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0. Introduction 

Questions about the exact nature of linguistic as opposed to non-linguistic 
knowledge have been asked for as long as humans have studied language, be it as 
linguists, philosophers, psychologists, language teachers, semioticians, cognitive 
scientists, whatever. The distinction has been maintained and defended by some, 
attacked and abandoned by others. Those who have maintained and defended the 
distinction have drawn the line in many different ways. Very solid arguments have 
been advanced in both camps; in the course of a) editing this volume, and b) doing 
the research leading up to the present paper, I have seen so many that in the end, no 
longer sure of my own thoughts on the matter, I had to reluctantly decide to cancel 

                                                

 

1 I am grateful to Susanne Feigenbaum, Joe Hilferty, Dick Hudson, Pierre Larrivée, Victor Raskin, 
and Anne Reboul for comments on an earlier version of this essay. 
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my own contribution, or at least to hold it over until I would have had enough time 
for further reflexion. I had intended to look at the sort of knowledge that is required 
for the exact understanding of phrases involving the verb begin immediately 
followed by a direct object (i.e. phrases of the type begin a book). I had intended to 
use French as my target language, since that is the field in which I do all my 
teaching and a sizeable proportion of my research. I need more time to figure out 
whether native speakers rely on linguistic (lexical) or non-linguistic (encyclopedic) 
knowledge to determine that an utterance such as Jean a commencé un nouveau 
livre is most likely to refer to a reading or a writing event, although various other 
events are by no means excluded. I need more time to figure out how they know that 
a certain set of interpretations (e.g. wounding, drinking) are once and for all 
impossible. The same questions have been asked – and answered in more ways than 
one – by various scholars, especially in the last ten years, even though none has 
framed them in terms of the lexicon-encyclopedia debate. That was going to be my 
contribution. It would of course have been an appropriate addition to this volume, 
but for now at least it has not seen the light of day.2 

It has been said that, as a result of the spread of prototype semantics and the 
increased reliance on descriptive tools such as frames, scenes, and scripts, the 
distinction between lexical (or linguistic) and encyclopedic (or world) knowledge is 
now defunct.3 A significant majority of the papers brought together here show that 
nothing is further removed from the truth. They also illustrate the inevitable fact, 
referred to above, that the distinction, when made, is not being made along the same 
lines by everyone with an interest in the matter. The present volume does not aim at 
resolving the issue: it is most unlikely that any issue in linguistics will ever be 
resolved to everyone’s satisfaction. The various contributors to this volume toe very 
different lines. Some work within frameworks (e.g. Cognitive Linguistics, Word 
Grammar) that reject the distinction; they either advance reasons why it should not 
be made or show through detailed case studies how much can be gained from not 
making it. Others were trained in the generative tradition (more particularly in 
Distributed Morphology), and demonstrate how a very theory-specific split between 
a list of so-called vocabulary items (the “Vocabulary”) and a list of meanings (the 
“Encyclopedia”) may clarify particular issues. Most are active in areas (e.g. 
pragmatics, language teaching, machine translation) where, for practical (but 
typically very different) reasons, one or the other distinction, more radical in some 
cases than in others, appears to be mandatory. 

                                                

 

2 For an overview of the literature, including discussion, criticism, and new directions, see Kleiber 
(1999:149-209). 
3 At the time of writing (October 1999), this view was expressed on a University of Leicester 
website, in a research essay written around 1992 by Brigitte Nerlich (“Semantic Development and 
Semantic Change, with Special Reference to Metaphor and Metonymy. An Overview of Theories 
from 1950 to 1990”, http://www.le.ac.uk/psychology/metaphor/semdev.html). 

