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o Preliminaries 

The present paper is an attempt to lay the foundation for Lexical Typology as a new 
kind of linguistic typology.1 The goal of Lexical Typology is to investigate cross­
linguistically significant patterns of interaction between lexicon and grammar. 

To avoid misinterpretations from the outset, we will begin with a lexical semantic 
exercise clarifying the sense of the adjective "lexical" and the compositional nature of 
the term "Lexical Typology" as understood here. The typological approach advocated in 
this paper relies, in the first place, on the development of interdisciplinary lexicon 
research during the past 20 years, in which the modeling of the interaction between 
lexicon and grammar has become a central point of interest. A basic consensus 
emerging from these studies is that lexicon and grammar do not constitute components 
or subject matters of linguistics which would lend themselves to independent 
investigation. Rather, lexicon and grammar represent different perspectives in the 
scientific study of a composite "lexico-grammar", which forms an organie whole (cf. 
Halliday 1992, Gross 1994). 

Proceeding from this empirically well-founded hypothesis, we assume that 
significant typological insights can only be gained through simultaneous consideration 
of 1exicon (lexical semanties, categorial structuring) and gramrnar (semantics and 
structure of grammatical categories). The adjective "lexical" in the expression "Lexical 
Typology" is therefore intended to refer to the "lexical perspective" and the entire 
expression is to be read as "taking a lexical perspective in the typological investigation 
of lexico-grammar". From this it follows that we do not intend a restrictive reading of 
"Lexical Typology" in the sense of a cross-linguistic study of the structure of 
vocabulary ignoring issues of grammatical organization. The typological approach 
propagated here does not directly relate to the tradition of the well-known "subsystem 
typologies" such as "morphological typology", "syntactic typology", etc. The adjectives 
"morphologieal", "syntactic", etc. in these expressions are conceived of as referring to 
distinct linguistic components such as morphology, syntax, etc. based either on the 
assumption that these are autonomous mental modules or on the weak heuristic 
assumption that they can be investigated independently of each other. For example, a 
"syntactic typology" is usually understood as a "typology restricted to the domain of 
syntax" abstracting from regularities in all other components. Thus, a word order 
typology abstracts from cross-linguistic differences in morphological structure or 
compositional principles. It is not in this sense that we want to interpret the term 
"Lexical Typology" here, that is, the adjective "lexical" is not to be understood as 
referring to a distinct linguistic component named "lexicon". Rather, "lexical" refers to 

I This paper was written in connection with a project on Lexical Typology presently carried out at the 
Department of Linguistics of the University of Cologne, Germany. We are greatly indebted to the DFG 
(Germ an Research Society) for financially supporting this project. 
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the perspective from which we attempt to investigate typological regularities of the 
interaction of lexicon and grarnmar. 

The concept of lexico-grarnmar is based on the observation that in the languages 
of the world, the organization of the lexicon (i.e. its semantic and formal structuring) is 
to a large extent dependent on the morphological and syntactic make-up (i.e. on 
constructional resources and the semantics and formal behavior of morphosyntactic 
categories). Such grammatical issues directly control compositionality, categorization 
of lexical items, inherent lexical semantics as opposed to phrasal or sentential 
semantics, and sense relations within lexical items (for instance, ambiguity) and 
between lexical items of the whole lexicon. In turn, grarnmatical entities (either 
classical grarnmatical categories such as subject or constructions such as diatheses) can 
only be understood by recourse to language-specific lexical, especially lexical-semantic, 
regularities. Linguistic research operating with the concept of lexico-grammar tries to 
account for this interweavement of lexical and grarnmatical structuring. Viewed in the 
context of comparative linguistic research, the concept of lexico-grarnmar leads to the 
assumption that we can expect, in different languages, quite divergent patterns of 
interactions between lexicon and grarnmar, and that these divergences are of great 
typological significance. It is therefore proposed that lexical semantics and its 
repercussions on grarnmar be assigned a central role in typological investigations. To 
this end, we will lay much emphasis on the discovery of principles of ambiguity and 
compositionality. These principles are presumably universal on a higher level of 
abstraction but typologically variable in their concrete individual manifestations. They 
therefore strongly influence the make-up of an individual language's grarnmar and 
lexicon. 

The paper is organized as folIows. We will first sketch some of the fundamental 
assurnptions essential for an adequate comparative approach to language (section I). 
We will then proceed to an outline of the role of recent lexicological research as a 
pacemaker for Lexical Typology (section 2). Section 3 will present a few ideas for a 
generalized approach based on these developments. In section 4, we will briefly discuss 
some methodological prerequisites we consider necessary for the intended kind of 
research. 

