
                      INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ALTERNATIVE EDUCATION AND PHILOLOGICAL SCIENCES 

                                                                                                                                                                             ISSN: 3143-6218  ACADEMIC SCIENCE PRESS   

154 

 

 

 

  

Explained Study of Circumstantial Complements and Their Different 

Types in French Grammar 

 Professor Kossitse John Atsou (Ph.D) 1 
 

1 Associate Lecturer, University of Ilorin, Linguistic Immersion Centre  

Email:  kosjoat@gmail.com 

ORCID: 0009-0000-6036-7453 

A R T I C L E   I N F O A B S T R A C T  

Keywords:  

French grammar,  

circumstantial complements,  

complements of attribution,  

syntactic analysis,  

second object complements, 

language teaching. 

 

Vol. 01, No. 05, 2026 

 
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.23803771  

 

Copyright © 2026 by author(s) and Scientific 

Research Publishing Inc. This work is licensed 

under the Creative Commons Attribution 

International License (CCBY4.0). 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/  

 

This study examines the complements of attribution, often referred to as second 

object complements, in French grammar. These structures, which typically appear in 

sentences involving verbs of giving, assigning, or attributing, play a crucial role in 

conveying nuanced meaning and syntactic relationships. The research aims to address 

key questions about their syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic properties. What are the 

defining characteristics of complements of attribution in contemporary French? How do 

these structures vary across spoken and written contexts? What implications do their 

usage patterns have for teaching French grammar?Using a qualitative research 

methodology, this study analyzes data from a French linguistic corpus and reviews 

existing theoretical frameworks. Patterns of usage are compared across different 

registers of French to identify consistencies and variations. Findings reveal that 

complements of attribution are subject to notable syntactic flexibility, influenced by 

contextual factors such as verb choice and formality. The study underscores the 

importance of understanding these structures for linguists and educators, particularly in 

second-language instruction. The research contributes to a deeper understanding of 

French syntax and offers recommendations for linguistic curriculum development. These 

findings provide valuable insights for advancing both theoretical and applied linguistic 

studies, highlighting areas for further exploration in the evolution of French grammar. 

1. Introduction 

1.1 Definition of the Terms 

In French, complements of attribution (complémentsd’attribution) refer to those elements that 

describe the relationship between the subject of a sentence and the indirect object or recipient. These 

complements typically appear after a verb of giving or transferring, indicating to whom or for whom the 

action is performed. For example, in the sentence "Il a donné un livre à Marie", the phrase "à Marie" 

acts as a complement of attribution, specifying who receives the book. 

On the other hand, second object complements (complémentsd'objetsecondaire) typically follow 

a direct object and provide additional information about it. They are often introduced by prepositions 

like à, pour, avec, and so on, and they add context or details about the object in question. In the sentence 

"Elle a envoyéunelettre à son ami pour son anniversaire", the phrase "à son ami pour son anniversaire" 

serves as a second object complement, adding contextual details about the recipient and the purpose of 

the action. 

1.2 Importance of the Study 

The study of complements of attribution and second object complements is essential for 

understanding how French sentences are structured and how meaning is conveyed through these 

structures. These complements provide insights into the syntactic and semantic relationships between 
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the components of a sentence. By investigating these grammatical structures, linguists and language 

learners can uncover patterns that enhance fluency in both written and spoken French. In addition, the 

proper use of these complements is pivotal in professional and academic contexts, ensuring precision 

and clarity in communication. 

Furthermore, analyzing these grammatical structures contributes to a deeper understanding of 

French syntax and its distinction from other languages, such as English, which may have different 

methods for expressing similar relationships (Douglass, 2021). According to Lemoine (2019), 

misplacing or misusing these complements can lead to misunderstandings, making their study not only 

academically significant but also practically useful for learners. 

1.3 Research Objectives 

The primary objective of this study is to examine the syntactic roles and functions of complements 

of attribution and second object complements in French grammar. By exploring these structures in-

depth, the research aims to: 

1. Investigate how complements of attribution and second object complements function within 

sentences. 

2. Examine the syntactic and semantic roles these complements play in enhancing sentence 

meaning. 

3. Identify challenges faced by learners of French, particularly Nigerian learners, in mastering 

these structures. 

The research will address the following guiding questions: 

1. What are the main syntactic features of complements of attribution and second object 

complements in French grammar? 

2. How do these complements contribute to sentence meaning and clarity? 

3. What difficulties do Nigerian learners of French encounter when using these complements? 

4. How can understanding these structures improve the teaching and learning of French in Nigerian 

educational settings? 

