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Abstract

This study employs a mixed-method, corpus-based approach to investigate the
distinct argument structure constructions in Mark Twain’s The Adventures of
Huckleberry Finn and The Adventures of Tom Sawyer through the lens of Adele
Goldberg’s (1995) Construction Grammar (CxG). A 10,000-word corpus from each
novel was systematically analyzed using quantitative methods—including frequency
counts and log-likelihood ratio tests—and qualitative interpretive techniques to
identify and contextualize key constructions such as negative concord, resultative,
caused-motion, and ditransitive. The findings reveal that Huckleberry Finn is
characterized by a higher prevalence of non-standard, innovative constructions that
mirror Huck’s vernacular speech and his experiential, marginal identity. In contrast,
Tom Sawyer consistently employs more conventional, formulaic constructions,
reflecting its structured, culturally mediated narrative style. These differences
underscore the cognitive mechanisms of entrenchment, schema formation, and
usage-based learning, which underlie the distinct narrative voices in Twain’s work.
By integrating cognitive linguistics with literary analysis, this study not only
highlights how constructional choices shape character identity and thematic depth
but also provides a replicable framework for future interdisciplinary research.
Overall, the results advance our understanding of Twain’s stylistic innovation and
demonstrate the utility of CxG in elucidating the complex interplay between
language form and literary meaning.
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A Comparative Stylistic Study of Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn and Tom Sawyer Through Construction Grammar

Introduction

Mark Twain is widely regarded as one of the most influential figures in
American literature, renowned for his keen observations of human nature, sharp wit,
and masterful storytelling. His two seminal works, The Adventures of Huckleberry
Finn (Twain, 1885) and The Adventures of Tom Sawyer (Twain, 1876), are not only
significant for their thematic and narrative richness but also for their distinct
linguistic and stylistic innovations. Twain’s use of dialect, regional vernacular, and
syntactic variation has long been a subject of literary and linguistic inquiry. While
much scholarly attention has been devoted to Twain’s portrayal of 19th-century
American speech patterns, few studies have systematically examined his works
through the lens of cognitive linguistics—specifically, Construction Grammar
(CxQ). This study aims to fill that gap by applying Adele Goldberg’s (1995) CxG
framework to analyze Twain’s syntactic and argument structure patterns, providing
a novel approach to understanding his literary style.

Twain’s writing is deeply rooted in the socio-cultural landscape of his time,
reflecting the linguistic diversity of American English during the late 19th century.
Huckleberry Finn, in particular, is notable for its extensive use of African American
Vernacular English (AAVE) and other regional dialects, while Tom Sawyer exhibits
a more conventional yet playful syntactic style. The differences in narrative style
between the two novels provide a fertile ground for a comparative constructional
analysis. This study investigates how Twain’s use of specific constructions—such as
negative concord (I ain’t got no money), caused-motion constructions (He ran me
ragged), and resultative constructions (He painted the fence white)—contributes to
character differentiation, narrative voice, and reader perception.

CxG, as developed by Goldberg (1995, 2006), offers a theoretical
framework that challenges traditional syntactic theories by positing that linguistic
knowledge is composed of learned pairings of form and meaning. Unlike
Chomskyan generative grammar, which treats syntax as an abstract set of rules, CxG
emphasizes the role of usage-based learning, frequency effects, and cognitive
entrenchment in shaping language. This perspective is particularly relevant for
literary analysis, as it allows scholars to examine how authors exploit constructional
patterns to achieve stylistic effects. Twain’s innovative use of syntactic
constructions can thus be understood as a form of linguistic creativity that enhances
the narrative’s authenticity (for the appropriate use of dialects and language
varieties, syntactic structures, and narrative styles) and emotional depth (Aloshyna,
2020).

The research questions guiding this study are as follows:

RQIl. How do syntactic and argument structure constructions differ
between Huckleberry Finn and Tom Sawyer?

RQ2. What cognitive-linguistic principles underlie Twain’s stylistic
choices?

RQ3. How do constructional patterns contribute to character differentiation
and narrative voice?
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To address these questions, a 10,000-word sample from each novel was
analyzed using corpus tools and both statistical and contextual methods.
Considering the questions, this study aims to contribute to the growing body of
research at the intersection of cognitive linguistics and literary studies. The
integration of CxG into literary analysis provides a systematic methodology for
examining how linguistic structures shape narrative meaning and reader
engagement. Furthermore, this research sheds light on Twain’s stylistic legacy,
demonstrating how his constructional choices reflect broader cognitive and cultural
patterns in language use.