1 Basic Assumptions and Problems 

Traditional typology has been dominated by an approach which presupposes, as a basis 
for classification, certain substantive entities and structural principles. These entities 
and principles may be valid for certain individual languages from whom they have been 
abstracted and generalized but have empirically been found to not constitute absolute 
universals. Moreover, all prominent typologies ofthe past are grarnmatical typologies in 
which lexical-semantic variability does not play an important role. A well-known 
example of the kind of typology we have in mind here is Greenberg's word order 
typology (Greenberg 1963/1966). lt is based on the following two assumptions: (a) for 
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any language it is possible to identify homogeneous formal entities corresponding to 
"subject", "object" and "verb"; (b) any language possesses a basic word order which can 
be described in terms of these categories. Both assumptions have turned out to be 
empirically false. An obvious conclusion that has been drawn from this state of affairs 
was the attempt to restrict the validity of word order typology to precisely that subset of 
languages which fulfill the two above-mentioned conditions (Comrie 198111989: 35-
36). Another attempt was to preserve the universal validity of the classificatory 
principle by successively replacing "subject", etc. with related but slightly different 
categories (e.g. "subject" with "topic"). According to this modification, basic word 
order could still be conceived of as a universal principle of languages, but it was now 
allowed that the languages display variation with respect to the categories ordered in a 
canonical fashion. 

One can find several paralleIs to these repair strategies - restnctlOn of the 
typological domain to a subset of languages and generalization of the typological 
parameters - in the recent history of linguistics. Another typical example is the 
treatment of configurationality. On the one hand, scholars have opted for a restriction of 
the structural principle of "configurationality" to those languages which meet certain 
conditions such as fixed constituent order, lack of discontinuous expressions, lack of 
"pro-drop", presence of overt "expletive" elements such as English it, there, French il 
(cf. HaIe 1982 and subsequent publications). On the other, attempts are made to define 
configurationality at a more abstract level (cf. E. Kiss 1987, 1995). According to such 
an approach, configurationality can be defined not only with respect to syntactic 
relations but also with respect to discourse entities, etc. 

We think that any kind of typological research today has to cope from the start 
with the following empirical facts: 

(I) a. Substantive grammatical categories, i.e. categories which constitute complex 
configurations of formal and semantic or pragmatic properties in well­
investigated standard languages, do not enjoy a universal status if taken as 
holistic entities. This has been amply demonstrated for categories such as 
"subject" (cf. Keenan 1976) or for distinctions such as that between "mass 
nouns" and "count nouns" (cf. Behrens 1995); in principle, it would be 
demonstrable for any traditional grammatical category. 

b. Structural principles, which in turn are based on substantive and complex 
grammatical categories, can 1ikewise not be postulated as linguistic universals. 
It is clear, for example, that "configurationality" (in the narrow sense) cannot 
be taken as a universal structural principle of natural language (cf. the long 
dispute initiated by Ken HaIe). Likewise, GB's principle that "all clauses have 
a subject" (the "predication principle" inspired by Williams 1980) has been 
invalidated on empirical grounds in a long chain of works over the past 
decades and cannot even be rescued by the pro-drop parameter as Haberland 
and Heltoft (1992) have shown. The same holds true of the "projection 
principle", and so forth. 
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c. Semantic "ingredients" of allegedly universal categories are not distributed in a 
universally predictable way among the lexicon and the grarnrnar or among 
specific parts of the grarnrnar. Individual languages can be expected to exhibit 
different kinds of "division of labor" among the components of a lexico­
grarnrnar (compare, for example, the rudimentary typology of the distribution 
of "aspect-like" and "aktionsart-like" phenomena presented in Sasse 1991). 
Consequently, there is no universal schema for the correlation between lexical 
information and grammatical patterns. 

d. Languages display partial semantic or constructional similarities and 
similarities with respect to meaning variations and structural variations. From 
this it does not follow that it is possible to cross-linguistically identify primary 
senses (basic senses) or primary structures (basic structures) for lexical or 
phrasal units. For instance, we cannot assume that languages which possess an 
"active-like" and a "passive-like" voice always assign primary status to the 
former: In Tagalog, the active-like voice ("actor focus") is clearly not "basic" 
vis-a-vis other voices (cf. Schachter 1977). Likewise, the primary status of a 
linguistic unit's use vis-a-vis other uses in one language does not allow 
conclusions for similar constellations in other languages. For example, the 
spatio-temporally concrete use of a noun is not necessarily more "basic" than, 
say, its use to denote a kind in a taxonomie hierarchy: In Hungarian, for 
instance, a plural referring to sorts ("kinds of... ") does not have a secondary 
status vis-a-vis other types of plural (cf. Sehrens 1995). 

The examples given in (1) a. through (1) d. are characteristic instances of a specific sort 
of typological variation which has for a long time raised questions of cross-linguistic 
comparability and universal generalizability of morphosyntactic and lexical categories, 
structural principles, so-called "markedness" relations and the like. However, these 
variations are not accidental deviations from universal or prototypical grammatical 
categories perrnitting the conclusion that cross-linguistic identification and typological 
evaluation of grarnmatical patterns could be done directly on a semantic and "intuitive 
basis" (cf. Croft (1990: 12-13) and the critique by Matthews (1993: 48)). Rather, these 
variations frequently relate to typologically significant differences in the interlocking 
principles of lexical and grarnrnatical organization. 

