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Abstract

This paper gives an overview of four senses of the terms “lexical (item/entity)” and “lexicon”,
as well as several senses of the term “lexicalization”. That these terms are used in different
senses in the literature has been discussed before, and it has been noted that this polysemy is
sometimes confusing, but here I provide not only concrete definitions of word(-form) and
lexeme and succinct discussion of the relevant issues, but I also propose two new terms:
INVENTORIUM (the unpredictable elements of a language) and MENTALICON (the elements that
a speaker stores in memory). The latter two are crucially different because all speakers store
many predictable elements. The four different senses can thus be distinguished clearly by
using the four terms word-form, lexeme, inventorial item, and mental item. In the final section of
the paper, I note that the term lexicalization also has multiple senses, but its most important

sense is inventorization.
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Résumé

Cet article donne un apercu des quatre sens des termes « (élément) lexical » et « lexique »,
ainsi que de plusieurs sens du terme « lexicalisation ». Le fait que ces termes soient utilisés
dans des sens différents dans la littérature a déja été discuté, et il a été noté que cette
polysémie est parfois déroutante, mais ici je fournis non seulement des définitions concreétes
de mot(-forme) et de lexéme et une discussion succincte des termes pertinents problématiques,
mais je propose également deux nouveaux termes : INVENTORIUM (les éléments imprévisibles
d’'un langage) et MENTALIQUE (les éléments qu'un locuteur stocke en mémoire). Ces deux
derniers sont fondamentalement différents car tous les locuteurs stockent de nombreux
éléments prévisibles. Les quatre sens différents peuvent ainsi étre clairement distingués en
utilisant les quatre termes forme de mot, lexéme, élément inventorial, et élément mental. Dans la
derniére section de l’article, je note que le terme lexicalisation a également de multiples sens,
mais son sens le plus important est celui d*“inventorisation’.
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Mots-clés: terminologie, mot-forme, lexique/lexicon, lexéme, lexicalisation

1. Overview

This paper points out the multiple ambiguity of the terms word or lexical item (or lexical entity)
in linguistics and psycholinguistics, and proposes clear terms for four widely needed senses:

* lexical entity as WORD-FORM (or simply WORD) (Section 3)

* lexical item as LEXEME (an abstract element based on a root) (Section 4)

* lexical item as INVENTORIAL ITEM (an item of the inventorium) (Section 5)

* lexical item as MENTAL ITEM (an item of the “mental lexicon” or mentalicon) (Section 6)
This fourfold polysemy also extends partially to the term lexicalization, as will be discussed in
Section 7.

It is clear that all four concepts are needed in linguistics, so that they are complementary,
not in competition as might be thought. Similarly, the term lexicon has been used in four
different senses, corresponding to the four kinds of lexical entities:

* lexicon as the component of grammar that creates word-forms

* lexicon as the component of grammar that stores and creates lexemes

« lexicon as the INVENTORIUM, i.e., the set of unpredictable elements of a language

« lexicon as the MENTALICON, i.e., the set of memorized elements (the “mental lexicon”)

We often read that there are different views or conceptions of the lexicon, as in the following

quotation:

“The nature, structure, and role of the lexicon in the grammar of natural languages has

been a subject of debate for at least the last 50 years.” (Davis & Koenig, 2021, p. 125)

However, in view of the polysemy of the terms lexicon, lexical (item/entity), and word, it
appears that these debates have often been based on misunderstandings rather than on
incompatible views or competing theories. In many cases, linguists have simply talked past
each other rather than disagreed in substance.

In the present paper, I provide discussions of the above four senses of word, lexical, and
lexicon, and I suggest the two new terms INVENTORIUM (for the set of unpredictable elements
of a language) and MENTALICON (for the “mental lexicon”). I will not make any controversial
statements about the nature of the four kinds of lexical entities or on the nature of the lexicon
in any of the four senses. It seems to me that all the concepts are widely agreed upon, though
different linguists are of course interested in them to different degrees. It is true that some
linguists might argue that one or more of them is an artificial concept that is not really needed
because it does not directly mirror the reality of languages and language. So, when I say that

the four concepts are uncontroversial, what I mean is that they have all been used by linguists
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(and will probably be used in the future by many), and that it is very largely clear what they
imply, even if linguists may disagree about the importance of the different concepts.

That the terms lexicon and lexical have several rather different meanings has been noted
for quite some time, most prominently by Aronoff (1988; 1994) and Jackendoff (1995; 2002;
2013). The current paper thus does not claim originality, except perhaps for the last section:
In Section 7, I will discuss the term lexicalization, which is associated with even more than
four senses, because it has been used both for a synchronic concept (lexification) and for
several diachronic concepts (especially lexemization and inventorization). Again, the substance
of what I will say is not controversial, as far as I can see, so that the main contribution of this
paper consists in clarifying the concepts that linguists use. Aronoff (1988, p. 10) feels that
“we have been fooled by our own terminology”, and Cappelle (2022, p. 185) even thinks that
as a result of linguists’ different understanding of their basic concepts, “linguistic theory has
been in a state of turmoil in the last half-century”. While our deep questions about the nature
of the language system will not find a definitive answer anytime soon, we may perhaps make
a little progress by becoming more aware of terminological polysemy and by enriching our

technical vocabulary.

2. The “lexical” stereotype

The term lexical can be said to be associated with the four stereotypical properties in (1),
deriving from the way dictionaries have been designed in Western linguistics.' A lexical item
as found in a dictionary can be expected (a) to be written solid between spaces (i.e., an
orthographic word), (b) to be contentful (denoting an object, action or property), (c) to
constitute unpredictable information, and (d) to be memorized by language users. If all these

conditions are fulfilled, an expression is definitely expected to be included in a dictionary.