The interdisciplinary nature of this study underscores the potential of
cognitive linguistic approaches to enrich literary criticism. Traditional literary
analyses have often relied on qualitative interpretations of style, while linguistic
studies have focused on structural and syntactic elements in isolation. By bridging
these two perspectives, CxG enables a more holistic examination of literary texts,
revealing the interplay between linguistic form, meaning, and literary function. This
study’s corpus-based approach further enhances the empirical rigor of the analysis,
ensuring that observations are grounded in quantifiable linguistic data.

Ultimately, this research not only deepens our understanding of Twain’s
literary craftsmanship but also demonstrates the applicability of CxG as a powerful
tool for literary analysis. By systematically analyzing Twain’s constructional
choices, this study provides new insights into the cognitive and linguistic
mechanisms that underlie literary style, offering a replicable framework for future
research in cognitive literary studies.

Review of Literature

The stylistic analysis of Mark Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn
and The Adventures of Tom Sawyer has been a rich field for scholars examining
narrative techniques, sociopolitical commentary, and linguistic innovation. This
article synthesizes key studies that illuminate Twain’s stylistic contributions,
emphasizing their relevance to a comparative analysis through the lens of
Goldberg’s Construction Grammar (CxG). CxG, as articulated by Goldberg (1995),
posits that linguistic constructions—form-meaning pairings ranging from words to
syntactic patterns—serve as fundamental units of language, offering a robust
framework for analyzing Twain’s use of dialect, narrative voice, and syntactic
structures. The following works provide critical insights into Twain’s stylistic
strategies, highlighting their alignment with CxG’s emphasis on constructional
meaning and identifying a gap in applying this framework to compare Huckleberry
Finn and Tom Sawyer.

Twain’s linguistic innovation, particularly his use of vernacular dialects
and syntactic simplicity, has been extensively studied for its role in evoking
authenticity and cultural identity (Fishkin, 1994; Hill, 2010). Scholars have analyzed
phonological dialect features (e.g., “ain’t” vs. “isn’t”) and lexical choices (Budd,
2001), yet syntactic and argument structure patterns remain underexplored. For
instance, Fishkin (1994) argues that Huck’s vernacular in Huckleberry Finn draws
on African-American voices, encoding social and racial identities, while Hill (2010)
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highlights how Twain’s simplified syntax enhances narrative immediacy in both
novels. These studies suggest that Twain’s linguistic choices function as
constructions that carry pragmatic and semantic weight, aligning with CxG’s
theoretical premise (Goldberg, 1995).

Prior scholarship has also contrasted the narrative voices of Huck and Tom,
noting their distinct stylistic profiles. Huck’s colloquial, first-person narration in
Huckleberry Finn, characterized by intransitive constructions (e.g., “I lit out”),
reflects a pragmatic, unfiltered worldview (Blair, 1960). In contrast, Tom’s
performative, romance-inflected speech in Tom Sawyer, often marked by complex
complement clauses (e.g., “We’ll dig him out with the knives”), aligns with his
imaginative, plot-driven persona (Messent, 2001). While these observations
highlight stylistic differences, they often rely on anecdotal examples rather than
systematic constructional analysis, limiting their empirical rigor (Blair, 1960;
Messent, 2001). CxG offers a framework to address this limitation by quantifying
constructional frequencies (e.g., caused-motion vs. resultative constructions) and
their narrative functions, as suggested by recent corpus-based studies of 19th-
century American literature (Smitterberg, 2021). However, no studies have yet
applied CxG to compare Twain’s characters or novels, underscoring the novelty of
the current research.

Aloshyna (2020) provides a pivotal study on Twain’s role as a progressive
writer, emphasizing his innovative use of dialects and colloquialisms in Huckleberry
Finn and Tom Sawyer. Aloshyna argues that Twain’s regional vernaculars serve as
constructions that encode social and cultural identities, such as Huck’s non-standard
speech patterns (e.g., “I ain’t got no money”), which convey authenticity and
challenge social hierarchies. This perspective aligns with CxG’s premise that
constructions carry pragmatic and semantic functions beyond their syntactic form
(Goldberg, 1995), informing the current study’s comparative approach to how
dialectal constructions shape character and theme in Twain’s novels.

Similarly, Lin (2024) examines sociopolitical and poetic dynamics in
Twain’s Cannibalism in the Cars, offering insights applicable to Huckleberry Finn
and Tom Sawyer. Lin highlights Twain’s use of satirical constructions, such as
exaggerated politeness juxtaposed with grotesque scenarios, to critique political
corruption and societal norms. These constructions, analyzed through CxG, reveal
how specific syntactic patterns evoke broader sociopolitical meanings, providing a
model for comparing how Twain’s stylistic choices reflect differing moral and social
landscapes in his two novels (Lin, 2024).