Abrief discussion of one of the examples alluded to above will suffice to make 
the issue clear. In European languages there is a strong association between thematic 
roles and their syntactic realization. Diathesis is based on this association combined 
with a hierarchy of syntactic relations with the subject at the top. The primary status of 
actives via-a-vis passives in these languages corresponds to such a hierarchy, which is 
in turn manifested in specific patterns of valency and argument frames being central 
lexical properties of situation expressions (verbs). Passive is thus a method of 
reorganizing argument relations whose basic structure is lexically fixed. 

In Tagalog, there is no association between thematic roles and syntactic relations 
and, consequently, no hierarchy of syntactic relations prototypically related to thematic 
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roles. The "active-like" voice and the "passive-like" voice are two members of a larger 
set of role-marking devices, which are all of equal status and not involved in any kind 
of derivational unidirectionality. Function words marking syntactic relations in Tagalog 
(ang, ng) are therefore not multiply ambiguous with respect to thematic roles. However, 
they express, in addition to their function as syntactic relation markers, certain aspects 
of determination (definiteness, specificity). Thus, Tagalog differs from European 
languages not only In its complete disentanglement of syntadic relations and thematic 
roles but also in the fact that it conflates determination and syntactic relations. This 
conflation has repeatedly led to classifications of these particles as either articles or case 
markers, depending on what the various authors considered as their primary function. 2 

Such a situation may become the source of serious misunderstandings when elements 
with conflated functions are assigned to a "universal" category associated with one of 
the functions and then compared with language-specific "instances" of this category. 
For example, KornailPullum (1990: 34) take for granted that the particle ang in Tagalog 
is an article and present it as counterevidence against cross-linguistic restrictions on the 
syntactic behavior of articles. Those features of ang which make up the counterevidence 
are, of course, due to the "case" function of this particle. 

Moreover, recent approaches to "factorize" primitives of traditional grammar such 
as "syntactic relations" or the "mass/count" distinction have shown that the scientific 
concepts of such categories are often based on the language-specific clustering of 
components in a limited number of well-studied languages which historically 
constituted the empirical input of linguistic theories. For example, the customary 
theoretical treatment of "count nouns" and "mass nouns" is doubtlessly modeled on a 
situation such as found in English with its specific correspondence of the lexical 
semantic properties of nouns, the principles of number marking, the semantics of 
morphological number categories, and the usage of quantifiers and determiners. This 
orientation towards the specific form-meaning correlations in one model language (or a 
few of them) often generates a background of expectations as to the cross-linguistic 
behavior of linguistic units in a certain domain, eventually resulting in a grid which sets 
a frame for questionnaires, tests, etc. 

However, when investigating the equivalents of such categories in other 
languages, one finds that their ingredients may be distributed in quite a different way 
across the different levels of analysis, often resulting in formidable dissimilarities in the 
overall lexico-grammatical organization. To elaborate further on the mass/count 
example, it is weil known that the situation in numeral classifier languages is quite 
dissimilar from that of English in that the behavior of determiners and quantifiers, 
number marking and the lexical semantics of nouns do not at all cluster in the same way 
as in English. This has given rise to extensive discussion in the literature, but the 
different solutions proposed are again typically formulated against the background of an 

2 Für a discussion of various interpretations of these particles as articles or case markers see 
Himmelmann (1983:85fl). Tbe conflation of tbe two functions was pointed out as early as in Blake 
(1925:206). 
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English-type lexicon-gramrnar interaction (for instance statements to the effect that 
there are languages having "only mass nouns" , or which "underspecify the distinction 
between count nouns and mass nouns", or "express the distinction syntactically", and so 
forth). 

What is theproper remedy? As we have seen, the common denominator of 
variations of the kind depicted above is the fact that, in different languages, different 
form-nmction correlations in the lexicon are systematically connected with different 
forrn-function correlations in the grammar. The variability found in these connections 
may be subject to cross-linguistic analysis and classification. We find here a range of 
typological patterns as weil as universal principles. In other words, specific 
constellations in the organization of the gramrnar (gramrnatical patterns) correspond, in 
a typologically significant way, to specific constellations in the organization of the 
lexicon (lexicalization patterns). 

lt is clear that the systematization of such correspondences cannot be achieved as 
long as typological investigation confines itself to overt morphological phenomena. 
Given that the whole enterprise centrally involves semantics, it also involves polysemy 
as an important principle of human language. Largely neglected so far in typological 
studies, regular polysemy, i.e. recurrent patterns of ambiguity, will be of central 
relevance to Lexical Typology. Systematic ambiguities often correlate with grammatical 
contexts (cf. section 2). The study of Lexical Typology has to encompass both cases of 
systematic ambiguities usually restricted to smaller or larger lexical-semantic classes 
within major lexical categories as weil as those cases which affect entire lexical classes 
and result in "ambiguities of sentence semantics" such as the generic vs non-generic use 
of nouns. Moreover, a comprehensive typology of language must also deal with the fact 
that lexical ambiguity in one case may correspond to overt gramrnatical markings in 
another, both within single languages and across languages. 