(1) a. solid between spaces (= word-forms, Section 3)
b. contentful (vs. semantically poor or empty) (= lexemes, Section 4)
c. idiosyncratic (vs. predictable) (= inventorial items, Section 5)
d. memorized (vs. constructed online) (= mental items, Section 6)

But these four properties do not always go together: Semantically poor elements may be
orthographic words (e.g., prepositions like at or by); contentful words may be predictable
(e.g., driver, predictable from drive and -er); idiosyncratic expressions may have internal spaces
rather than being written solid (e.g., idioms like take part); and predictable combinations may

be memorized (e.g., high-frequency phrases such as that’s a problem).

! The word lexicon is the Greek counterpart of Latin dictionarium, and it was used by 19th century
classicists for Latin and Greek dictionaries. The term lexicon as used by linguists as a technical term
(following Bloomfield, 1933) thus derives from a special (particularly prestigious) expression for
“dictionary”.
Lexique, 34 (2024), p. 71-95
e-ISSN : 0756-7138



FOUR KINDS OF LEXICAL ITEM 74

As Aronoff (1988) noted, Bloomfield’s (1933, p. 162) original notion of lexicon included
only the morphs of the language, leaving aside unpredictable morph combinations, and
ignoring the distinction between idiosyncratic and memorized expressions. But subsequently,
complex idiosyncratic expressions were added (e.g., idiomatic compounds like honey-moon),
and since the 1970s, even regular derived forms were often said to be “lexical”, so that the
lexicon came to be thought of as including (some) morphological rules (e.g., Jackendoff, 1975;
Bybee, 1995; Scalise & Guevara, 2005). The idea of “lexical rules” may seem to be an odd
development, but after Bloomfield’s idea of morphs as the basic building blocks was given up,
the stereotypical syntactic tree contained “words” as its leaves (its ultimate constituents,
added to the tree by “lexical insertion”), and these were often regularly derived.

Thus, it appears that the diverse senses of the terms lexicon and lexical are due to the
different properties associated with stereotypical dictionary entries. If the four properties seen
in (1a-d) are kept apart carefully, we can distinguish clearly between four different types of
“lexical” elements, as we will see in the following sections. We begin with word(-form) in
Section 3, and then move on to lexeme (Section 4), inventorial item (Section 5), and mental item
(Section 6).

3. Word (or word-form)

Perhaps the most basic sense of word is “string of characters” in written texts of European
languages like Latin or English, and linguists sometimes use grammatical word (or
morphosyntactic word) as a general concept that largely corresponds to this.? For greater
precision, I use WORD-FORM, a term that has become more widespread in morphology over the
last two decades (Haspelmath, 2002 p. 13; Booij, 2012, p. 3; Spencer, 2013, p. 1).? So in a
sentence like My dog likes other dogs, there are five words in the sense of word-forms, among
them two different word-forms (dog, dogs) that both belong to the lexeme DOG.

Linguists typically make a distinction between syntactic rules and morphological rules, and
they commonly treat word-forms as the leaves of the syntactic tree. Word-forms are generally
thought of as “syntactic atoms” (Di Sciullo & Williams, 1987, p. 1), and they are treated as

the normal outcomes of rules of inflection. Plural forms (such as dog-s), past-tense forms (such

2 The term grammatical word is used particularly in contexts where it is contrasted with the
“phonological word” (e.g., Hall, 1999; Aikhenvald et al., 2020). I do not discuss phonological words
here, although one might say that they represent yet another type of “lexical” element (see approaches
such as “Lexical Phonology”, e.g., Mohanan, 1986). Other terms equivalent to grammatical word that
have sometimes been used are morphological word and syntactic word (Haspelmath, 2011, p. 37).

3 It seems that this term was ultimately adopted from Russian linguistics (Russian slovoforma); see, e.g.,
Zaliznjak (1967, p. 2), Mel’¢uk (2006, p. 20). An alternative spelling is wordform (Gebhardt, 2023,
p- 82). Note that Matthews (1991, p. 30) also talks about “word-forms”, but in a different sense: By this

term, he means the shape of a grammatical word or word-form.
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as like-d) or genitive-case forms (such as my) are normally word-forms. In situations where a
grammatical meaning of the inflectional type is expressed “not within a word but by a
syntactic phrase” (Chumakina, 2013, p. 1), we use the special term periphrasis. For example,
the English Present Perfect may be said to express an “inflectional meaning”, but forms like
has done are periphrastic and consist of two word-forms.

Word-forms have often been thought to be “lexical” in the sense that they are created “in
the lexicon” (as opposed to “in the syntax”), and they have been said to exhibit “lexical
integrity” (inaccessibility of words to syntactic rules). For example, according to Bresnan
(2001, p. 92), the principle of lexical integrity means that “morphologically complete words
are leaves of the c[onstituent]-structure tree and each leaf corresponds to one and only one c-
structure node” (see also O’Neill, 2016, p. 240 for some historical discussion of lexical
integrity).

Of course, the spelling system of a language does not determine what its word-forms are,
so we need an independent way of identifying word-forms (or grammatical words). Many
linguists seem to think that no definition with sharp boundaries can be given, and that “word-
form” can only be defined as a prototype. However, the method of using a battery of symptoms
or diagnostics cannot be applied if we do not know that the “word-form” has an underlying
reality as a natural kind (as an innate building block of grammar). If the word category is not
innately given, the method of using test batteries will perhaps only identify a stereotype that
is based on our spelling habits.

Thus, in Haspelmath (2023a), I proposed a new definition of word(-form), given in (2). The
forms singled out by this definition corresponds fairly closely to what we intuitively regard as

a word-form.

(2) word (or word-form)
A word is (i) a free morph, or (ii) a clitic, or (iii) a root or compound, possibly augmented by
nonrequired affixes and augmented by required affixes if there are any.