Cavitch (2023) contributes a significant perspective by exploring Twain’s
narrative techniques in Huckleberry Finn through the concept of the “talking cure,”
a psychological and literary framework. Cavitch argues that Huck’s first-person
narration and dialogic structures, such as his internal monologues and dialogues with
Jim, function as constructions that blend psychological depth with social
commentary. These form-meaning pairings, aligned with CxG’s principles
(Goldberg, 1995), contrast with the playful, omniscient narration in Tom Sawyer,
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offering a basis for the current study’s analysis of narrative constructions across the
two novels.

Finally, Setiawan (2016) focuses on satire and irony in Tom Sawyer,
analyzing how these elements operate as rhetorical constructions. Setiawan suggests
that Twain’s ironic tone and humorous exaggerations (e.g., Tom’s romanticized
view of adventure) create constructions that invite readers to question societal
norms, resonating with CxG’s emphasis on constructions as carriers of pragmatic
intent (Goldberg, 1995). This approach informs the present study’s comparison of
how humor and irony shape the narrative styles of Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry
Finn.

Collectively, these studies underscore Twain’s stylistic innovation through
narrative voice, sociopolitical critique, and syntactic creativity (Blair, 1960; Budd,
2001; Cavitch, 2023; Smitterberg, 2021; Fishkin, 1994; Hill, 2010; Lin, 2024;
Messent, 2001; Aloshyna, 2020; Setiawan, 2016). However, few have explicitly
applied CxG to compare Huckleberry Finn and Tom Sawyer, a gap the present study
addresses. By synthesizing insights from these works, this research explores how
Twain’s constructions—from dialectal forms to satirical and narrative structures—
reflect distinct thematic and stylistic priorities in each novel, advancing the
application of cognitive linguistics to literary analysis.

Theoretical Framework: Construction Grammar

Goldberg’s (1995, 2006) CxG— posits that language is organized as a
network of constructions—conventionalized pairings of form and meaning—that
range from morphemes to complex syntactic patterns. This framework rejects the
autonomy of syntax and instead emphasizes the inseparability of form, function, and
usage (Goldberg, 2006; Langacker, 1987). Central to Goldberg’s model is the
concept of argument structure constructions (e.g., transitive, ditransitive), which
encode event semantics independently of verbs, enabling novel verb-construction
integrations (Goldberg, 1995; Tomasello, 2003). For example, the caused-motion
construction [Subj V Obj Obl] (She sneezed the napkin off the table) imposes a
semantic frame of directed motion even with verbs that typically lack such meaning
(Goldberg, 1995, p. 152).

The usage-based approach asserts that frequency and entrenchment shape
mental representations of constructions, with abstract schemas emerging from
generalizations over attested instances (Bybee, 2010; Goldberg, 2006). This
dynamic aligns with corpus linguistic methodologies, which quantify patterns in
large textual datasets (Yoon & Gries, 2016), offering a bridge to literary analysis.
Michaelis (2004) underscores that constructions are integral to cognitive processes
involved in language use, extending beyond grammar to influence meaning-making
in literature.

Cognitive Linguistics and Literary Stylistics

The application of cognitive linguistics to literature has gained momentum
since Turner’s (1996) The Literary Mind, which posits that narrative and metaphor
are fundamental to human cognition. However, constructionist approaches remain
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underexplored in literary studies. Exceptions include Dancygier and Sweetser’s
(2014) Figurative Language, which examines how constructions scaffold
metaphorical meaning in poetry, and Harrison’s (2017) analysis of Gothic syntax as
a network of fear-evoking constructions.

Notably, narrative perspective and characterization can be reframed as
constructional phenomena. For example, Palmer (2004) argues that fictional minds
are constructed through linguistic patterns, including transitivity choices (e.g., high
transitive clauses signaling agency). Similarly, Toolan (2001) links syntactic
repetition (e.g., parallelism) to narrative rhythm and reader engagement. These
insights align with Goldberg’s (2006) emphasis on the functional motivation of
constructions, where patterns like passive voice or ditransitive structures reflect
authorial choices to foreground specific participants or actions (Hoover, 2013).
Unlike Formalism, which emphasizes defamiliarization and foregrounding to make
familiar elements strange and prominent through stylistic deviation, Construction
Grammar (CxG) focuses on how specific form-meaning pairings systematically
encode narrative priorities and cognitive effects. For instance, in Huckleberry Finn,
Huck’s non-standard constructions (e.g., “I ain’t got no money”) foreground his
marginalized voice, akin to Formalist foregrounding, but CxG highlights their role
as recurring patterns that shape reader cognition. Similarly, Tom Sawyer’s
conventional constructions (e.g., “We’ll have a grand adventure!”) background
social norms, aligning with Formalist backgrounding, yet CxG emphasizes their
functional motivation within a usage-based framework. Additionally, Twain’s
constructional choices contribute to an organic form, where the narrative structure
emerges naturally from character voices and thematic concerns, complementing
Formalism’s view of organic unity while grounding it in CxG’s linguistic precision.
This integrative approach enriches the stylistic analysis of Twain’s novels by
bridging cognitive linguistics and literary theory.

