Russian National Corpus were used as the base material, it would cer-
tainly qualify to support this notion. However, like any negative evidence the
absence of a certain form cannot be taken alone to support a claim (e.g. Pen-
ke & Rosenbach 2004). We simple cannot know whether the chosen base ma-
terial is actually representative enough for an extremely infrequent construc-
tion to be included in the data. The failure to attest certain linguistic items /
patterns may be due to some principled reason or coincidence, for example,
the base sample may not consist of a large enough data set. Thus, the use of
negative evidence as supporting evidence for a theoretical claim is not suffi-
cient. Typically, the negative evidence is supported with additional evidence
which is not directly related to the phenomenon in question. Indeed, this is
the case with the unidirectional verbs of motion. The use of unidirectional
verbs is prohibited in this construction if they possess a telic reading (e.g. Is-
raeli 1997: 133-135; Pariser 1982: 72, 78-81 cf. Gerritsen 1990: 180-181).
This hypothesis is wider in scope, including other than the verbs of motion,
and thus it presents a situation which is applicable to a larger data set. In con-
trast, when Integrum is chosen for the base material the situation changes
dramatically; not only are the unidirectional verbs of motion attested in this

Intransitive Verbs of motion
Non-directional Unidirectional

Frequency Frequency
52 ‘swim’, ‘float’ 0
28 59
1 ‘crawl’ 0
1 0
69 ‘go’, ‘walk’ 171
18 35
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construction type but they also possess a high token frequency. The unidirec-
tional verbs of motion are used in this construction type with locative end-
points as in examples 5-8. Thus, it cannot be stated that the construction type 
would simply override the unidirectional, telic, meaning of the verbs.

5.  […]                      
PR   stronghold-GEN  PR   Soviet-GEN   square-GEN

                           . 
run-UNI.3.SNG.PRE-RM    fast-COMP 
[…] it’s faster to run from the stronghold to the Soviet Square 

 ( ), 04.07.2006).

6.  […] ,          
secondly,     home     always     run-UNI.3.SNG.PRE-RM

 […] 
easily-COMP 
[…] secondly, it’s always easier to run home 

 ( ), 29.04.2003).

7.                       
PR mug-GEN beer-GEN home       name-DAT 

                                     […] 
walk-UNI. NEUT. PAST-RM cheerful-COMP 
For Klava it’s more cheerful to run home after a pint […] 

 ( ), 01.12.2006).

8. […]                      
        PR   theatre            for some reason   NEG

walk-UNI.3.SNG.PRE-RM 
[…] for some reason I don’t feel like walking to the theatre. 

, 07.06.2006).

The verbs have a stative reading which is in accordance with the general seman-
tics of this construction type, referring to the state of the experiencer. The un-
marked verb form contains a starting and an endpoint and also a path between 
these two points. The configuration as a whole can be integrated into the dative 
impersonal construction type and there is no semantic conflict. The reading can 
either be habitual as is the case in Example 7 or unidirectional as in Example 8.

Table 3 consists only of the intransitive verbs of motion. The transitive 
verbs of motion do not appear in this construction type. This can be taken as 
verifying the transitivity claim. However, it is possible to find instances of
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use with typical transitive verbs in this construction type, if they are properly
contextualized. Example 9 illustrates that even high-transitive verb, -

 ‘shoot’, can be coerced into this construction type. The proposed transi-
tivity rule appears to be prematurely proposed.

9. […]                                                   
I-DAT  easily-COMP   run-UNI.3.SNG.PRE-RM   and

                    
accurately-COMP shoot-3.SNG.PRE-RM
[…] it’s easier for me to run and shoot more accurately
(« », , 15.07.2005).