The considerations presented so far can be summarized in the following three 
basic research goals of Lexical Typology: 

• A typological systematization of the interaction between lexicalization patterns 
and gramrnatical patterns; 

• A cross-linguistic investigation of the distribution of ambiguities across lexicon 
and grammar; 

• An investigation of the types of correspondence between systematic ambiguity 
patterns and morphological operations. 

For obvious reasons it is difficult to find theoretical concepts for dealing with these 
issues in a traditional typological framework. First and foremost, traditional typology 
has a strong morphosyntactic bias with a poor morpheme-based concept of lexicon. 
Second, the investigation of cross-linguistic divergencies and similarities in the 
correspondences between lexicon and grammar presupposes detailed multi -factor 
analyses in individuallanguages, which must precede language comparison. Traditional 
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typology has largely been based on coarse-grained large-sample analysis. Furthermore, 
the patterns and principles we are looking for cannot be discovered by simply 
combining so me of the single independent subsystem typologies hitherto proposed. An 
essential drawback of these typological approaches resides in the fact that they are 
restricted to certain aspects of grarnmatical structure (word structure, linear structure of 
major constituents (word order), general syntacto-semantic pattern of syntactic 
relations, etc.), which do not lend themselves easily to unification into an integrated 
macro-typology. 

To sum up it can be said that an extension of traditional typological approaches 
does not appear to lead to fruitful directions for Lexical Typology. These approaches 
merely allow statements of partial regularities situated on a single level of analysis, rely 
on morpheme glossing and ignore entire lexicalization patterns, which results in serious 
misinterpretations of the constructional apparatus of a language and hence constitutes a 
considerable source of mistakes. In particular, when it comes to less well-documented 
languages a "double standard" is often employed: The degree of methodological 
sophistication standard for languages attested by an enormous amount of material such 
as English or French is hardly ever fulfilled in the investigation of poorly attested 
languages. 

We therefore have to transgress the boundaries of traditional typology and resort 
to work done in other linguistic disciplines. Productive theoretical directions of research 
along these lines have been developed in the framework of recent lexicological work. 
We will now turn to a brief review of some of the issues that have been raised in this 
context. 

2 Current Lexicon Research as a Pacemaker 

2.1 Interdisciplinary Convergence in Lexicon Research 

Increasing interest in lexical subregularities and productive lexical processes during the 
seventies (cf. lackendoff 1975) marks the beginning of a very fruitful development 
resulting from the cooperation of theoretical linguistics, lexicography (in particular 
computational lexicography), computational linguistics and psycholinguistics. The 
following factors have played a prominent part in this converging development: 

(2) a. In the eighties, lexical semantics acquired a central position as an independent 
subdiscipline (cf. Testen et al. 1984; Cruse 1986; Kuczaj/Barrett 1986; 
Hüllen/Schulze 1988; Gorfein 1989; Pustejovsky 1989; Boguraev/Pustejovsky 
1990; LehrerlKittay 1992). Attention was directed to different types of lexical 
ambiguity differences, i.e. to different types of interaction between sense 
variation and context-dependence. Above all, a considerable interest in 
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systematic polysemy was arising (Apresjan 1974/1992; Nunberg 1978, 1979; 
Norrick 1981; Deane 1984; Pustejovsky 1989, 1995; Lehrer 1990). 

b. In syntax-oriented research, the following insight was generally accepted: 
There can be no successful study of syntax without recourse to lexical­
semantic properties. At the same time, it was recognized that the opposite is 
equally tme: Without "an appreciation of the syntactic structure of a language, 
the study of lexica1 semantics is bound to fail" (cf. Pustejovsky 1991: 410). 
The investigation of regular correspondences between lexical-semantic and 
syntactic variation thus became an important research object (cf. Levin 1993). 

c. Cognitive linguistics has made considerable headway in the cognitive 
foundation of semantic dimensions and contributed significantly to stimulate 
research interest in the systematic character and the derivability of metonymie 
and metaphoric relations (cf. Lakoff/Johnson 1980; Fauconnier 1985; Dirven 
1985; Rudzka-Ostyn 1985; Lakoff 1987; Fass 1988, 1993; Martin 1991). 

d. The development in computational lexicography and corpus research has 
created fundamentally new conditions for the investigation of lexical 
microstmcture and paradigmatic subregularities. It has developed methods and 
tools for the extraction and systematization of lexical information (i.e. both 
lexical-semantic information and information about syntactic behavior) from 
large data corpora (i.e. text corpora and dictionaries ) (cf. Zernik 1991 a; 
BoguraevlBriscoe 1989; Wilks et al. 1988; Krovetz 1991 ; Slator 1991; Zernik 
1991b; Atkins 1987; JustesonIKatz 1991, 1993; Smajda 1991; 
AnickIPustejovsky 1990; Pustejovsky et al. 1993; Caizolari/Bindi 1990; Byrd 
1989; Rizk 1989; IdeN eronis 1990; BoguraevlPustejovsky 1990; Klavansl 
ChodorowlWacholder 1990; Calzolari 1991; Klavans/Tzoukerman 1990; 
Kilgariff 1991; Bindi et al. 1991; AhJswede 1993). Ofparticular relevance for 
the present approach is the systematization of machine-readable dictionaries 
and the extraction of systematic patterns of ambiguity and lexical-syntactic 
correspondences (cf. AtkinslKegllLevin 1986, 1988) which have led to insights 
of entirely new quality. This research is based on language-independent 
methods which render their application to typologically dissimilar languages 
possible (cf. Behrens 1994 on the results of Tagalog dictionary comparison). 