This definition is very complex, making it clear that ‘word’ is an artificial concept that is
unlikely to reflect the reality of languages. Still, it is useful to have this definition because
linguists very frequently use the term word(-form) in the sense given in (2). The idea here is
that it is much better to have an explicit definition than to think about words in terms of a
vague stereotype, because it would be all too easy to take the ‘word’ notion as an established
scientific concept on which further theorizing can rely (e.g., about morphology and syntax as
two different levels or modules). The complex and unnatural definition in (2) suggests that it
may not be advisable to build theories (such as lexicalism) on the notion of ‘word-form’.

In (3a-e) and (4a-b), I give examples of different types of English and Italian expressions

which are words according to the definition in (2).
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(3) English

a. hello (a free morph)

b. at (a clitic preposition)

c. tree (a root with no required affixes)

d. sad-ness (a root plus nonrequired affix -ness with no required affixes)
e. peach tree (a compound with no required affixes)

(4) Italian
a. alber-o ‘tree’ (a root with required singular affix -o)

b. alber-i  ‘trees’ (a root with required plural affix -i)

In English, there are no (or very few) required affixes, so words are limited to free morphs,
clitics, and roots or compounds possibly augmented by nonrequired affixes (as in tree-s, or
sad-ness; these suffixes are not required in that they can be simply absent in free forms such
as sad or a tree). Italian and many other languages have required affixes which cannot be
simply absent in a free form (alber- always occurs with a suffix).

The adjective lexical often has the sense ‘relating to a word-form’, e.g., when we talk about
“lexical stress” (i.e., word stress), or “lexical rules” in phonology (as opposed to postlexical
rules, which apply across word-form boundaries). Word-forms are thus lexical entities in some
sense, though linguists do not call them “lexical items” (this latter expression is used for

lexemes, inventorial items or mental items).

4. Lexeme (or content word)

While a word-form can be informally characterized as a “text word”, a lexeme can be said to
be a “dictionary word”. In morphology textbooks, this is often made clear by using a small-
caps notation, as in the first paragraph of the preceding section: dog and dogs are two word-
forms of the lexeme DOG. Thus, a lexeme is an abstract entity and is best seen as the set of
word-forms that form an inflectional paradigm (see Haspelmath, 2024a).

Moreover, lexemes are generally thought of as belonging to the major (or contenful) word
classes noun, verb or adjective. Non-inflecting function words such as English if, and, to, not
are not normally called “lexemes”, even though dictionaries would list them. Function words
are considered to be grammatical items and they are often called FUNCTIONAL CATEGORIES
(e.g., Muysken, 2008), contrasting with LEXICAL CATEGORIES such as dog, run and white
(e.g., Baker & Croft, 2017).* Since lexical has multiple senses, more precise term for the latter

would be “contentful categories”, or “lexemic categories”.

* The term lexical category for the major word classes seems to be fairly young; until the 1980s, they
were often called major lexical categories in the generative tradition, as opposed to minor (lexical)
categories (= functional categories) (e.g., Gazdar et al., 1985, pp. 23-29).

Lexique, 34 (2024), p. 71-95
e-ISSN : 0756-7138



77 MARTIN HASPELMATH

Another related use of the adjective lexical is in the term “lexical noun phrase”, which is
sometimes used in the sense of full nominal, contrasting with (personal) pronoun (e.g., the
teacher vs. she). For example, Du Bois (1987) distinguished between “lexical A-arguments”
and “pronominal A-arguments”.”> Again, this use of “lexical” may be unexpected as pronouns
are listed in dictionaries, too. But like function words, they have primarily grammatical
functions and are “non-lexical” in this way. The truly typical “lexemes” or “lexical items” are
nouns, verbs, and adjectives, i.e., the kinds of elements that are most clearly associated with
inflectional paradigms in the Indo-European languages, and that are always by convention
discursively primary (Boye, 2023).

In a simplified way, we can thus define a lexeme as in (5).

(5) lexeme
A lexeme is the set of word-forms that contain the same noun root, verb root or adjective root
and may only contain inflectional affixes in addition.

Eventually, we want the definition of lexeme to be somewhat broader, to include not only sets
of root-based inflected forms (such as DOG, containing the forms dog and dog-s), but also sets
of compound-based forms (e.g., FLOWER-POT, containing the forms flower-pot and flower-pot-s)
and sets of forms based on a combination of a root with derivational affixes (e.g., REAL-IZE,
containing the forms real-ize, real-ize-s, real-ize-d, and real-iz-ing). For details, I refer the reader
to Haspelmath (2024a), where I also provide a definition of the key notion of “inflection”.
This definition is artificial in a way similar to the definition of word in the previous section,
but it can be applied uniformly across languages and thus allows us to arrive at a non-
stereotypical understanding of lexeme.

The term lexical is often used in reference to lexemes, as when we talk about “lexical
meanings” (as opposed to sentence meanings or grammatical meanings; e.g., Geeraerts, 2010),
or “lexical case” (assigned by a specific verb lexeme; e.g., Woolford, 2006). In such contexts,
it would be more precise to talk about “lexemic meanings” (studied in “lexemic semantics”),
and “lexemic case”. If we wanted to refer to the set of lexemes in a language, as opposed to
its grammatical rules and grammatical markers, we could call it the lexemicon.

However, the terms lexicon and lexical have also been used in a more technical sense that
is not closely related to the notion of a lexeme: In many versions of generative grammar,
beginning with Chomsky (1965), the syntactic rule component is distinct from another
component called “lexicon”, whose elements are inserted into syntactic trees (“lexical

insertion”). These elements are most often lexemes (e.g., Chomsky, 1970; Anderson, 1992),

® In their detailed discussion of Du Bois’s claims, Haig & Schnell (2016, p. 594) note that the term full
nominal is more transparent than Du Bois’s “lexical NP”.
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though in some versions, inflected forms are thought to originate in the “lexicon”, too.® But
even if only simple and derived lexemes are thought to originate in the “lexicon”, this
component is not merely a list but also includes “lexical rules” (e.g., Briscoe & Copestake,
1999). The notion of “lexicalism” refers to the idea that “lexical rules” are distinct (in some
sense) from syntactic rules (e.g., Bresnan & Mchombo, 1995; Williams, 2007). When the term
lexical is used in this way, referring to a presumed component of a formal grammar, it cannot
be replaced by “lexemic”, even though the component is thought to be primarily responsible
for lexemes.