The transitive verbs of motion have a reflexive marked form, but these forms
differ in meaning compared with the unmarked form, for example
‘carry’ and  ‘rush’. The transitive verbs of motion were tested using
the following sampling frames: [1.person-dative] + [negation] + [verb-
present-singular.3.-RM / past-neuter-RM] and [1.person-dative] + [adverb

/ ] + [verb-singular-present.3.-RM / past-neuter-RM] in order
to find possible uses of this construction type. If transitive verbs can be at-
tested in this construction type, it could at least be assumed that examples of
this construction type would be found with the transitive verbs of motion.
However, the used sampling frames did not produce any relevant hits.

I am inclined to propose that the transitivity of the verbs of motion per se
is not the decisive factor in this case, but that the already existing reflexive
form restricts the use of this construction type. Within the usage-based
framework, several possible motivations for the restrictive use of these transi-
tive verbs of motion can be postulated: First, the reflexive marked forms pos-
sess a relatively high token frequency, and therefore they retain a certain
level of autonomy (c.f. Bybee 2007). Second, as the verbs in question have a
lexicalized meaning different from the unmarked form, this would lead to
competition between the two forms10.  It  is  reasonable to argue that  the lexi-
calized reflexive form is more entrenched in Russian, i.e. it is not used as a
compound form but instead as a single unit (e.g. Langacker 1991). This rela-
tive autonomy of the meaning would thus function as a conservative factor,
preventing these verbs from being rendered in this construction type. Interest-
ingly, Järvikivi et al. (2006) have shown in regards to Finnish suffix allomor-
phy for processing complex words that the frequency alone is not the decisive
factor in language processing; the structural invariance also plays an impor-
tant role. We can postulate the following hypothesis: the form of a given verb
and its connection to productivity in this construction type are related to
structural invariance. It follows from this that those verbs, which are closer to
the invariance of the structure, are unlikely to appear in this construction type.
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However, it is not possible to test this hypothesis further in this paper: a lar-
ger set of data would need to be gathered in to determine the scope of pro-
ductivity in terms of structural invariance.

Collocates and the level of idiosyncrasy
According to the previous studies (see esp. Zolotova et al. 1998), the imper-
sonal construction type is mostly used in conjunction with the negative parti-
cle . This claim would allow further postulating that there is a high level of 
idiosyncrasy involved, or to be more precise, the construction type involves 
highly idiomatic patterns. This structural behaviour of this construction is 
tested with collocates, the recurrent co-occurrence of lexical items. Colloca-
tions of a certain linguistic item are readily identifiable on the vertical axis in 
concordance. (e.g. Tognini-Bonelli 2001). Collocations allow accessing the 
co-occurrence of the adverbs of  manner in order to test  the claim of the ex-
tensive use of the negative particle in this construction type.

The following criteria are used to establish the collocations. The minimal 
frequency of occurrence of a single lexical item is set at 10. In addition, the 
maximal length of collocations is used allowing five positions both to left and 
right, if possible, before a sentence break. The sampling frame consists of both 
present and the past tense forms of a single verb of motion. The collocation in-
formation is presented by combining the different sampling frames, i.e. tense 
and non-directional and unidirectional forms. Those verbs of motion which are 
infrequent i.e. have less than 10 hits in the data, are not listed in the collocation 
table; they do not meet the minimum requirement of the frequency of occur-
rence. The results of the study of collocations are given in Table 4.

Table 4: Integrum, collocations and the intransitive impersonal verbs of motion

Number
of verbs

Collocations

‘easly’ ‘more 
easly’

‘not’ ‘well’ ‘better’ ‘diffi-
cult’