Recent interdisciplinary lexicon research thus offers a host of new concepts and 
methods for the analysis of the interaction between lexicon and grarnmar. In particular, 
there is common agreement on a number of principles which have become standard in 
both theoretical and application-oriented lexicon research and which can be fruitfully 
exploited in the typological comparison of languages (cf. Zampolli 1994; Walker et al. 
1995b): 

(3) a. There is a great number of lexical-semantic and lexical-grarnmatical aspects 
(dimensions), according to which lexical units can and must be cross-classified 
(cf. Walker et al. 1995b). 

b. Lexical decomposition is feasible . It cannot be expected, however, that certain 
types of features (for instance aspectual features for verbs) covering certain 
lexical-semantic properties will express all aspects of word meaning in terms 
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of language-independent semantic representation. Nowadays, semantic 
decomposition is no longer strongly connected with the aim of differentiating 
alilexical elements in a language. Rather, it is often only partially executed for 
controlling some lexical-grammatical regularities (cf. Sanfilippo 1992). 
Employed in this way, it is a very useful tool. Furthermore, it is generally 
accepted that we must distinguish between language-independent 
("interlingual") features öf lexical decomposition and language-specific 
features. Nevertheless, there is general agreement that rich multi dimensional 
representations of subtle distinctions are desirable both in the context of single 
language studies and cross-linguistic studies. Multidimensional and highly 
structured representations have turned out to be particularly suitable in the 
multilingual environment, i.e. in the context of typological studies and in the 
context of computationallinguistic applications such as machine translation or 
multilingual databases (cf. Talmy 1975, 1985; Pustejovsky 1989; Walker et al. 
1995a). 

c. There are regular correlations (or "alternations") between differing semantic 
interpretations of single lexical forms and their occurring in differing syntactic 
environments, which are central to the understanding of ambiguity, 
compositionality, and the interaction between syntax and lexicon (cf. 
Pustejovsky 1991). 

d. The translation equivalents of members of a lexical class established in the 
source language on the basis of certain specific linguistic properties do not 
necessarily constitute a uniform class in the target language as weil but may be 
distributed across different classes (cf. Zampolli 1994: 4). 

e. Translation equivalence can often be achieved only at the phrasal or sentential 
level. The "Iexical and structural mismatches" or "translation mismatches", 
which are observed in such cases, can frequently be attributed to divergent 
lexicalization patterns, which, in combination with divergent grarnmatical 
patterns, result in differences in compositionality (cf. Sanfilippo 1992; Dorr 
1992/1993). 

2.2 Talmy's Approach 

Of particular interest in the present connection is recent work done by Leonard Talmy 
(1985, 1988a, 1988b, 1991a, 199Ib). In this work tluee linguistic concepts playa key 
role: the concept of conflation of semantic components; the concept of multiple usage 
regularly corresponding with different environments and constituting lexicalization 
patterns; and the concept of semantic domains within which varying lexicalization 
patterns may be found. 

Conflation of Semantic Components 

The basic units of Talmy's typology are form-meaning relations. He proceeds from the 
assumption that the relationship between meaning and form in natural language is 
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largely not one-to-one. We share this asswnption and regard it as a fundamental 
methodological principle: A combination of semantic components can be expressed by 
a single form, and a single semantic component (or type of component) can be 
expressed by a combination of forms. This may be called the "principle of conflation", 
i.e. the lexical integration of several semantic components. The phenomenon of 
conflation is well-known from grammatical morphemes (cf. the notion of "portmanteau 
morphemes"); it has long been recognized as a characteristic of the fusional technique 
of inflectional morphology as evident in languages such as Indo-European. This 
principle is now employed by Talmy in the description of lexical units and their 
typological comparison. A classical example of typological variation in conflation 
patterns is the difference between Germanic and Romance languages in the treatment of 
semantic components in verbs of motion. Whereas Germanic languages usuaUy conflate 
the semantic component of MANNER with the component of MOTION (cf. Eng!. jloat) 
and express the semantic component PATH as a locative preposition (into, out o/), 
Romance languages usually integrate the PATH rather than the MANNER component 
in the verbs (Span. entrar, salir). With such PATH verbs, the MANNER component 
can be optionally realized by a gerund form from a special MANNER verb (flotando): 

(4) a. ENG: 
SPAN: 

b. ENG: 
SPAN: 

The bOllle jloated into the cave. 
La boteUa entr6 a la cueva (flotando). 
The bOllle jloated out 0/ the cave. 
La bote/la saM de la cueva (flotando). 

