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COMPLÉMENT, COMPLÉMENTATION, COMPLÉTUDE 

COMPLEMENT, COMPLEMENTATION, COMPLETENESS 

In France, the notion of complément was introduced when analyzing the sentence after a 

two-century long process (over the 17th -18 th centuries). This new notion, which appeared in the 

Encylopédie, the 18th-century French encyclopaedia (under the articles "Régime" (government) 

and "Construction" (structure), followed the desire to go beyond a binary logical analysis, i.e. a 

type of Subject-Predicate analysis, which left no unanalyzed residue, because all constituents 

necessarily belong either to the Subject group or to the Predicate group (Ducrot & Todorov 

1972). The term complément refers then to problems of government or rection of words in a 

sentence and differs from the syntactic function (as it relates to the distinction between subject 

and predicate), but also from the sentence structure (i.e. the internal organization of the sentence). 

As for the term complémentation, it is another way of referring to the complement, although 

complémentation is often used to group together the specific cases of complements, cf. The 

Querler (2012), Abeillé and Goddard (1996) but also Crystal (1997). 

We may consider the basis of the complementation functions which differ from the 

Subject Predicate type: such as the word complément implies, the question is about a believed 

impossibility for a unit (or a constituent) to express a complete idea. But in enunciativist 

approaches for example, the real location for constructing the meaning is the utterance, and no 

unit (or constituent) is capable of expressing a complete idea in itself: should we then say that any 

element in an utterance (a determiner, a subordinating conjunction, etc.) is actually a 
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complement? Should we then abolish the distinction between the subject function and the 

complementary function (the subject is not traditionally seen as a complement), as Tesniere and 

then Martinet attempted to do, by projecting a form of complementation in any function? On this 

point, we can also consider the specificity of Culioli’s approach, in which complements refer to 

the arguments of the verb or predicate (zero-rank complement, n-rank complement, where n is 

different from zero). And, besides, is a complementation relationship only possible between 

units, or can / should we envisage other forms of interaction between units? 

We may also consider how valid some typologies are. Thus, in French, relation 

complements (eg: nécessaire à la vie, necessary to life) and determination complements (eg: 

l'article de Dumarsais (Dumarsias’ article), renoncer à une hypothèse (to abandon an 

assumption) are commonly and traditionally distinguished. Is the distinction superficial, or even 

artificial, or is it based on morphosyntactic differences? What does this distinction bring to the 

description of the French language: how does it help give a closer look at the notion of 

"complément"? Is it still valid for languages other than French in general linguistics? And if yes, 

does it offer a particular interest in a contrastive point of view? 

Another traditional distinction among complements is the distinction between arguments 

(actants) and circumstants (adjuncts) a way of identifying them (among others) is to say that 

there may be many adjuncts in a given proposition (a complément + locative complément + goal 

complément , etc.) , whereas there can be only one object complément (at least only one rank-1 

complément and only one rank-2 complément, corresponding to the second object 

complément). Under these conditions, what can be said about a constituent such as money in the 

bank has been money-laundering cash from various countries? Many languages have 

constructions which can be compared to that English utterance: should a "complement of internal 

(or integrated) object" and a "complement of external object" be distinguished, and again, what 

does this distinction bring to general linguistics? 

Among the compléments completing the meaning contained in the verb, the diversity of 

constructions can raise many questions. They can be either nominal complements or verbal 

complements (for example, infinitive complements to the infinitive in French), or even 

complementary propositions (eg: after the verbs think and believe).Can complémentation be 

considered as a general process that goes beyond these grammatical distinctions (for example, on 

a semantic or cognitive level), or are they actually intrinsically different complementary 

mechanisms? 

If we stick to the verbal domain, let’s now take the example of a language with an oral 

tradition such as the Ikwerre language (a Niger-Congo language): the verb is always composed of 

two units: a base and a complementing element, such as in            "to run",   
w
a      

w
a   "to cry", 

 te    r  "to dance". Can the second element be reduced to the status of complément? 

In other languages where the description uses the notion of "support verb(s)" (sometimes 

called "light verb(s)"), we may find it relevant to explore this notion: to what extent does the 

word use in have a use [z], or usage in faire usage, or a dressing down in give sb a good dressing 

down are complements to the respective verbs? 
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Another way of approaching the "complément" question is to analyze the different parts in 

compound words. In languages where composition is analyzed, what can be said about the status 

of these parts? In the following French example: Sous leurs abat-jour de métal, les bougies de 

cire des deux candélabres n'éclairent que la large table encombrée d'atlas ... (F. Coppée), is jour 

a complement word to the verb abattre? On what basis can this notion be defended, and how 

interesting is it for its description? 

We can also examine the idea according to which there are gaps in a meaning  (this very 

idea lies under the whole concept of complement) by focusing on a given syntactic category: if 

certain words or constituents are used "to complete" the meaning of others, then particles in 

Germanic languages should be treated as complements to the verb, and this is not the case (in 

English, the word complément is mostly used to refer to the attribute in a restricted meaning); 

similarly, attribute adjectives or relative propositions in French should be treated as complements 

to the name, and again this is not the case, and so on. In a more general way, is it possible to 

clarify the categorical status of compléments in a given language? 

  Finally, in reference to what was said above, we may consider the difference or 

connection between complément and complétude (completeness). In literature on the subject, the 

term completeness is sometimes used as a synonym for complément (Delmas 2006), sometimes 

to refer to a macro-syntactic analysis of a whole text. Thus, in pragmatics, we refer to a strong 

completeness constraint, in relation to the Gricean Maxim of Quantity (Portuguès 2011), or to 

combine syntactic completeness with semantic completeness (Guillaume 1971). 

 

The Linguistics Association CerLiCO (Cercle de Linguistique du Centre et de l'Ouest) and the 

Laboratoire Ligérien de Linguistique (LLL) are pleased to announce the 

“Complément/Complémentarité/complétude) Conference which will take place in Tours (France) 

from 1 to 2 June 2018. 

  

This conference is the thirty-second conference organized by the CerLiCO association. It has 

been designed as the first part of a two-year cycle and will feature empirical studies focusing on 

Complément/complémentarité and complétude. 

Communications can deal with various fields of linguistics (phonology, morphology, syntax, 

semantics, and discourse analysis) or their interface. They necessarily rely on examples from 

oral and / or written corpora.  

Each presentation will last 30 minutes followed by 10 minutes for questions. A session will be 

devoted to poster presentations. Papers that are accepted will be published in the Travaux 

Linguistiques du CerLiCO at the Presses Universitaires de Rennes in 2019. 
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Guidelines for submission  

 

The final date for submissions is set at 30th November 2017. 

Anonymous abstracts for 30-minute presentations (+ 10 minutes for questions) should include a 

title, research questions, approaches and a short bibliography. They should not exceed 2 pages 

(exclusive of references, tables, and figures).  

Abstracts can be written in English or in French and submitted in WORD and PDF formats. 

Each abstract will be double blind peer-reviewed by two members of the scientific committee; 

this requires the paper to be anonymous. 

 

Please indicate in your email: 

- your name, 

- the title of your paper, 

- whether you want an oral presentation or a poster. 

 

Submissions should be sent to cerlico2018@gmail.com 

 

The deadline for all abstracts is November 15
th

, 2017.  

Notification of acceptance will be sent around December 15
th

 2017. 

Date of the conference: 1 and 2 June, 2018. 

Location: Literature, Linguistics and Languages Faculty, University of Tours (France) 

 

 