verbs

/ ‘run’ 836 195 82 218 85 15 53 15

/ ‘travel’,
‘ride’ 464 24  41 22 240

/ ‘fly’ 307  134 18 29

/ ‘swin’,
float 139 16  21 14

/ ‘go’,
‘walk’ 293 23 15 207 80

Total 2039 258 97 621 125 15 53 378
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The data themselves do not allow direct comparison of distribution patterns of
collocates with the individual verbs of motion due to the difference in sample
sizes, but Table 4 suggests that, although the frequency of occurrence of the
negative particle is evident, there is no high level of co-occurrence of the nega-
tive particle in this construction type with the exception of the verb ‘go’,
‘walk’. Additionally, the verb ‘run’ appears with the adverb  'difficult’
being the only verb possessing this collocate. Moreover, this is the only verb to
show the full collocation set presented in Table 4. This fact is probably due to
the representativeness of the sample size relative to the verbs of motion in the
data. Furthermore, the collocation data would postulate that not only are certain
idiomatic patterns, which are shared by most of the verbs of motion, character-
istic of this construction type, but certain verbs may also possess individual,
idiomatic behaviour. This would confirm the separation of lexical items from
constructions. The construction type itself has idiomatic lexical patterns but
verbs may also introduce their own set when used in the given construction11.

Another idiomatic feature emerged when the collocations were analyzed
with the adverbs of manner in this data, namely, the clustering of different
verbs. At least with the verbs of motion, there is another idiomatic pattern in-
volved when this construction type is used; not only are the adverbs of manner
highly idiomatic but there also appears to be a clustering of verbs in this con-
struction type. The verbs of motion form a chain consisting of other verbs
which are used in the same construction type. Interestingly, the typical co-
occurring verbs belong to the same frame as the pairing verbs of motion, for
instance,  ‘breathe’,  ‘leap’ and  ‘step’. This is
in accordance with the frame-semantic approach used in this paper (cf. Fillmore
1982). The verbs of motion profile a frame which may be referred to as bodily
activity. The construction type is used to construe a certain event as a state of
the experiencer in conjunction with the bodily activity frame. The activation of
the bodily action frame enables the accessing of other verbs depicting motion,
for instance, in Example 10. While the verbs denoting the bodily activity frame
are the only one satisfying the frequency of occurrence criteria, the chain may
also include verbs denoting some other frame as is the case in Example 11.

10.                           —
 Reason-NOM   increase-GEN  injured-GEN         apparent —

.                                                            
 black frost-NOM  NEG walk-UNI.3.SNG.PRE-RM and NEG

,                                          
 drive-UNI.3.SNG.PRE-RM   but    instead  nicely

.
 fall-3.SNG.PRE-RM
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 The reason for the increase in the injured is apparent — black ice.
 You don’t feel like walking and driving, but instead slipping is easy 
 (  —  ( ), 03.03.2005).

11. […]                           ,
        that   here    I.DAT   easily-COMP  breathe-3.SNG.PRE-RM 

               ,                    
 easily-COMP   write-3.SNG.PRE-RM,  easily-COMP 

                                       . 
 walk-NON.3.SNG.PRE-RM PR earth-PRE 
 […] that for me it is easier to breathe and write here and easier to walk 
 on the earth 
 ( , 08.09.2004).

Complexity of form and complexity of meaning
The concept of complexity is approached in this paper in relation to both 
form and meaning. Although the complexity of form is connected with the 
complexity of meaning (cf. Haiman 1983; Nesset 2000), positing an iconic 
relationship between them, it is relative easy to find counter-examples to this; 
for instance, the complexity of form does not necessarily equate with the 
complexity of meaning or vice versa as is the case with the diachronic devel-
opment  of  the  Russian  reciprocal  pronoun,  from  a  simple  to  a  compound 
form. Thus, the iconic relationship is taken as the point of departure of the 
discussion in this section.

The concept of complexity of the form is defined in this paper through the 
markedness pattern of the construction type compared to the unmarked con-
structions. The complexity of the markedness pattern is due to several rea-
sons. Firstly, the experiencer is encoded with an oblique case, the dative. This 
figures prominently in the structural complexity of the construction compared 
with the unmarked ones. Secondly, the adverb of manner is an obligatory ar-
gument in the construction type. This is not the case with the unmarked form 
where the adverb of manner is a facultative argument. Finally, the verb forms 
are marked with the reflexive marker contributing to the overall complexity 
of the form in this construction type.