Lexicalization Patterns with Systematically Related Uses 

Moreover, the English verb jloat has two systematically related uses: in the first one 
(float\) the PATH component is not expressed in the sentence at all; in the second one 
(floGt,) it is expressed by a directional phrase (cf. (5)). Thus, the English sentences 
under (4) contrasted with the Spanish sentences illustrate only the second use of the 
lexical form jloat. In contrast to this use (float,), the semantic component of MOTION 
is not incorporated in the verb form when it is used without a directional PP (float\) , or, 
to put it in Talmy's words, in this case "the verb jloGt refers to the buoyancy relation 
between an object and a medium" (1985: 64). These two different uses can be proved 
and demonstrated by two different sentence paraphrases, where (a) the grammatical 
instance of jloat\ can be substituted by and is connected through "usage equivalence" 
(in Talmy's terminology) to a grammatical instance of a stative expression (like be 
ajloat) and (b) the grammatical instance ofjloat, is "usage equivalent" to a grammatical 
instance of a construction consisting of the verb move together with an infinite form of 
jloat used in the first sense. Note that the differing paraphrases in (5) make visible 
whether or not the relevant semantic component (MOTION) is incorporated in the verb: 
The paraphrase for the second use contains the verb move and is comparable to the 
preferred Spanish construction in expressing a MANNER verb as an infinite form 
(move jloating). 
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(5) a. The craft floated, on a cushion of air. 

Paraphrase: The craft was afloat on a cushion of air. 
Usage equivalence:float, = be afloat 

b. The craft floated, into the hangar on a cushion of air. 

Paraphrase: The craft moved into the hangar floating, on a cushion of air. 
Usage equivalence:float, = move floating, 

Talrny calls such multiple uses "lexicalization doublets", emphasizing the fact that 
"lexicalization doublets" occurring in a recurrent fashion in the lexicon of a single 
language may constitute typologically significant lexicalization patterns. Thus 
discovering multiple uses by a controlled method of paraphrasing is an essential step in 
deterrnining the semantic components of lexical units in a single language and 
investigating recurrent patterns of multiple uses is an essential step in the typological 
comparison of lexicalization patterns. 

Systematically related uses constituting lexicalization patterns are often referred 
to as "systematic ambiguities" in the literature and are presently called "alternations", so 
far as the diverging semantic interpretations systematically correlate with different 
syntactic environments. "Alternations" have also been the subject of extensive research 
in syntactically oriented approaches in recent years. On a heuristic basis similar to 
Talmy's, alternations and semantic components have been connected in comprehensive 
studies by scholars such as Beth Levin (1993). 

Since each language possesses its own complex system of alternations, there are 
significant differences among languages with respect to the different alternation and 
conflation patterns which may prevail in a given semantic domain. 

Semantic Domains 

A significant feature of Talmy's approach is the replacement of universal "primitive" 
grammatical categories by "semantic domains" such as, for example, the domain of 
"aspect" or the domain of "causation". In the languages of the world, these domains 
may interact in manifold ways and may thus form superordinate combinations of 
domains. For instance, typologically significant patterns in the combination of aspect 
and causativity, which depend on language-specific conditions of ambiguity and the 
language-specific morphological and syntactic potential, can be discovered on the basis 
of a universal schema operating with the semantic distinctions among "stative", 
"inchoative" and "causative ll

• 



12 

3 A Generalized Approach 

Current interdisciplinary lexicon research has provided illl10vati ve ideas in at least three 
areas essential to the typological study of lexicon-grarnmar interaction. These have led 
to the three principles extracted from Talmy's work in the preceding section: 

• the principle of the one-to-many relationship between form and meaning 
which replaces the assumption of a basic one-to-one relationship; 

• the principle of systematic correspondences between semantic interpretation 
and grammatical environment (in short, the principle of alternations) based on 
the investigation of systematic ambiguities and their grarnmatical contexts; 

• the principle of comparability on the basis of semantic domains, i.e. the 
establishment of universal semantic domains as a standard of comparison instead 
of gramrnatical categories conceived of as universal "primitives" for which 
uniform expression forms and uniform superordinate meanings were to ' be 
expected in every language. 

We postulate that these three principles be the basic theoretical assumptions underlying 
Lexical Typology. In the following, we will add a few remarks on these principles in 
order to touch on some points of possible further refinement. 

The concept of alternations is a fruitful one since it paves the way for an adequate 
description of correlations of systematic ambiguities with grarnmatical contexts. 
However, it has to be expanded in order to fit the requirements of lexical typological 
research described in section 1. Given that the notion of alternation has been developed 
on the basis of English, alternations in the narrow sense have been understood as only 
those in which the grarnmatical context is a syntactic one. In the context of cross­
linguistic research, however, it is clear that alternations associated with different types 
of gramrnatical context must be made comparable. For example, all transitivity 
alternations have to be seen in a uniform cOlll1ection, irrespective of whether they come 
about by means of variation of syntactic environment alone (as in English) or by 
affixation (e.g. prefixation of be- as in Gerrnan). Lexical Typology therefore requires a 
generalized concept of alternations, in which all kinds of systematically varying 
grarnmatical environments are regarded as correlates of a lexically determined semantic 
distinction (i.e. not only syntactic correlates, but also morphological and phonological 
ones). Different types of correlates often coexist in one single language. An example of 
this can be found in English noun-verb conversions: in some of them, the semantic 
distinction correlates with a syntactic distinction alone (as infoeus (N) vsfoeus (V)), in 
others it correlates with a syntactic and a phonological one (as in eonviet (N) vs eonviet 
(V)). 