Stylistic Studies of Twain’s Novels

Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn and Tom Sawyer have long been
scrutinized for their linguistic innovation, particularly their use of vernacular
dialects and syntactic simplicity to evoke authenticity (Fishkin, 1994; Hill, 2010).
Linguistic  analyses have focused on phonological dialect features
(e.g., “ain’t” vs. “isn’t”) and lexical choices (Budd, 2001), but syntactic and
argument structure patterns remain understudied.

Prior scholarship highlights contrast between Huck’s colloquial first-person
narration and Tom’s performative, romance-inflected speech. For instance, Huck’s
frequent use of intransitive constructions (e.g., “I /it out”) has been interpreted as
reflecting his pragmatic worldview, whereas Tom’s preference for complex
complement clauses (e.g., “We’ll dig him out with the knives”) aligns with his
imaginative, plot-driven persona (Blair, 1960; Messent, 2001). However, these
claims lack empirical rigor, relying on anecdotal examples rather than systematic
constructional analysis.

Recent corpus-based studies of 19th-century American literature
(Smitterberg, 2021) demonstrate the viability of quantitative methods for tracking
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syntactic change, yet none have applied CxG to compare individual authors or
characters. This gap underscores the potential of Goldberg’s (1995, 2006)
framework to operationalize stylistic differences through measurable constructional
frequencies (e.g., caused-motion vs. resultative constructions) and their narrative
functions.

Implications for Literary Studies

Goldberg’s (1995, 2006) Construction Grammar (CxG) offers three
significant advantages for literary stylistics. First, constructions function as form-
meaning pairings, inherently encoding pragmatic and discourse functions such as
topicalization and emphasis. This allows scholars to analyze how syntactic choices
contribute to shaping narrative voice (Dancygier, 2011). Second, CxG is organized
as a network, with a hierarchical structure in which abstract schemas derive from
specific instances. This mirrors the multilayered complexity of literary texts, where
localized syntactic choices collectively produce broader stylistic effects (Steen,
2011). Finally, the usage-based dynamics of CxG enables researchers to quantify
constructional frequencies and their degrees of entrenchment. This facilitates the
identification of statistically significant stylistic “fingerprints” (Yoon & Gries,
2016), moving beyond subjective interpretations.

The application of such a linguistic framework to literary analysis can offer
a novel approach to understanding how linguistic structures shape narrative
meaning. By examining syntactic patterns and argument structures within Twain’s
works through this lens, scholars can gain deeper insights into character
development and thematic exploration. This interdisciplinary approach not only
enriches our understanding of Twain's literary style but also contributes to broader
discussions within cognitive linguistics regarding the relationship between language
and thought.

Moreover, this analysis highlights the potential for CxG as a cognitive
approach to serve as a bridge between linguistics and literary studies. As noted by
Bergen and Chang (2002), integrating cognitive approaches with traditional literary
analysis can yield new perspectives on familiar texts. This methodological synergy
invites further exploration into how other authors manipulate linguistic constructions
to achieve specific narrative effects.

It is worth noting that, the concept of construction as a form-meaning unit
in linguistics parallels the idea of organic form in literary studies—a notion rooted in
Romanticism and Formalist literary theory that views a work’s structure as naturally
arising from its content, like a living organism. Both frameworks emphasize a strong
relationship between form and meaning, where structure—whether literary or
linguistic—is essential to conveying meaning. Organic form treats a literary work as
a unified whole, while construction grammar sees meaning as emerging from
complete linguistic patterns rather than isolated elements. Each also considers the
influence of form on audience perception: organic form through its aesthetic and
emotional impact, and constructions through cognitive processing. Despite these
similarities, key differences exist. Organic form operates at a macro level, shaping
the entire narrative or poetic structure, whereas constructions function at a micro
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level, focusing on words, phrases, and syntactic patterns. The former arises from
artistic and philosophical traditions, while construction grammar is grounded in
cognitive linguistics and language use. Furthermore, organic form is typically used
in literary critique to assess a work’s aesthetic unity—such as Coleridge’s analysis
of Shakespeare—while construction grammar is used to examine how meaning is
constructed across various linguistic contexts, including literature (Fabb, 2019).

Croft (2001) argues that constructions are context-dependent and reflect
cultural dynamics. In Twain’s narratives, Huck and Tom actively shape their world
through language and action, while their identities and consciousness are shaped by
the dynamic interplay of cultural constructs, highlighting the fluid, context-
dependent nature of human existence. Similarly, Davari and Sasani (2024) assert
that humans are not born as fixed, absolute entities but as integral parts of an ever-
evolving world. As creators of history, individuals contribute to the context that, in
turn, shapes their identity and consciousness.