The complexity of meaning and its connection with the complexity of the 
form comes from the adverb of manner. Although the obligatoriness of the ad-
verb of manner contributes to the complexity of meaning, it primarily results 
from the different interpretation of the adverb of manner in the impersonal con-
struction. According to Adamec (1973: 121-122; cf. Gerritsen 1990: 176-177) 
the adverbs of manner typically receive a subjective reading when used in this 
impersonal construction type. This is exemplified by Example 12, where the
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adverb of manner does not depict the qualitative nature of the running; instead
it is used for purposes of subjective evaluation. Moreover, the performance is
depicted from the point of view of the experiencer in Example 12.

12.  1500 

 In all stages of the Cup in the 1500 metres race he was either first or
.

 second.
,  500 ,

 The Youngster confesses that his favourite distance is the 500 metres,
 10000 —                       .
 10000-NOM — easily-COMP all in all run-UNI.3.SNG.PRE-RM
 In all stages of the Cup he was either first or second in the1500 metres
 race. The youngster confesses that his favourite distance is the 500
 metres, although the 10 000 metres race is easiest
 ( , 04.12.2003).

Further complexity of meaning is due to the use of the negative particle. The
negative particle has, to a certain extent, the same characteristics as the use of
the comparative in this construction type. The comparative explicitly func-
tions as a comparison between two states as is demonstrated in Example 12.
The use of the negative particle introduces a subtle comparison between dif-
ferent states, i.e. the actual state of comparison does not need to be overtly
expressed. Example 13 illustrates this. The subtle comparative interpretation
rises especially when an adverb of either space or time is also used in the
construction.

13. […] .
So that we would not feel like strangers there.

               
 But again    NEG      travel-UNI.3.SNG.PRE-RM
 […] so that we would not feel like strangers there. But again we don’t
 feel like travelling
 ( , 20.07.2002).

In addition to this comparative reading, the negative particle may also intro-
duce a normative reading, for instance the example 14 (Trub 1994: 48). The
experiencer is unable to perform, although it is expected. The normative read-
ing arises from this tension between the two states.



Low-Frequency Constructions and Salience... 193

14. ,                                                    
 At all I don’t understand why  they.DAT  PR   week-PL.ACC  NEG 

? 
 ride-NON.3.SNG.PRE-RM 
 I don’t understand at all why they don’t feel like riding during the 
 week 
 ( , 17.06.2006).

Discussion
In this paper, I have tried to answer the question of what motivates the use of 
the Russian dative impersonal construction, although its frequency of occur-
rence is relatively low, in terms of linguistic salience. The concept of linguis-
tic salience is outlined in terms of semantic and structural indicators, i.e. pro-
ductivity, idiosyncrasy, complexity of form and complexity of meaning. 
These indicators may be taken to function as diagnostic tools for establishing 
the effects of salience at the semantic and structural level. The proposed di-
agnostic tools are by definition broad but they are neither language- nor 
structure-specific. Therefore, they are applicable to a number of different 
languages. On the other hand, the relevance of these diagnostic tools needs to 
be further evaluated through comparison to other linguistic constructions, 
whether by means of corpus-based studies or experiments on test subjects. A 
good candidate for testing these diagnostic tools would be, for instance, a 
study on idiomatic expressions.

In addition, the proposed diagnostic properties allowed evaluation of the 
claims made in previous studies on the Russian dative impersonal construc-
tion type and they also provided the theoretical framework which served to 
establish the semantic and structural specifications of this particular construc-
tion type. The productivity of the construction type was verified by investi-
gating it in terms of coverage. The verbs of motion were used to establish the 
coverage of the construction type within this closed class. Furthermore, this 
paper presented evidence that even the unidirectional verbs of motion with 
overly coded locative endpoints are actively used in contemporary Russian. 
In addition, the corpus-based study showed that the construction type has a 
high level of idiosyncrasy patterns in terms of lexical items, for instance, the 
adverbs of manner are fairly stable in actual language use.