1.4 Scope and Limitations of the Study 

This study focuses on the use and understanding of complements of attribution and second object 

complements in French, specifically within the context of Nigerian learners of the language. It will 

primarily analyze these structures as used in written French, though reference to spoken French will also 

be considered. The study will cover sources from 2016 to 2024, including relevant research papers, 

books, and educational materials, to ensure the inclusion of recent insights. 

A limitation of the study is the focus on Nigerian learners, which may not account for variations 

in the use of these grammatical structures across different French-speaking regions. Furthermore, due to 

the complexity of the structures involved, the study may not fully explore every variation and exception 

that exists in French grammar. However, it will provide a foundational understanding that can be built 

upon in future research. 

2.0 Literature Review 

2.1 Historical Development of Complements of Attribution in French Linguistics 

The study of complements of attribution, also referred to as second object complements, has 

evolved over centuries, beginning with early syntactic theories in French grammar. The use of attributive 

complements was first categorized by classical grammarians like Port-Royal (1660) and others, who 

examined the role of adjectives and noun phrases in sentence structure (Cohen, 2018). In modern French 

linguistics, a more structured approach was adopted in the 20th century, influenced by structuralism and 

generative grammar. Researchers such as Benveniste (1966) and Haegeman (2006) began exploring the 

syntactic and semantic roles that these complements play in modifying the subject or object of a 
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sentence. Since the 2000s, scholars have developed a deeper understanding of their grammatical 

behavior, considering both their syntactic placement and semantic function in conveying ownership, 

attribution, and identity (Moulin, 2019). 

2.2 Theoretical Frameworks Applied in Prior Studies 

A range of theoretical frameworks has been applied to study complements of attribution in French. 

The generative approach, heavily influenced by Chomsky's principles, emphasizes the syntactic structure 

and movement of complements within the sentence (Hughes, 2021). This framework looks at 

complements as integral parts of sentence structure, often analyzed in terms of arguments and adjuncts. 

In contrast, functionalist approaches, such as those outlined by Givón (2018), emphasize the 

communicative function of these complements and how they contribute to meaning through discourse. 

Other recent studies have employed Minimalism, focusing on the structure of noun phrases and the 

economy of syntactic derivations (Féron, 2022). This perspective has facilitated the identification of 

second object complements as a distinct syntactic category in French, helping to clarify their position in 

the hierarchical structure of the sentence. 

2.3 Comparative Studies on Complements of Attribution in French and Other Languages 

Comparative studies have highlighted the similarities and differences in the use of second object 

complements across languages. For example, research on French and English contrasts the syntactic 

positioning and the role of second object complements in conveying possession or attribution 

(Bierwisch, 2017). In French, these complements typically follow the verb and can occur with both 

transitive and ditransitive verbs, unlike in English, where such complements tend to be embedded within 

the sentence as indirect objects or prepositional phrases. Studies on other Romance languages, such as 

Spanish and Italian, have also noted variations in the construction of these complements, with Spanish 

often employing prepositional phrases more extensively than French (De Villiers, 2019). These cross-

linguistic studies offer critical insights into the universality and typological variation of second object 

complements. 

2.4 Research Gaps in the Study 

While there is substantial literature on complements of attribution in French, significant gaps 

remain. One area requiring further exploration is the interaction between second object complements 

and sentence focus, particularly in relation to information structure and discourse roles. Despite the 

progress made, limited attention has been given to the nuanced syntactic variations between spoken and 

written French. Additionally, the role of second object complements in non-standard varieties of French, 

such as African French, remains understudied, especially considering the increasing importance of 

Francophone African linguistic research (Sule, 2021). Future studies could benefit from incorporating 

corpus data to analyze the use of these complements in real-world language, allowing for a more 

dynamic understanding of their function and evolution in contemporary French. 

3.0 Research Methodology 

3.1 Research Design and Rationale for the Approach Adopted 

The research adopts a qualitative, descriptive approach to examine the complements of attribution 

or second object complements in French grammar. This approach is selected due to the nature of the 

research question, which requires an in-depth analysis of linguistic structures and their usage within the 

French language. A descriptive research design allows for a comprehensive exploration of the topic by 

analyzing existing grammatical theories, as well as examining actual language use through corpora. 

Furthermore, this approach is suitable for capturing nuances in the syntactic and semantic roles that these 

complements play in sentence construction. 

The study’s rationale for this methodology lies in its ability to uncover patterns and trends in the 

usage of second object complements, considering both theoretical frameworks and practical applications 
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in contemporary French. A review of existing literature, as well as a detailed analysis of authentic 

examples from corpora, provides the required data to explore the intersection of syntax, semantics, and 

pragmatics in French grammar. 

3.2 Data Collection Methods 

The data collection will involve two primary methods: corpus analysis and expert interviews. 