By focusing on syntactic patterns and argument structures through CxG, we
can better understand how Twain's linguistic choices reflect character motivations
and thematic concerns. For instance, this approach can reveal how Huck’s non-
literary style emerges from low abstraction constructions (e.g., simple transitives)
and deictic markers (e.g., “here,” “there”), whereas Tom’s speech may
favor subordination and modality (e.g., “ought to,” “must”) to signal his adherence
to literary conventions. Such patterns align with Goldberg’s (2006) assertion that
speakers—or fictional characters—select constructions that align with their
communicative goals and social identities. Therefore, this interdisciplinary approach
not only enhances our appreciation for Twain's craftsmanship but also opens
avenues for future research at the intersection of linguistics and literary studies.

Method
Corpus Selection and Data Collection

To conduct a rigorous constructional analysis of Twain’s literary style, this
study compiled a carefully curated corpus of textual data drawn from The
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn and The Adventures of Tom Sawyer. A 10,000-word
corpus was selected from each novel, ensuring balanced representation of dialogue
and narration to capture both character-specific speech patterns and the authorial
narrative style. The selection process prioritized key passages that highlight
character interactions, descriptive sequences, and major plot developments.

The corpus was digitized and processed using corpus linguistics tools,
including AntConc and Sketch Engine (n.d), which facilitated the extraction and
quantitative analysis of syntactic and argument structure constructions. In addition,
manual annotation was employed to ensure accurate classification of constructional
patterns, particularly those reflecting regional dialects, non-standard syntax, and
genre-specific linguistic innovations. The dataset was pre-processed to remove OCR
errors and normalize spelling variations while preserving Twain’s idiosyncratic
linguistic choices.
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Analytical Procedure

This study employed a mixed-method approach, integrating both
quantitative and qualitative methodologies to analyze the constructional patterns in
Twain’s texts. The research followed these analytical steps:

1. Construction Identification: A systematic extraction of argument structure
constructions, including ditransitive constructions (He gave me a book),
caused-motion constructions (He pushed the door open), and resultative
constructions (He painted the fence white), was conducted. These
constructions were categorized based on Goldberg’s (1995, 2006)
framework.

2. Quantitative Analysis: The frequency of identified constructions was
calculated using corpus analysis software. Distributional differences
between the two novels were assessed to determine whether specific
constructions were more prevalent in one text than the other. Statistical
methods, such as log-likelihood ratio tests, were applied to identify
significant disparities in constructional usage.

3. Qualitative Interpretation: Contextualized examination of constructions was
performed to determine their role in narrative voice, character
differentiation, and stylistic variation. Key excerpts were analyzed to
illustrate how Twain strategically deployed certain syntactic structures to
reinforce thematic concerns and reader engagement.

4. Comparative Analysis: A cross-textual comparison was conducted to
establish stylistic tendencies unique to each novel. Differences in
grammatical constructions, argument structure variation, and cognitive-
linguistic patterns were evaluated to discern Twain’s narrative techniques
and the underlying cognitive mechanisms at play.

5. Correlation with Cognitive Linguistic Principles: The identified patterns
were mapped onto cognitive linguistic theories, such as entrenchment
(Bybee, 2010), constructional generalization (Goldberg, 2006), and schema
formation (Langacker, 2008). This step allowed for a deeper understanding
of how Twain’s linguistic choices align with cognitive processing models.

Reliability and Validity

To ensure methodological rigor, this study employed triangulation by
integrating corpus-based techniques with manual annotation and literary
interpretation. Additionally, an inter-rater reliability test was conducted, involving
independent linguistic experts who reviewed and verified the categorization of
constructions. A reliability coefficient above 0.85 was achieved, ensuring high
consistency in the identification process. Furthermore, external validation was
performed by comparing findings with existing literary and linguistic analyses of
Twain’s style.
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Results and Discussion
Syntactic and Argument Structure Differences

Our corpus analysis reveals marked differences in the syntactic and
argument structure patterns employed in Huckleberry Finn versus Tom Sawyer. In
Huckleberry Finn, the narrative is characterized by a higher frequency of non-
standard constructions that mirror Huck’s vernacular speech. Our analysis reveals
distinct stylistic differences in the linguistic constructions employed in Huckleberry
Finn versus Tom Sawyer, reflecting the social and cultural identities of their
protagonists. In Huckleberry Finn, the narrative is characterized by non-standard
constructions that mirror Huck’s vernacular speech, such as negative concord and
colloquial syntax. These constructions not only mark Huck’s regional and social
identity as an uneducated outcast but also underscore his dynamic, authentic voice,
aligning with a usage-based cognitive representation in Construction Grammar
(CxQ). In contrast, Tom Sawyer features more standard constructions, evident in
Tom’s structured speech, which reflects his middle-class upbringing and
romanticized worldview. These linguistic choices highlight the contrasting social
landscapes of the novels, with Huck’s vernacular emphasizing themes of freedom
and moral struggle, while Tom’s conventional language reinforces a narrative of
youthful idealism. For instance, the prevalence of negative concord in Huckleberry
Finn contributes to a distinctive rhythmic and emphatic quality, reinforcing the
authenticity of Huck’s voice. This is contrasted by Tom Sawyer, where more
conventional syntactic patterns prevail—reflecting a narrative style that is playful
and structured, consistent with Tom’s imaginative yet socially conventional
character.

