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A cornerstone in linguistics

The distinction between lexical and grammatical expressions

- plays an important role in all major approaches to the study of language.

- underlies a number of basic and widely accepted distinctions:
- time vs. tense, Aktionsart vs. aspect, modality vs. mood, etc.
- full verbs vs. auxiliaries

- can be traced back to Aristotle, via the distinction made in medieval 
logic between categorematic and syncategorematic expressions
(Klima 2005).

Background
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Challenges

1. Grammaticalization researchers have argued that lexical and 
grammatical expressions are not worlds apart.
- Perhaps no strict distinction can be made?
- Perhaps lexical and grammatical expressions are better conceived

of as belonging to different poles of a continuum?

2. Grammaticalization research has been challenged itself 
(e.g. Campbell 2001, Janda 2001, Joseph 2001, and Newmeyer 2001):
Features typically associated with grammaticalization are 
- found also in non-grammaticalization changes.
- often not found in grammaticalization changes.

Basic problem:
The distinction between lexical and grammatical expressions remains
pre-theoretical and intuition-based (Geurts 2000: 781).

Background
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Existing attempts at definitions

Three types of definitions
1. Ostensive definitions, with reference to uncontroversial examples 

2. Definitions in terms of sets of features found with uncontroversial 
examples.

1. Definitions in terms of one feature found with uncontroversial examples.

All existing definitions are problematic.

Background
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Ostensive definitions, with reference to uncontroversial examples

Uncontroversial examples of grammatical expressions:

Affixes: pick-s, pick-ed, pick-ing, pick-Ø

Clitics: have-n't

Auxiliares: I am gonna make it

Articles: a book, the book

Background
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Example of ostensive definition
Matthews’ (2007: 165) definition of ‘grammatical morpheme’:

‘A morpheme which has grammatical meaning’.

Matthews’ (2007: 165) definition of ‘grammatical word’:
‘One which has grammatical meaning’.

Matthews’ (2007: 164) definition of ‘grammatical meaning (emphasis 
added):
Any aspect of meaning described as part of the syntax and morphology 
of a language as distinct from its lexicon. Thus especially the meanings 
of constructions and inflections, or of words when described 
similarly.

Problem with ostensive definitions
What about expressions that are not uncontroversially lexical or
grammatical?

Background
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Definitions in terms of sets of features found with uncontroversial examples

E.g. Heine & Reh (1984), Lehmann (2002)

Features typically associated with grammatical expressions

- boundness (also known as ‘boundedness’ or ‘bondedness’)

- phonological reduction

- semantic reduction (bleached, generalized, or abstract meaning)

- closed class membership

- obligatoriness

Background
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Problems with definitions in terms of typical features:

1. Even with standard examples of grammatical expressions, only some of 
the features are found (e.g. Campbell 2001).

1. All features are found also with uncontroversial examples of lexical 
expressions (e.g. Campbell 2001).

- boundness - put away
- phonological reduction - England (< Engla-lond)
- semantic reduction - fly in Flying Scotsman 
- closed class membership - I saw/heard/*tried him run.
- obligatoriness - put away

Background
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Problems with definitions in terms of typical features:

1. Only few, if any, features regularly accompany abstract constructions

Example: declarative constructions (’assertion’)

(1) He loves her.

- not phonologically reduced
- not obligatory in any useful sense
- not semantically reduced
- closed class membership?
- bound?

Background
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Definitions in terms of one feature found with uncontroversial examples

Definitions in terms of ‘grammatical meaning/function’) 
(e.g. Traugott 2003: 645; cf. Diewald 2006: 2-3)

Problem:
- What is grammatical meaning/function?

Solutions proposed in the literature

1. Little, bleached, abstract or no semantic content! (e.g. Trask 1993: 123)
New problem: includes lexical expressions such as thing in It’s just one 
of those things which make you cry.

2. Procedural or weakly deictic meaning (e.g. Nicolle 1998, Diewald 2010)
New problem: in what sense are noun classifiers, gender distinctions and 
derivational morphemes like English –ing procedural or weakly deictic?

Background
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Solutions proposed in the literature (continued)

3. Grammatical meanings belong within a limited range of 
grammaticalizable notions (e.g. Slobin 1997,Croft 2003: 225)

- time meanings like: 'past', present', 'future', … 

- person meanings like: '1st person', '2nd person', '3rd person', …

- number meanings like: 'singular', 'dual', 'plural', …

- etc.

Background