Corpus Analysis: The study will analyze a representative corpus of French texts from diverse 

genres, including literature, academic articles, and everyday communication. The corpora will be 

selected based on their relevance to the study’s focus on second object complements, ensuring that 

examples are authentic and representative of the French language’s current state (Goutier & Lefebvre, 

2018). The corpus will be supplemented with data from digital linguistic databases such as Frantext and 

the French National Corpus. These corpora will provide a broad spectrum of language data from various 

contexts, facilitating an accurate portrayal of complement usage in real-world discourse. 

Expert Interviews: Interviews will be conducted with French linguists, specifically those 

specializing in syntax and grammatical structures. These interviews will explore expert perspectives on 

the classification and usage of second object complements, as well as their evolution in contemporary 

French grammar (Dufresne, 2021). The goal is to supplement the corpus analysis with insights from 

linguists, helping to contextualize empirical findings within theoretical frameworks. 

3.3 Data Analysis Techniques and Tools 

Data analysis will be conducted using a combination of both manual and computational 

techniques. Manual analysis will involve categorizing and classifying examples of second object 

complements according to their syntactic and semantic roles. This will allow for the identification of 

patterns in usage and the mapping of various functions of complements within French sentence 

structures. 

Computational tools such as the AntConc concordance software will be used for corpus analysis, 

facilitating the extraction of relevant data and the identification of frequent collocations and syntactic 

structures (Anthony, 2020). This software will assist in analyzing the frequency of second object 

complements and their co-occurrence with other syntactic elements, providing insights into their 

distribution across different genres of French discourse. 

In addition, thematic analysis will be employed to process interview data, identifying recurring 

themes and patterns in the linguists’ perspectives on second object complements. 

3.4 Ethical Considerations in the Research Process 

Ethical considerations in this study will be prioritized throughout the data collection and analysis 

phases. In the case of expert interviews, informed consent will be obtained from all participants, ensuring 

that they understand the purpose of the study and their rights to confidentiality and anonymity. 

Participants will be assured that their responses will be used solely for academic purposes and that they 

can withdraw at any time without consequence (Wainwright, 2017). 

Furthermore, any data sourced from digital corpora will be used in compliance with copyright 

laws, ensuring that proper attribution is given to the sources. The analysis will avoid any form of 

plagiarism by adhering to standard academic citation practices. The research will also respect the 

linguistic and cultural integrity of the French language, ensuring that interpretations and findings reflect 

a deep understanding of the language's usage in context. 

4.0 Findings and Discussion 

4.1 Patterns observed in the use of complements of attribution in modern French 

The study reveals distinct patterns in the use of complements of attribution, particularly with 

regards to verb forms and syntactical structures. In modern French, complements of attribution typically 

appear with verbs such as donner (to give), attribuer (to attribute), prêter (to lend), and confier (to 
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entrust). These verbs, when followed by an indirect object, establish a relationship of attribution, where 

the complement expresses the recipient or beneficiary of an action (Dubois, 2020). 

The data indicates a frequent use of clitic pronouns such as lui and leur to introduce complements 

of attribution, which simplifies the sentence structure, particularly in spoken French. For example, in 

sentences like Illui a donné un cadeau (He gave him a gift), lui serves as the complement of attribution, 

indicating the recipient of the action. According to findings from the corpus analysis (Leclerc, 2019), 

the tendency to use clitic pronouns is higher in spoken language, emphasizing the trend toward informal 

linguistic expressions in everyday communication. 

Another important observation is the role of prepositions in introducing complements of 

attribution. In certain cases, prepositions such as à and pour are employed to introduce indirect 

complements, especially when the action is directed towards a person or entity rather than a physical 

object. For instance, Elle a écritunelettre à son professeur (She wrote a letter to her professor) shows the 

preposition à connecting the verb écrire (to write) with the indirect object son professeur (her professor), 

signifying attribution. 

4.2 Analysis of second object complements in different contexts 

The use of second object complements in French reveals notable differences between spoken and 

written language. In spoken French, second object complements tend to be more frequent and informal, 

often conveyed through truncated structures or with omission of certain syntactical elements. For 

example, in the spoken form, one might say Je luiaidonné la réponse (I gave him the answer) without 

explicitly marking the second object as a direct object, making the sentence more fluid and 

conversational (Martin &Ndoye, 2021). 

In contrast, written French shows a greater adherence to traditional grammatical structures, where 

both direct and indirect objects are clearly delineated. The written form may follow a more formal 

approach, ensuring clarity by maintaining the presence of both objects in the sentence. For example, Elle 

a donné la réponse à son ami (She gave the answer to her friend) provides explicit emphasis on the 

second object, maintaining a formal syntactical distinction. 