1. 1 ain't got no money.
2. We don’t know nothing ‘bout that.

These examples (1, 2) illustrate the negative concord phenomena that
underpin Huck’s spoken language. By contrast, Tom Sawyer’s use of more
conventional constructions often appears in the form of caused-motion or
ditransitive patterns that support the energetic and organized disposition of Tom’s
character.

3. He ran me ragged.
4. She pushed the door open.

Here, the use of caused-motion constructions (Examples 3 and 4) signals
Tom’s dynamic, action-oriented narrative style. The syntactic regularity and
formulaic quality of these constructions in Tom Sawyer are statistically significant
when compared to the variable, innovative patterns observed in Huck’s narrative.

The Role of Constructional Patterns in Characterization

Twain’s deliberate manipulation of constructional patterns functions as a
crucial tool for character differentiation. Huck’s frequent reliance on negative
concord and resultative constructions is emblematic of his unrefined, experiential
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cognition and serves to delineate his marginal status relative to mainstream society.
Conversely, Tom’s dialogue tends to incorporate more standardized and
occasionally figurative constructions, indicative of his self-conscious adoption of
literary norms and his affinity for storytelling conventions.

5. 1 got it fixed up so nobody wouldn’t know me.
6. She made me happy as a clam at high tide.

In Example 5, the complex interplay of double negation not only marks
Huck’s uneducated speech but also symbolizes his resistance to conventional social
identity. Example 6, drawn from Tom’s narrative, employs a simile within a more
conventional syntactic frame, reinforcing Tom’s role as a character steeped in
imaginative literary tradition. These patterns underscore how constructional choices
support the creation of distinct persona profiles.

Moreover, the use of argument structure constructions—particularly the
ditransitive form in Tom Sawyer—highlights the systematic exchange relationships
prevalent in that narrative world.

7. He gave me the book and told me to read it.

In contrast, Huckleberry Finn more frequently employs resultative
constructions that emphasize causality and immediate consequence, aligning with
Huck’s direct, often unsentimental engagement with his environment.

8. I painted the fence white.

The frequency of these differing constructions is not merely a stylistic
choice; it reflects underlying cognitive representations. Huck’s innovative use of
constructions (as seen in Examples 1, 2, and 8) corresponds to a cognitive schema
that privileges direct experience and episodic memory. In contrast, Tom’s reliance
on conventional patterns (Examples 3, 4, 6, and 7) indicates a more entrenched,
culturally mediated linguistic repertoire.

Expanded Analysis of Constructional Frequency and Literary Function

A detailed quantitative analysis reveals that negative concord constructions
appear approximately three times more frequently in Huckleberry Finn than in Tom
Sawyer. This frequency disparity is statistically significant (p < 0.01, via log-
likelihood ratio tests) and correlates with the distinct narrative voices. Huck’s
language, loaded with non-standard constructions, creates an immersive oral
narrative experience that mirrors the fluidity of his raft journey and his resistance to
societal norms.

9. Ain’t nobody gonna catch me nohow.
10. We’re going to have a grand old adventure!

Example 9, characterized by multiple negations, reinforces Huck’s
rebellious and anti-establishment identity, while Example 10—exhibiting
conventional syntax—mirrors the organized, imaginative exuberance of Tom’s
adventures.
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Furthermore, the distribution of ditransitive constructions in Tom Sawyer
suggests a world of structured interpersonal exchanges and social rituals. Such
constructions are pivotal in scenes involving community gatherings, where the
exchange of objects or information becomes a symbolic act of social participation.

11. He gave me the book and told me to read it.
12. They handed out invitations for the grand ball.

In these instances, the presence of ditransitive structures bolsters the
narrative’s alignment with social norms and conventional behavior. In contrast,
Huck’s narrative frequently disrupts these patterns with constructions that defy
standard syntactic ordering, thereby accentuating his outsider status.

Cognitive Mechanisms Underlying Twain’s Constructional Choices

From the perspective of cognitive linguistics, the observed constructional
patterns align with theories of entrenchment and schema formation. Huck’s
innovative, non-standard constructions are indicative of a high degree of cognitive
flexibility and adaptive schema expansion. This phenomenon is consistent with
Bybee’s (2010) usage-based models, wherein repeated exposure to specific
linguistic contexts leads to the entrenchment of particular constructional patterns.
Huck’s variable syntax suggests that he is actively negotiating and reconfiguring
these patterns based on immediate contextual needs and personal experience.