Semantic domains can be conceived of as cognitively based intercolll1ected 
semantic landscapes (cf. Anderson 1982). They mirror current empirical knowledge 
gained from language-specific work and demarcate functional-semantic areas in which 
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our linguistic experience with the grammatical and lexical structure of many languages 
leads us to expect that certain semantic contrasts will be conventionalized, i.e. 
lexicalized and/or grammaticalized. Semantic domains are apt to serve as' heuristic basis 
for cross-linguistic comparability: Semantic contrasts in individual languages are not 
necessarily expected to be realized by a uniform linguistic entity, but may be distributed 
across several (morphological/phonological/syntactic) expression forms, which 
nevertheless form a coherent common system. In addition, they may be simultaneously 
effective both in lexicalization patterns and in grammatical paradigms. 

The assumption of combined semantic domains in Talmy's sense is of utrnost 
importance for cross-linguistic comparison. It enables us to take account of the 
conflation of semantic contrasts such as found, for example, in the phrase-marking 
particles of Tagalog, which simultaneously indicate determination and - by agreement 
with the verb - participant roles. Given that the picture of the correlation between form 
and meaning is rather complex even within a single language, the existence of many-to­
many-relationships is all the more likely from a cross-linguistic perspective. 

The objects of typological comparison across languages are lexicalized patterns of 
systematic ambiguities or alternations and patterns of semantic conflation in a certain 
semantic domain or several interconnected domains. This has important consequences 
for the method of language comparison. The usual method is based on a direct 
comparison of sentences or texts which are translation-equivalent to each other. 
However, the comparison of random occurrences of single uses or members of 
alternations in sentences normally elicited or in multilingual texts is certainly not 
sufficient for the goal pursued here, since this kind of data does not cover the entire 
"usage-range" or alternation system. Thus it is necessary to systematically take the 
whole system of alternation and conflation patterns in the compared languages into 
account. 

4 Methods and Resources 

The linguistic facts relevant to the study of lexicon-grammar interaction can only be 
obtained by multidimensional microstructural analysis within the various domains, 
whereby language-specific complex categories are disentangled and made comparable. 
Fine-grained analyses will therefore constitute the chief methodological procedure in 
Lexical Typology. We will now briefly address the following basic problems arising in 
this context: selection of sources of information, differences among languages with 
respect to the status of documentation, and language sampling. 

4.1 Sources ofInformation 

One of the main problems which pose themselves for an integrated typology of lexicon­
grarnmar interaction is that of data acquisition. As long as typological research is more 
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or less confined to straightforward formal ("surface") phenomena in one restricted 
linguistic area, say, syntactic constructions, it is comparably easy to describe and 
classify significant cross-linguistic patterns in that area on the basis of a small data 
sampie extracted from reference grarnmars and texts. For Lexical Typology, however, 
exhaustive investigations into semantic and grammatical aspects of the usage of lexical 
elements are essential. This is a far more complicated task: The combinatorics of lexical 
elements are subject to much larger variation than that of grammatical constructions and 
can hardly be discovered on the basis of a single source of data alone. Each of the usual 
methods of data acquisition will be incomplete when taken individually because 
different sources will yield different types of information. Several sources have thus to 
be combined to complement each other. 

For the empirical aspect ofthe kind ofresearch we are proposing here, this means 
that the investigation must be based on a multitude of data acquisition processes to 
achieve an optimal exploitation of the various defective methods. Our proposal is a 
combination of at least the following four methods and data sourees: 

• Extraction of information, in particular of recurrent lexical patterns, from 
dictionaries and comparison of mono lingual and multilingual dictionaries. 

• Tests with informants. 
• Systematic search in large machine-readable corpora if available. 
• Systematic comparison oftexts available in severallanguages (translations). 

A few comments on these four data sources may be in order here. 

Systematic exploitation of dictionaries has an object-linguistic and a metatheoretical 
aspect. lts object-linguistic benefit lies in the fact that dictionaries provide implicit 
information about recurrent paradigmatic patterns such as lexical-categorial 
ambiguities, systematic lexical-semantic ambiguities (for instance systematic 
metonymies like the lNSTITUTION/BUILDlNG metonymy) or systematic collocational 
patterns. These types of information are more or less systematically captured in the 
macrostructure and microstructure of dictionaries and can be extracted relatively easily. 
This makes dictionaries a very important data source for determining the entire range of 
lexical subregularities. Such lexical subregularities are usually not exhaustively covered 
in grarnmatical descriptions, cannot be obtained by mere introspection, and cannot be 
comprehensively extracted even from larger text corpora due to their high degree of 
randomness. Thus, dictionaries assume an important heuristic function in the discovery 
of undetected patterns. 