The concept of complexity of form and meaning allowed analysis of both 
the structural markedness and the semantic peculiarities of the construction in 
question. The adverbs of manner typically receive a subjective reading when 
used in the construction. They depict the event in qualitative terms from the 
point of view of the experiencer. Furthermore, the use of the negative particle 
adds semantic complexity to the construction either by making a subtle com-
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parison between two states, although the compared state is rarely overtly ex-
pressed in actual usage, or by adding a normative reading to the whole con-
struction. In the normative, frame it is expected that the experiencer should
perform but for reasons unknown he / she is incapable of doing so.

In addition, this paper presented methodological considerations on low-
frequency constructions. The concept of corpus representativeness was
touched on in conjunction with the use of negative evidence. Finally, this pa-
per continued the long tradition of studying the impersonal construction types
in Russian from a corpus linguistic point of view.

Abbreviations in glossing

Notes
1 I would like to thank Riitta Pyykkö, Krista Ojutkangas and Seppo Kittilä for their helpful
comments  on  the  earlier  versions  of  this  paper.  Additionally,  I  would  like  to  thank  the
anonymous reviewers for their insightful comments, which were used in preparing the fi-
nal version of this paper. I, of course, assume responsibility for any errors that remain.
2 Although the primary concern of this paper is not to offer a full-blown model of all the
possible types of the Russian impersonal constructions, the concept of constructions, i.e.
generalizations over surface patterns, allows the distinguishing of several different imper-
sonal types which, in previous studies, are arbitrarily lumped either into one or different
categories. The mode of description in argument construction grammar can be seen as an
elaboration of the Russian structuralist tradition, especially Zolotova (1973). Furthermore,
Leinonen (1985) classifies different types on the basis of sentence patterns, for example,
experiencer, natural phenomena, state, infinitival, and existential sentences. I would take
this to be compatible with the model proposed in this paper.
3 Gerritsen (1990: 191-192 and references therein) argues that the construction type can ap-
pear without the adverb of manner. At least, the data in this study do not support this claim.
4 The data in the on-going study are based on different corpus materials.
5 Ultimately, the question is directly linked to the theoretical mode of description: whether
redundancy is allowed in the description or not. This question separates different cognitive
approaches from each other. The matter is beyond the scope of this paper but a relevant
discussion can be found in Croft — Cruse 2004; Goldberg 1995, 2006; Langacker 1991;
Kay & Fillmore 1999.
6 The list of verbs of motion is in accordance with the Academic Grammar. However,
there is a certain level of variation among scholars; others exclude certain verbs while oth-
ers include some more. A detailed discussion of this matter is offered by Nesset (2000).
The inclusion or exclusion of certain verbs has no bearing on the current topic.

ACC = accusative GEN = genetive PAST = past tense PREP = prepositional
case

COMP = comparative NEG = negation PLURAL = plural RM = reflexive marker

DAT = dative case NEUT = neuter PR = preposition SNG = singular

NON = non-directional
verb of motion NOM = nominative PRE = present tense UNI = unidirectional

verb of motion
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7 MacEnery et al. (2006) offer a more elaborated discussion on the problematic nature of
monitor corpora.
8 There were a fair number of duplicates. Some data corruption is expected with large data
sets but it seems that the primary reason for this is the way of storing samples in Integrum. 
The majority of the duplicates were found in samples from forum discussions. It appears 
that if a new entry occurred in the same discussion thread, it would be stored separately on 
the next data retrieval session simultaneously leading to the copying of previous entries 
into the new sample.
9 I would like to thank the anonymous reviewers for referring to the variation of the verb
‘climb’. In my future studies, the variation will be taken into consideration.
10 A similar claim can be found in Galkina-Fedoruk (1958: 168-169 cf. Arutjunova (1999:
802) and references therein). She states that verbs which have a reflexive marked form 
cannot appear in this construction type. At least to my knowledge, this claim has not been 
made to other studies.
11 The adverbs of manner given in Table 3 correspond to those presented in previous stud-
ies (c.f., e.g. Gerritsen 1990: 186-187). This may suggest an even deeper level of en-
trenchment of these lexical items in this construction type.
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