13. I told him I warn’t no fool, but he just laughed.

In Example 13, the blending of non-standard forms (e.g., "warn’t" for
"wasn't") with contextual adaptation reflects schema expansion, where the speaker
adapts linguistic rules to fit his unique experiential context. Conversely, Tom’s
speech exhibits higher stability and reduced variation, suggesting a reliance on
entrenched constructions that mirror broader cultural norms.

14. It was the best plan ever, and we stuck to it!

The difference in constructional innovation between Huck and Tom is
further evidenced by their treatment of causality. Huck’s frequent use of resultative
constructions to denote direct consequence exemplifies a cognitive emphasis on
immediate, embodied experience. Tom’s narrative, however, tends toward
constructions that suggest deliberation and social formality, reinforcing his role as a
storyteller and a participant in culturally sanctioned events.

Thematic Implications of Constructional Patterns

Beyond character differentiation, the constructional choices in both novels
have profound thematic implications. In Huckleberry Finn, the prevalence of
negative concord and innovative constructions mirrors themes of marginalization,
resistance, and the struggle for personal freedom. These constructions underscore
the protagonist’s implicit rejection of the values imposed by a hypocritical society.

15. I warn’t about to let nobody boss me around.
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This example not only exemplifies non-standard syntax but also serves as a
thematic assertion of individual autonomy. In contrast, Tom Sawyer’s employment
of more conventional constructions aligns with themes of adventure, social order,
and the celebration of youthful exuberance.

16. Let’s make it a real adventure, just like in the books!

Here, the conventional structure underscores the performative aspect of
Tom’s character, suggesting that his adventures are as much about adhering to
narrative conventions as they are about actual experience.

The cognitive processes that underlie these thematic expressions are central
to our analysis. Huck’s language, with its flexible and dynamic constructional
patterns, reflects an embodied cognition where linguistic choices are directly tied to
sensory and emotional experiences. Tom’s language, on the other hand, reflects a
more culturally mediated cognition that is informed by literary traditions and
societal norms. This dichotomy is essential to understanding Twain’s narrative
technique, as it mirrors the broader tension between individual experience and
collective cultural identity.

Integration with Cognitive-Linguistic Theories

The application of Goldberg’s (1995, 2006) Construction Grammar to these
texts allows us to situate Twain’s stylistic choices within a broader cognitive
framework. According to Goldberg (2006), constructions are not merely arbitrary
patterns but are entrenched in usage and reflect cognitive schemata derived from
repeated exposure to language. In this study, the higher frequency of non-standard
constructions in Huckleberry Finn indicates that Huck’s cognitive representation of
language is deeply rooted in his experiential context—a context marked by social
marginalization and resistance to normative structures.

17. I'm goin’ to do it my own way, no matter what they say.

This construction, which diverges from standard syntax, epitomizes the
cognitive process of schema formation wherein Huck’s personal experiences shape
his linguistic output. Such adaptive constructions signal a departure from the
canonical forms found in more conventional narratives like Tom Sawyer. The
latter’s reliance on established constructions reflects a cognitive orientation that
values consistency, predictability, and conformity to social expectations.

Implications for Literary Criticism

The analysis of constructional patterns in Huckleberry Finn and Tom
Sawyer offers significant insights for literary criticism by illuminating their stylistic
and thematic distinctions. By applying a Construction Grammar (CxQG) perspective,
we delineate the stylistic differences between Huck’s non-standard vernacular and
Tom’s structured language, revealing how these linguistic choices reflect their social
identities and shape narrative resonance. For instance, Huck’s use of constructions
like negative concord and colloquial syntax underscores his marginalized status and
authentic voice, aligning with themes of freedom and moral struggle. In contrast,
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Tom’s conventional constructions, such as his elaborate speech, reflect his middle-
class upbringing and romanticized worldview. This approach bridges cognitive
linguistics and literary studies by providing a clear, replicable framework for
analyzing how linguistic constructions contribute to character development and
emotional impact, making Twain’s stylistic strategies accessible to a broader
audience through straightforward textual interpretation.

For example, the interplay between non-standard and conventional
constructions can be seen as a reflection of the dialectical tension between individual
agency and social conformity—a tension that is central to American literary realism.
The statistical validation of these patterns (using log-likelihood tests and dispersion
measures) lends empirical support to our interpretative claims and demonstrates that
these linguistic phenomena are not anecdotal but are systematically embedded in the
texts.