The other kind of information obtainable from dictionaries is more of a 
metalinguistic nature. Heavy representational inconsistencies within and between 
dictionaries often point to problems that have remained unsolved in theoretical 
linguistic work. Strong inconherence in the application of grammatical features, for 
instance, may suggest that the system of grarnmatical categories used as grammatical 
codes is not adequately defined for the language in question. For example, a comparison 
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of Tagalog dictionaries carried out in Behrens (1994) has revealed that the application 
of traditional lexical categories ("word classes") in Tagalog present a much more 
serious problem than commonly believed. 

Work with native speakers is an indispensable complementation to the dictionary 
method. Dictionaries throw light on the types of lexical patterns existing in a certain 
language whereas they are not very informative about the boundaries of the input 
domain of semi-productive regularities, i.e., whether or not a specific lexical form 
which meets the relevant semantic and formal conditions for being subject to a lexical 
process actually undergoes this process. Failure to list senses or uses which could be 
generated on the basis of ambiguity/alternation patterns raise the same problem as non­
listed morphological formations . Such "gaps" can indicate (a) that the expected use is 
not possible at all (i.e. entirely "blocked") or (b) that it is fully transparent and thus 
redundant or (c) that it is not very frequent and/or restricted to specific contexts, and so 
on. We need the informant with his creative capacity and his knowledge about usualized 
form-meaning pairs to supplement such missing information. His judgments on 
"normality conditions" (cf. eruse 1986) and contextual restrictions are very useful for 
finer determination ofthe limits ofsemi-productive lexical patterns. 

According to our experience, work with large (machine-readable) text corpora has 
the following merits in the context of lexicon research as proposed here. First, 
spontaneous connected text can serve as a control device for testing hypotheses about 
contextual restnchons gained by consulting dictionaries and/or by 
elicitation/introspection. Second, it permits the frequency analysis of lexical patterns. 
Third, it can reveal innovative patterns not yet captured by dictionaries or it can 
demonstrate uses which are overwhelmingly not yet accepted by informants. 

Systematic comparison of multilingual texts is the only method that allows a 
simultaneous comparison of all languages of which a typology is to be established, i.e. , 
it is the only method by which the overall (semantic and constructional) variation range 
in the investigated domain in the respective languages can be followed . Research based 
on dictionaries and large text corpora is mostly semasiologically oriented. It is usually 
carried out in a monolingual context or in abilingual context via a selected mediator 
language, rather than in a multilingual context. However, we are also interested in how 
expression modes (systematic ambiguity in the lexicon, morphological derivation, 
syntactic constructions) for certain concepts or concept types (for instance, 
"individuated" pieces of material, objects seen as "sorts" in a taxonomy, etc.) are 
distributed in a particular language and in different languages (onomasiological 
perspective). Multilingual text comparison is a fruitful research tool for uncovering 
significant divergencies in the compositional make-up of languages. Furthermore, this 
method permits a contrastive testing of the interaction between lexicon and discourse. 
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4.2 Differences m Documentation and the Sam pie 
Problem 

Differences in the documentation depth of languages render the undiscriminating 
employment of data acquisition methods difficult. There are statements in the literature 
to the effect that it is possible to base a typology of grammatical categories on 
information abstracted from standard reference grammars alone (Bybee et al. 1994: xv). 
This may indeed suffice for a coarse-grained large-sample assessment in a certain 
grammaticaJ area, if the expected results do not go beyond a general picture of the type 
of categories frequently grammaticalized in the relevant domain. 

For the kind of work we have in mind here, the situation is different. We have 
stressed repeatedly that fme-grained analyses of lexical microstructure presuppose 
access to a specific type of detailed lexical semantic information, which is not available 
for most of the languages of the world. This means that the data acquisition methods 
and the research tools enumerated above have to be handled in a variable way 
depending on the comprehensiveness of the documentation. It is trivial that in the 
investigation of well-known European standard languages with centuries of 
lexicographicaJ tradition, work with informants will be of a quite different status than in 
the investigation of less well-described languages. In the former, work with native 
speakers will be chiefly restricted to testing the range of application of linguistic units, 
while in the latter it is more often than not necessary to elicit basic information on 
lexical semantics and on the use of central grammaticaJ categories. This even pertains to 
relatively well-studied non-European languages such as Tagalog or Swahili, languages 
quite frequently used in theoreticallinguistic argumentation. 

It is therefore recommended to start from small sampies of languages for which 
information on lexical microstructure can be easily obtained. This does not necessarily 
mean that small and poorly described "exotic" languages are apriori exc1uded from 
Lexical Typological investigation. On the contrary, we want to suggest that this kind of 
information be given prominence in future activities of language documentation. 
Detailed studies on lexical semanties, in particular polysemy and systematic patterns of 
ambiguity, in as many languages as possible are imperative for a large-scale study of 
Lexical Typology. 
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