In addition to the narrow (but widely adopted) sense of lexeme as defined in (5), many
linguists use the term in a broader sense, to refer to all kinds of elements that are part of the
inventorium. For example, Masini (2009) discusses composite expressions such as Italian casa
di cura ‘care home’, or carta di credito ‘credit card’, which are neither single words nor
compounds (see Haspelmath, 2024b), and she calls them “phrasal lexemes” (see also Pepper,
2023 for the notion of “binominal lexeme”). These kinds of forms are similar to (compound)
lexemes in that the patterns are typically productive but the forms are often semantically
idiosyncratic. Thus, while they are not lexemes in the sense given in (5), they are part of the

“lexicon” in the sense of inventorium, as introduced in the next section.

5. Inventorial item (or element of the inventorium)

If the “lexicon” is “a list of basic irregularities” (Bloomfield, 1933, p. 274), then it cannot be
limited to containing the morphs of a language. All languages contain many non-
compositional and otherwise unpredictable forms that must be learned in addition to the
productive rules of the language, e.g., idiomatic compounds (like honeymoon), idiomatic
phrases (like take part) and other fixed expressions (e.g., famous quotations such as may the
force be with you, from Star Wars). Those elements that must thus be “listed”, i.e., the morphs
and the complex unpredictable forms, have been called listemes (Di Sciullo & Williams, 1987,
p. 3; Harley, 2006, pp. 11-12), and while this term has gained some notoriety among
morphologists, it has not been widely adopted. A much more commonly used term for listemes
is “lexical item” (e.g., Jackendoff, 1995).

Here I suggest two new terms, INVENTORIUM (for the inventory of morphs and fixed
expressions) and INVENTORIAL ITEM (for the elements of the inventorium). As there is no clear

boundary between phrasal expressions, partially filled constructions, and fully schematic

& It should be noted that the term lexeme comes from a European tradition (e.g., Lyons, 1968, p. 197;
Matthews, 1972), and that it has rarely been used in the American generative tradition. Lexeme does
not appear in Aronoff (1976), Anderson (1992) or Embick (2015) (though Aronoff, 1994, Section 1.1
admitted that he should have used lexeme instead of word in his 1976 book).
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constructions (see, e.g., Croft & Cruse, 2004, p. 255; Culicover et al., 2017), the inventorium

also includes the constructions of a language.

(6) inventorium
The inventorium of a language is the set of forms and constructions that cannot be predicted

from other forms or constructions.

(7) inventorial item
An inventorial item is a form or construction of a language that cannot be predicted from other

forms or constructions.

An inventorial item is thus exactly what Goldberg (1995, p. 4) called a construction: a pairing
of meaning and form that is not predictable from anything else.” The inventorium is thus the
set of meaning-related conventions of a language that speakers or signers must know in order
to use the language. If one wants to have a single-word term for elements of the inventorium,
one can call them inventoremes in the terminological framework proposed here. An
inventoreme is an element that must be listed and is thus perhaps the same as Di Sciullo &
Williams’s listeme.®

In their insightful discussion of the term compound, Gaeta & Ricca (2009) note that
compounds have either been identified as being morphologically well-formed lexemes, or as
belonging to the inventorium. In a sterotypical compound (e.g., English flat-iron), these two
properties come together, but they can be dissociated: Languages may have “compound-like”
non-lexemic inventorial items (e.g., Italian ferro da stiro [iron for flattening]), or “compound-
like” non-inventorial lexemes such as German Entscheidungs-ort ‘decision place’ (which has no
idiosyncratic meaning). Thus, it is not sufficient to use the term “compound” in a stereotypical
meaning, and the term “lexical” (used by Gaeta & Ricca) is not sufficient to distinguish the
relevant senses. As we saw in Section 4, regular complex lexemic patterns have been called

“lexical”, too.

” However, in later work, Goldberg changed her definition of construction; and as discussed in
Haspelmath (2023b), it is better to reserve the term construction for inventorial items that include an
open slot, i.e., not to treat morphs as constructions.

& Goldberg (1995) observed that her notion of construction corresponds closely to Di Sciullo & Williams’s
notion of listeme. It should be noted, however, that as generative linguists, Di Sciullo & Williams are
not interested in language systems as sets of social conventions, so they do not distinguish between the
inventorium and the mentalicon (see Section 6). On the one hand, they introduce listemes as the kinds
of elements that “must be memorized” (i.e., that are part of the conventions of a language), but on the
other hand, they say that listemes are “memorized objects” (Di Sciullo & Williams, 1987, p. 3). They
thus simply ignore the fact that all speakers memorize many forms that need not be memorized because
they are not idiosyncratic and could alternatively be constructed from other conventions of the
language.
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6. Mental item (or element of the mentalicon)

Finally, inventorial items need to be distinguished from mental items. Jackendoff (2013,
p. 74) notes that the term “lexical item” can be understood in three ways: (a) for the words
(and morphemes) of the language [= word-forms or lexemes], (b) for the exceptional,
idiosyncratic parts of the language that cannot be predicted by rule [ = inventoremes], and
(c) for the parts of a language that are listed in long-term memory. He goes on to say that the

third option is preferred in his approach:

“Criteria (a) and (b) are traditional views of the lexicon, in which it is a component of
language altogether distinct from rules of grammar. The Parallel Architecture, however,

adopts the more psycholinguistically based definition (c).” (Jackendoff, 2013, p. 74)

However, different linguists may simply have different research interests, and different
“approaches” may be fully compatible. One may choose to focus on the morphs of a language
(as Bloomfield did originally), or on the words (Section 3) or the lexemes (Section 4) of a
language, or on the unpredictable elements of a language (Section 5). Jackendoff’s own
interests are primarily in languages as mentally represented knowledge systems, and so it
makes good sense for him to focus on elements stored in memory, but this is not necessary.
Languages can be viewed not only from a cognitive perspective, but also from a social and
cultural perspective, as sets of conventions obeyed by its users. If one adopts Jackendoff’s
psycholinguistic point of view, one could use the term mental item in (9) as an unambiguous
replacement for the vague term “lexical item”. It is defined as an element of a language user’s

mentalicon as defined in (8), more often known as the “mental lexicon”.