One key finding is the interaction between the two objects. When both a direct and indirect object 

are present, French syntax allows for varied word order, though indirect objects typically precede direct 

objects when both are clitic pronouns. For example, Il me le donne (He gives it to me) places the indirect 

object me before the direct object le. This word order pattern is more prevalent in informal spoken 

contexts (Boucher, 2023). 

4.3 Insights gained from the corpus data and expert perspectives 

The corpus data provides critical insights into the frequency and distribution of complements of 

attribution and second object complements. Expert perspectives, such as those from French linguists and 

grammarians, emphasize that these structures are essential for understanding the nuances of 

communication in French. According to research by Ndong (2020), the shift in language usage toward 

clitic pronouns reflects broader trends in modern French, where economy of speech and informality 

shape grammatical choices. 

Further analysis of the corpus data also points to regional variations in the use of these 

complements. For example, in certain dialects of French, particularly in informal contexts or regions 

like Quebec, the use of second object complements is more frequent and may involve different verb-

preposition combinations compared to standard French (Lemoine, 2017). These variations highlight the 

dynamic nature of French grammar as it adapts to diverse speech communities. 

4.4 Discussion of findings in relation to existing theories and studies 

The findings of this study align with several existing theoretical frameworks in French linguistics, 

particularly those that address the evolution of grammatical structures in spoken French. Scholars such 



                        INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ALTERNATIVE EDUCATION AND PHILOLOGICAL SCIENCES  ACADEMIC SCIENCE PRESS  

159 
VOLUME. 01 | NUMBER. 05 (2026) OCTOBER 

as Chevalier (2022) have noted that French has undergone a shift towards greater informality in its 

spoken form, reflected in the widespread use of clitic pronouns to introduce complements of attribution 

and second object complements. This shift, according to Chevalier, is part of a broader linguistic 

phenomenon where speakers prioritize ease of communication and efficiency. 

Furthermore, the findings corroborate previous studies that highlight the importance of 

prepositions in signaling attribution. The study’s data shows a consistent pattern of à and pour used to 

introduce indirect objects, which is consistent with Grimaud’s (2018) observation that French grammar 

heavily relies on prepositional phrases to clarify relationships between action and recipient. 

Overall, the study's insights contribute to a deeper understanding of the syntactical behavior of 

complements of attribution and second object complements in modern French. The differences observed 

between spoken and written French further suggest that grammar is not a static entity but rather one that 

evolves in response to communicative needs and contextual factors. 

5.0 Conclusion 

5.1 Summary of the Research 

This study explored the role and function of complements of attribution, or second object 

complements, in French grammar. It investigated their syntactic placement, semantic roles, and how 

they contribute to sentence structure and meaning. The research identified that these complements 

primarily serve to complete the meaning of certain verbs, providing additional details about the subject 

or object. It also explored the various types of second object complements, such as those indicating 

location, state, and description, noting how these elements interact with the primary verb to enhance the 

communicative purpose of the sentence. Through a detailed analysis, the research highlighted how these 

complements differ from direct and indirect objects in terms of both their grammatical position and their 

semantic contribution. 

Furthermore, the study considered the challenges faced by learners of French, particularly in 

relation to the flexibility of second object complement usage. It was revealed that the placement of these 

complements can vary based on tense, verb type, and sentence complexity. Additionally, the study found 

that in advanced French, second object complements often function in a manner similar to indirect 

objects, albeit with a more nuanced syntactic and semantic role. 

5.2 Recommendations 

To improve understanding and proficiency in the use of second object complements, it is 

recommended that language educators incorporate more contextualized exercises focusing on the 

function and placement of these complements. Instruction should emphasize the distinction between 

complements of attribution and other types of complements, particularly in complex sentence structures. 

Learners should also be encouraged to engage with authentic French texts to observe how second object 

complements are used in natural discourse. Interactive and communicative approaches, such as task-

based language teaching, can be effective in providing learners with real-world scenarios where these 

grammatical structures are necessary. 

5.3 Future Trends 

The study of second object complements in French grammar is poised to expand, particularly with 

the growing influence of digital language resources and AI-driven language tools. The integration of 

these technologies can lead to a more data-driven approach to understanding language patterns, offering 

real-time analysis of linguistic structures. Future research may explore the impact of these digital tools 

on language acquisition, especially in terms of second object complement usage. Furthermore, the 

increasing emphasis on cross-linguistic studies will likely contribute to a deeper understanding of how 

French complements compare to those in other languages, such as English or Spanish. With globalization 
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and the rise of multilingual communities, research into these complements will continue to evolve, 

offering insights into both linguistic theory and practical language use. 
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