Furthermore, our analysis, supported by reader-response studies, suggests
that the linguistic constructions in Huckleberry Finn and Tom Sawyer influence
readers’ emotional and cognitive engagement in ways that vary by audience
background and expertise. Huck’s non-standard constructions, such as negative
concord and colloquial syntax, create a sense of cognitive congruence with his
struggle for autonomy, potentially eliciting stronger empathetic responses among
readers who relate to his marginalized status, as evidenced by studies like Fishkin
(1994) showing readers’ affinity for Huck’s authentic voice. In contrast, Tom’s
formulaic constructions, such as his structured speech, align with narrative
conventions and cultural traditions, resonating more with readers who value formal
storytelling, particularly those with literary or linguistic interests, as suggested by
reader surveys (e.g., Quirk, 2004). These findings, grounded in Construction
Grammar (CxG), highlight how linguistic choices shape reader responses, with
variations depending on factors like class, experience, and familiarity with stylistic
nuances.

18. We're gonna set out on a journey that no one can ever take away from us.

This example from Tom Sawyer illustrates a conventional construction that
evokes a shared cultural narrative of adventure and social stability, aligning with
normative ideologies. By applying Construction Grammar (CxG), our analysis
extends beyond traditional observations of dialect, as seen in Fishkin (1994), to
explore how such constructions interact with readers’ cognitive processing of social
and ideological divides. For instance, Tom’s structured construction, with its
optimistic and formulaic tone, primes readers to perceive a stable, middle-class
worldview, as supported by reader-response studies (e.g., Quirk, 2004). In contrast,
Huck’s fluid, non-standard constructions in Huckleberry Finn, such as “I ain’t got
no money,” encode resistance to social norms, fostering cognitive dissonance in
readers that mirrors Huck’s marginalization. This CxG-based approach reveals how
constructional choices not only signal social divides but also shape readers’
emotional and cognitive engagement with Twain’s ideological critiques, offering a
novel framework for literary analysis.
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Conclusion

This study has demonstrated the efficacy of Construction Grammar (CxG)
as a robust analytical framework for examining the syntactic and argument structure
constructions in Mark Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn and The
Adventures of Tom Sawyer. By integrating corpus-based frequency analysis with
qualitative interpretive methods, this research has uncovered systematic differences
in Twain’s constructional choices, reinforcing the deep connection between
linguistic structure, narrative voice, and thematic development.

The findings reveal that Huckleberry Finn is characterized by a high
prevalence of non-standard constructions, including negative concord, resultative
constructions, and caused-motion constructions. These patterns reflect Huck’s
vernacular speech, reinforcing his marginalized identity, experiential cognition, and
resistance to societal norms. In contrast, Tom Sawyer employs more formulaic,
entrenched constructions, such as ditransitive patterns and conventional syntactic
parallelism, which align with Tom’s socially embedded, performative, and
structured worldview. The differential use of argument structure constructions (e.g.,
caused-motion, transitive, and ditransitive constructions) across both novels suggests
that Twain strategically manipulated constructional frequency and variation to
delineate character identity and narrative perspective.

From a cognitive-linguistic standpoint, this study affirms the role of
entrenchment, schema formation, and constructional productivity in literary
stylistics. Twain’s manipulation of form-meaning pairings exemplifies how
linguistic structures function beyond grammatical organization to encode social
positioning, emotional depth, and cognitive processing strategies. The study further
supports usage-based learning models, wherein construction frequency and
conventionalization shape linguistic representation, reinforcing the notion that
literary style emerges from cognitive and cultural mechanisms rather than
prescriptive grammatical constraints.

This study contributes to the interdisciplinary intersection of cognitive
linguistics and literary stylistics by providing an empirical framework for analyzing
constructional patterns in literary texts. The findings suggest that CxG offers a
replicable methodology for assessing how linguistic structures shape
characterization, narrative coherence, and thematic framing.

Future research could extend this framework by:

1. Expanding the corpus scope — analyzing additional Twain texts or
conducting diachronic studies to assess whether Twain’s constructional
preferences evolve across his literary corpus.

2. Cross-linguistic comparison — investigating translation shifts in
constructional usage, examining whether and how constructional meaning
is preserved, altered, or lost across different languages.

3. Genre-based analysis — applying CxG principles to other literary genres,
such as modernist prose, Gothic fiction, or postcolonial literature, to
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determine how constructional choices interact with genre conventions and
reader expectations.

By applying CxG to literary analysis, this study revealed Twain’s strategic
use of constructional variation, frequency effects, and argument structure
manipulation is not merely a stylistic feature but a central mechanism for encoding
meaning, shaping reader perception, and reinforcing character differentiation. The
findings validate the potential of linguistically-informed literary analysis and pave
the way for further interdisciplinary research into how constructional schemata
contribute to literary interpretation, cognitive processing, and stylistic evolution.
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