(8) mentalicon
A language user’s mentalicon of a language is the set of forms and constructions that they have

stored in their long-term memory.

(9) mental(ic) item

A mental(ic) item is an element of a language user’s mentalicon.

An important advantage of mentalicon over “mental lexicon” is that the mentalicon includes
not only word-like elements, but also fully schematic and partially filled constructions, as
Jackendoff emphasizes. Mental items are perhaps better called mentalic items, because people
store a lot of nonlinguistic information, so a term like “mental item” is not really specific

enough.’

° On the analogy to inventoreme (an inventorial item), one could coin the term mentaleme for a mentalic
item. Recall the term listeme from Di Sciullo & Williams (1987), which is either an inventoreme or a

mentaleme, as observed in the previous footnote.
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Jackendoff is by no means alone in taking a psychological or cognitive perspective. Since
the 1960s, most theoretical linguists have adopted an implicitly (or explicitly) cognitive
perspective, but the issues that psycholinguists have discussed are often somewhat different
from the issues discussed by theoretical linguists. Emmorey & Fromkin (1988, p. 124) noted
that

“It is an open question whether there is an isomorphism between the units and components
of the grammar and those implemented and accessed in the linguistic processing system(s),

even though a linguistic performance model is ultimately dependent on the grammar.”

The dependence of psycholinguists on theoretical linguists is also a terminological one: While
theoretical linguists have often taken pains to distinguish different terms and concepts (e.g.,
Bauer, 1983, Chapter 1; Carstairs-McCarthy, 2005), psycholinguists have not developed their
own concepts or terms and have relied on the concepts developed by grammarians. When
they talk about the “mental lexicon” (e.g., Aitchison, 1987) or “lexical access” (e.g., Levelt et
al., 1999), what they seem to mean is mentally represented lexemes or word-forms, or perhaps

everything that is stored, i.e., a speaker’s entire mentalicon.

7. Four diachronic senses of “lexicalization”

Now that we have seen four different senses of lexical and lexicon in synchronic grammar, we
can move on to the diachronic dimension and to the widely used polysemous term
lexicalization. While Brinton & Traugott (2005, p.i) say that “lexicalization has been
conceptualized in a variety of ways”, here I suggest that the usage variety does not result from
different views (or conceptualizations), but simply from different senses of the term
lexicalization. Corresponding to the four senses of lexical, we can distinguish four different

senses for lexicalization, as listed in (10).

(10) “Lexicalization” as ...
a. univerbation: the transition from a word combination to a word (Section 7.1)
b. lexemization: the transition from an unrestricted combination to a lexeme (Section 7.2)
c. inventorization: the passing of an unrestricted combination into the inventorium
(Section 7.3)
d. mentalicization: the passing of an unrestricted combination into a language user’s

mentalicon (Section 7.4)

Not all of these concepts are equally current, and three of the dynamic labels (lexemization,
inventorization, and mentalicization) are new here. But we will see that it is useful to distinguish
the four senses also for the dynamic processes that often go by the name lexicalization. Most
commonly, “lexicalization” is understood in the sense of inventorization, so in Section 7.5

below, I will ask whether the current perspective helps us understand the phenomenon of
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inventorization. I will not say more about understanding univerbation and lexemization here,
although these changes raise important questions, too.

In addition to the four diachronic senses, there is also a synchronic sense that is likewise
fairly prominent in the literature: lexicalization can refer to the way in which lexical forms are
mapped onto semantic elements, e.g., when we talk about directionality being “lexicalized”
together with motion (as in English enter or exit), or manner together with speaking (as in
English whisper or shout) (see, e.g., Talmy, 1985; Levin & Rappaport Hovav, 2019).'° For this
synchronic sense, it has recently been proposed to replace it by the related term lexification
(Haspelmath, 2023c), which is more transparent also because it makes the close link to

colexification (Frangois, 2008) clear.!!

7.1. “Lexicalization” as univerbation

For the diachronic change from a word combination to a word-form, there is a traditional
term, univerbation, discussed recently by Lehmann (2020). The term is defined in (11), and a

few examples are given in (12)-(13).

(11) univerbation

Univerbation is the diachronic transition from a word combination to a word-form.

(12) Latin cantare habeo ‘I have to sing’ > Spanish cantar-é ‘I will sing’

ISR

. Greek thélo hina hupdgo ‘I want to go’ > 6¢ na pdo > Ba-pdo ‘T'll go’

Qo

(13) Latin quo modo ‘in what way’ > quomodo > Spanish cémo ‘how’

b. English all one > alone (Hopper, 1990, p. 154)
c. Old English deeges eage ‘day’s eye’ > daisy (a flower, Bellis perennis)

The creation of a new affixal future tense in Spanish and other Romance languages is one of
the classic cases of grammaticalization (Narrog & Heine, 2021), and this latter term is used
much more frequently than univerbation. Of course, grammaticalization need not involve
univerbation with affixed markers, but can instead lead to clitic markers, as in the case of

English articles (e.g., the=world) or French past tense (e.g., a=changé ‘has changed’). When

0 The term lexicalization is also used in psycholinguistics in a related (but different) sense (e.g.,
Takashima et al., 2014).

1 The term lexicalization has occasionally also been used for the creation of verbs or nouns out of
function words (e.g., English to up, ifs and buts; Bybee, 2010, p. 113), for the integration of loanwords
(Blank, 2001, p. 1606), or even simply for the formation of lexemes via lexeme-formation rules (Brinton
& Traugott, 2005, Section 2.1). All these are left aside here, and I focus on univerbation, lexemization,

inventorization and mentalicization.
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a grammatical marker becomes an affix, the diachronic process is also called agglutination,
using a term that goes back to the early 19th century (see Stolz, 1991; Haspelmath, 2018).'2

In (13a-c), the result of the univerbation is not a new affix, but a new non-affix morph,
because Spanish cémo ‘how’ and English alone and daisy can no longer be segmented. Since
daisy is a noun (and thus a lexeme), (13c) is also an example of lexemization, as discussed in

the next subsection (see 15d).

7.2. “Lexicalization” as lexemization

“Lexicalization” can also be used for a process in which a new lexeme-stem arises, thus giving
rise to a new lexeme. For this sense, we can create a new term that specifically refers to the

development of a lexeme, defined as in (14). A few examples are given in (15).

(14) lexemization

Lexemization is the diachronic change from an unrestricted combination to a lexeme-stem.

(15) a. Latin: com-ed-ere ‘eat up’ > Spanish com-er ‘eat’
b. Ancient Greek: paid-ion ‘little child’ > Modern Greek pedi ‘child’
c. Old Russian: viiz-im-u [up-take-1sG] > Russian voz’m-u ‘I’ll take’
d. Old English: deeges eage ‘day’s eye’ > English daisy (a flower, Bellis perennis)

While univerbation is the creation of a (possibly complex) word-form from an earlier syntactic
combination, lexemization is the creation of a simple lexeme-stem from an earlier composite
form (either a syntactic combination or a composite single-word form). The example of
English daisy in (15d) (< Old English deeges eage ‘day’s eye’) shows that univerbation can
simultaneously lead to lexemization, but more typical cases of lexemization involve the
absorption of an earlier prefix or suffix into the root (as in 15a-c). Hopper (1990) called such
processes “demorphologization” (see also Brinton & Traugott, 2005, Section 2.3.3).

In this paper, I focus on single-root lexemes, but as I noted above (Section 4), compound
stems consisting of two roots also count as lexeme-stems, e.g., flower-pot. So, one might ask
whether such compound lexemes also arise via lexemization. This is an interesting question,
but I leave it aside here, because not much is known about the way in which productive
compound patterns arise in languages. Most cases of “lexicalized compounds” are semantically
idiosyncratic and thus fall under inventorization (Section 7.3). By contrast, even semantically
regular compounds are lexemes and may have undergone lexemization, but most were created

from productive compounding patterns.

2 In recent decades, the term agglutination has more often been used in a synchronic sense, for the type
of grammatical marking found in languages of the “agglutinative type”. However, as the morphological
classifications of the 19th century are not well-founded (Haspelmath, 2009), it may be worth reviving
the diachronic sense of agglutination, which is much better understood.
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7.3. “Lexicalization” as inventorization (not “institutionalization”)

Most commonly, the term lexicalization is understood in the sense of inventorization, as

defined in (16), relying on the term inventorium that was introduced in Section 5 above.

(16) inventorization
Inventorization is a diachronic change by which an unrestricted combination acquires

unpredictable properties so that it must be part of the inventorium.

As noted earlier, the term lexicon was originally introduced for the inventorium by Bloomfield
(1933, p. 274), who famously characterized the lexicon as “the list of basic irregularities”
(first taken as the set of morphs, but later extended to idiosyncratic combinations). It appears
that the use of the term lexicalization took this sense as its starting point.

The term lexicalization in a diachronic sense is most typically used for the development of
various idiosyncrasies in composite expressions that are no longer semantically compositional
and phonologically regular and thus must be part of the inventorium. The following quotation

is quite characteristic for the way the term seems to be used most often:

Lexicalization is the change whereby in certain linguistic contexts speakers use a syntactic
construction or word formation as a new contentful form with formal and semantic
properties that are not completely derivable or predictable from the constituents of the

construction or word formation pattern. (Brinton & Traugott, 2005, p. 96)

The term has been used in this sense since the 1960s. Marchand (1960, p. 80) gave
examples such as black market ‘clandestine market’ and carry out ‘execute’, which are cases of
idiomatization (development of an idiomatic, unpredictable meaning, even though the form
stays regular). A particularly nice example of semantic idiosyncrasy of nominal compounds is
the contrast between sleep tablet (‘tablet for sleep’) and headache tablet (‘tablet against
headache’) (Lipka et al., 2004). English examples of phonological irregularity from English
are the deadjectival abstract nouns length and width, which are semantically quite regular
(‘quality of being long, of being wide’).

An important aspect of the definition of inventorization is that the inventorium is the set
of conventions that language users must know, and no claim is made about the way in which
this knowledge is mentally represented (recall that the inventorium is crucially different from
the mentalicon in this regard). Inventorization is thus a social and historical process, not a
cognitive process (see also Section 7.4 below).

To capture this aspect of “lexicalization”, some authors have posited a special process of
institutionalization. The idea of a progression from “nonce formation” via institutionalization
to lexicalization is found in works such as Brinton & Traugott (2005, Section 2.2) and Bauer

et al. (2013, p. 30; see also Hohenhaus, 2005, for an overview):
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(17) nonce formation > institutionalization > lexicalization

The claim here is that nonce formations result from applying a word-formation rule by which
a “potential word” becomes an “actual word” in a speaker’s individual usage. For example,
the English verb to incentivize was first recorded in 1989 and may not have been used before
that date (Bauer et al., 2013, p. 29), so it was only a potential word before that date. But it is
only after a word is adopted by a larger number of language users that one can say that it has
become part of the language in general, i.e., that it has become institutionalized. It need not
be irregular in any way, but once it develops some idiosyncrasies (semantic or phonological),
it becomes definitely part of the inventorium. This proposal relies on the idea of a fundamental
distinction between potential words and actual words (or possible words and existing words),
and Lipka et al. (2004, p. 3) link this distinction to Coseriu’s proposal that in addition to
Saussure’s parole (language use) and langue (language system), there is a third level of
language called norm (Kabatek, 2020; see also Lyons, 1977, p. 549 for remarks going in a
similar direction). Institutionalization would then constitute the passing from an (unrealized)
system option to the reality of the norm.

However, the distinction between potential and actual words is very questionable, so the
notion of “institutionalization” is not well-founded. There is no analogous distinction between
potential and actual sentences, and the idea of a “norm” as a separate level between language
system and language use is obscure. It is true that many linguists feel that by applying an
inflectional rule (e.g., by forming the plural coati-s from the English singular noun coati, a
raccoon-like mammal), one does not create a “new word”, while by applying a derivational
rule (e.g., ecstatic-ness from ecstatic) or by making a compound (e.g., coati hunter), one does
create a “new word”. However, it is unclear what the basis for this distinction might be (on
the problems of delimiting inflectional and derivational rules, see Plank, 1994, and
Haspelmath, 2024a). Many derivational and compound formations are completely
unremarkable and are not recorded in dictionaries, so the question whether they are only
“potential words” or also “actual words” cannot really be answered."?

One cannot deny, of course, that some kinds of morphological patterns seem to have a
strong tendency to be used with idiosyncratic meanings. For example, the verb incentivize has
the specific meaning ‘provide an incentive’ which is not entirely predictable from its parts
incentive and -ize, and perhaps it had this idiomatic meaning right from the beginning when
it was first coined. But this would mean that it became part of the inventorium right away,

without necessarily undergoing a diachronic process.!* I would thus reject the idea of

13 See also Swiatek (2014) for discussion of the problems with the term “nonce formation”.
4 Perhaps the notion of coining can be said to refer the process of instantaneous idiomatization, for
purposes of creating a short expression with a highly specific meaning.
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“institutionalization” as a separate stage of a progression as in (17), though the precise ways
in which complex expressions with idiosyncrasies arise is still poorly understood.

In addition to idiosyncratic items, the inventorium contains items that are not semantically
or formally idiosyncratic, but are still fixed expressions in that they are conventional ways of
rendering certain meanings. In his discussion of lexicalization, Bauer (1983, p. 55) mentions
unproductive formations such as English warm-th and assign-ment, which are not semantically
or phonologically idiosyncratic, but which are unpredictable because the derivational pattern
is unproductive.

Another, less well-known example is fixed expressions of the type that Mel’¢uk (2012;
2015) calls cLICHES in his typology of phrasemes (or phraseological units, i.e., fixed
expressions). They are not idioms, but they are still part of what one must learn in order to
know a language fully and to use it felicitously in all contexts. For example, Russian uses
ostorozno, okraSeno [caution, painted] on signs where English-language signs would have wet
paint. Russian has the literal translation syraja kraska [raw paint], but would not use them in
the context of signs, just as English has caution, painted! but would not use this expression in
this context. Another example of clichés in different language comes from academic texts:
French says autrement dit [otherwise said], English has to put it differently, and German has mit
anderen Worten [with other words]. All these expressions are perfectly regular, and speakers
would be able express these meanings differently (in a manner corresponding more closely to
one of the other languages), but these are the conventional expressions used in this specific
context.'

The notion of inventorization encompasses both the development of unproductive derived
lexemes (such as warm-th) and the development of clichés (such as to put it differently), because
there is something unpredictable about these expressions, so that they must be learned. The
development of clichés has not been included in “lexicalization” so far, so the notion of
inventorization is perhaps a bit broader than the earlier notion of idiosyncrasy-driven
lexicalization. However, clichés have not played an important role in the literature so far, and
I will not say more about them.

Inventorization has to do with the “public lexicon” (i.e., the conventions of the speech
community) as opposed to the “mental lexicon” (Sperber & Wilson, 1998). But there is a
corresponding mental process, which is here called mentalicization, and we now take a closer

look at this concept.

5 Mel’¢uk’s clichés seem to be similar to what some morphologists have called “nameworthiness” or
“naming force” (e.g., Gaeta & Ricca, 2009). These issues have not been widely discussed among
linguists.
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7 .4. “Lexicalization” as mentalicization?

As 1 said earlier, the inventorium is the collection of conventional elements that must be
learned and stored by speakers as they cannot be created on the fly. But linguists are often
more interested in “mental languages”, i.e., speakers’ mental representations of their
knowledge of the social conventions. (A mental language is often called “I-language” or
“competence”, especially in generative grammar contexts.) Given the notion of a mentalicon
(Section 6), the counterpart of lexicalization at the level of mental systems can be called

mentalicization.

(18) mentalicization
Mentalicization is a psychological change by which an unrestricted combination comes to be

part of a speaker’s mentalicon (or “mental lexicon”).

Even though “lexicalization” is generally thought of as a historical process and the term was
first used by historical linguists, some linguists now associate it with a mental or psychological
process. The following quotation about an English derivational pattern is typical in this

respect:

“many -ity derivatives are lexicalized, i.e., they have become permanently incorporated
into the mental lexicons of speakers, thereby often adopting idiosyncratic meanings, such
as antiquity ‘state of being antique’ or ‘ancient time,’ curiosity ‘quality of being curious’ and

‘curious thing.” (Plag, 2003, p. 91)

And according to Hilpert (2019), lexicalization is the process of “adding new open-class
elements to a repository of holistically processed linguistic units”. He gives examples such as
crowdsourcing (a new compound), emoji (a new loanword), and cutting edge (a new idiom).
Similarly, Gebhardt (2023, p. 20) says that “an expression becomes lexicalized when it
becomes a word or phrase that is stored as a unit”. These authors thus seem to describe
“lexicalization” as mentalicization. And in the same vein, the term nonce-formation (see (17)
above) has been used in the sense of a form that is novel for a particular language user’s
mental lexicon (e.g., Dal & Namer, 2018, p. 204).

However, the evidence for lexicalization (of forms such as antiquity and cutting edge) does
not normally come from the “mental lexicons” of speakers, or from “holistic processing”, or
from indications of “storage as a unit”. It comes from the observed idiosyncrasies (or more
generally, the observed unpredictability), which make it necessary to assume that such forms
are stored and processed holistically. But as I noted above, speakers also store (and process
holistically) many forms that are not idiosyncratic or otherwise unpredictable.

As a psychological process, mentalicization happens at the individual level, whereas
lexicalization is a historical process which must happen at the social level. Since Hermann

Paul’s time, historical linguists have often tried to link diachronic changes to psychological
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patterns or processes, but even though many of these suggestions may be plausible, we must
keep the social and the psychological processes apart conceptually. Mentalicization over a
language user’s lifespan may play a role in inventorization (or univerbation, or lexemization)
over the lifespan of a language, but this role will in any event be very indirect. And next to
nothing seems to be known about the way in which mentalicization might give rise to

inventorization.

7.5. Does all this help us understand inventorization?

Now that we have seen several concepts that have been called “lexicalization” in the past, let
us ask briefly what might explain such changes. As the most important process is
inventorization, I will concentrate on this process here.

It appears to me that inventorization is not a process that we understand well, because we
cannot easily identify constraints on it. Of course, mentalicization in some speakers is a
necessary prerequisite for idiosyncrasies or unpredictability to arise, and an expression must
be sufficiently frequent in language use to be stored holistically. But even mentalicization by
all speakers is not a sufficient condition, because there are some regular expressions (e.g., do
you like it?; that’s a problem; I am tired) are so frequent that they are probably stored holistically
by all speakers.

Why do some expressions acquire idiosyncrasies and others don’t? It seems that we do not
have a general answer to this question, and maybe there is none, because idiosyncrasies
develop randomly, once the condition of high frequency and widespread mentalicization is
fulfilled.

In the case of grammaticalization, it seems that there is an interesting constraint: While
grammaticalization changes are very common, antigrammaticalization is very rare
(Haspelmath, 1999; 2004). Is there a corresponding constraint on inventorization, or on one
of the other types of “lexicalization”? One might want to say that just as
antigrammaticalization is very rare, antilexemization is very rare, as we almost never find
cases such as (19), where the root alcoholic is broken up into the parts alc- and -oholic, and

new words are formed with the element -oholic.

(19) antilexemization
(= “folk etymology”, Lehmann, 2002; Brinton & Traugott, 2005 p. 102), e.g.,
alcoholic > alc-oholic,
work-oholic,

choc-oholic, ...

However, while it is surprising (and in need of explanation) that antigrammaticalization is
very rare, because there would be many opportunities for it, there is no need for a special
explanation of the rarity of antilexemization. As it is possible only with unusually long roots
(such as alcoholic, a learned loanword), it is necessarily an uncommon phenomenon. Thus, we
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do not seem to have good reasons to reject the null hypothesis that inventorization is a random

process.

8. Conclusion

The main thrust of this paper is the idea that well-recognized different senses of lexicon, lexical
and lexicalization can be better kept apart by distinguishing clearly between word-forms and
lexemes, and by introducing a number of new terms, especially inventorium (and
inventorization) as well as mentalicon (and mentalicization). While the inventorium (the set of
meaning-form conventions that must be remembered) and the mentalicon (the set of elements
that a particular speaker has stored) are without any doubt linguistically significant, this is
much less clear for “lexicon”-like notions based on the word(-form) or the lexeme, because
these are defined in artificial ways and may ultimately be based on Western habits of spelling
languages (with spaces between words) and describing languages (in dictionaries and
grammar books).

Linguists have long been aware of the problems with their terminology, but these problems
have persisted over the last decades. That the term word has multiple senses was recognized
by Lyons (1968, p. 196) among others, and that lexicon can mean at least three different things
was pointed out by Hoeksema (1985, Chapter 1) and Jackendoff (2002, Chapter 6) among
others. Thus, the present paper does not add much in terms of substance, but it makes concrete
proposals for remedying the situation: The different senses can be distinguished by actually
using different terms when precision is needed.®

Linguists will no doubt continue to use the terms word and lexical, and in many cases, these
do not present any problems because the context makes this meaning clear. However, it is
useful to be aware that a stereotypical word is associated with a number of properties that
need not go together (as we saw in Section 2), so that in many technical contexts, it makes
good sense to use more precise terminology.

Finally, I discussed the term lexicalization (Section 7) and showed that it can likewise be
understood in four different senses: univerbation, lexemization, inventorization, and
mentalicization. Again, this discussion does not add any new insights, and I am currently

pessimistic about understanding the phenomenon of inventorization (Section 7.5), but the

6 There has been one previous suggestion for introducing a new term, by Aronoff (1988), who
emphasized the conceptual contrast between “idiosyncratic-lexical” (= inventorial in current terms)
and “categorial-lexical” (= lexemic in current terms), proposing the new term umlical for the latter
(from “uninflected member of a major lexical category”). However, Aronoff did not follow up on this
suggestion and did not use this term in his subsequent papers, perhaps because the term did not look
very plausible. Hopefully the terms inventorium and mentalicon will be found to be more memorable
and better connected to the earlier literature.
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conceptual distinctions that are highlighted here may help us avoid talking past each other in

the future.
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