http://www.le.ac.uk/psychology/metaphor/semdev.html
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If so many people, all of a sudden, can come up with good reasons for a split, why is 
it that the view according to which the distinction is no longer made in 
contemporary linguistics could be upheld in the first place? My own view is that it 
has a lot to do with the fact that those who argue against a distinction have been 
increasingly vocal over the last few years, so much so that the opposite view was 
typically drowned in a sea of adverse opinion. The most vocal camp has been that of 
Cognitive Linguistics, an approach to language and linguistics looked at in section 
1. Section 2 compares older writings of George Lakoff and Charles Fillmore, both 
currently associated with the Cognitive Linguistics movement, with more recent 
output. Section 3 identifies Haiman (1980) as the preferred source for the view that 
has been predominant in Cognitive Linguistics, and looks at responses by William 
Frawley and especially Anna Wierzbicka. Victor Raskin’s contribution to the debate 
is revisited in section 4. Section 5 shows some striking similarities between selected 
aspects of James Pustejovsky’s Generative Lexicon model and earlier work by 
scholars who took a stand on the issue of lexical vs. encyclopedic knowledge. 
Section 6 looks at the disappearance of the lexicon in Distributed Morphology and 
the subsequent inflation of the encyclopedic component. Section 7 returns to the 
past, paying particular attention to Katz & Fodor’s “Structure of a semantic theory” 
(1963) as well as to some of the waves it made among linguists and philosophers. 
Section 8 closes the loop and brings us back to the Cognitive Linguistics camp – or 
rather, to a famous precursor who does not appear to have been recognised as such, 
at least not among (most) linguists, namely Umberto Eco. Summaries of the papers 
included in the present volume follow in section 9.4 

1. Cognitive Linguistics 

I must disagree with Goddard (1998:15), who says that it is a “minority view, but an 
important (and perhaps ascendant) one, [that] denies the existence of any boundary 
between real-world and linguistic knowledge”. Goddard’s assessment, followed by 
the inevitable reference to Haiman (1980), is a clear understatement of the facts: 
Cognitive Linguistics (which is the “minority view” he refers to) is no longer a 

                                                

 

4 Some contributors, in addition to putting their own views, refer to (sometimes highly relevant) work 
that is not mentioned in this introductory essay. On the other hand, I felt I had to insert a couple of 
“late footnotes” to acknowledge other relevant work that I failed to read (or reread). It might have 
been worthwhile to try and go back further than I did; still, in all likelihood it would have turned out 
to be impossible to report in a meaningful and informative way on work that stretches out over too 
many decades. Since exhaustivity was not my aim, it is not an exaggeration to say that the full history 
of the lexicon-encyclopedia debate remains to be written. 
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minority view.5 Goddard goes on to say that “theorists like Charles Fillmore and 
Ronald Langacker believe that knowledge of all kinds is integrated in the mind to 
such an extent that it doesn’t make any sense to partition it into two distinct realms”. 
Langacker, as is well known, is one of the founding fathers of Cognitive Linguistics 
as it exists today – together with George Lakoff, Gilles Fauconnier and Len Talmy. 
Fillmore is now also very much a part of the Cognitive Linguistics enterprise, even 
though Lakoff, for instance, has his doubts (cf. Pires de Oliveira forthcoming). 

Few have put the Cognitive Linguistics position as emphatically as Langacker 
(1987:154-166). He claimed – and still does – that the distinction between semantics 
and pragmatics (which he equates with that between linguistic and extralinguistic 
knowledge) is “largely artifactual”: there is only one “viable conception” of 
linguistic semantics, namely the one that a) avoids “false dichotomies” such as those 
just referred to, and b) adopts an unashamedly encyclopedic perspective. The second 
feature follows from the first. According to Allan (1995:294), concepts such as 
Fauconnier’s “mental spaces” (e.g. Fauconnier 1994), Lakoff’s “idealised cognitive 
models” (or ICM’s; e.g. Lakoff 1987), and Fillmore’s “frames” (e.g. Fillmore 1982, 
1985) “are by no means all identical, but they call extensively upon encyclopedic 
knowledge” (cf. also Allan 1992:357).6  

According to Geeraerts (1988a), the need to abandon the distinction between lexicon 
and encyclopedia is a direct result of the necessity to study lexical concepts as an 
integral part of human cognition in general, instead of as part of an autonomous 
language structure within human cognition. This goes against the structuralist 
hypothesis of a lexicon containing a strictly semantic structure that exists 
independently of the general cognitive organisation of the human mind. The 
structuralist belief that it was the task of semantics to reveal that independent 
semantic structure implies that semantics itself is an autonomous discipline. This is 
not at all what Cognitive Linguistics (and Cognitive Semantics in particular) takes to 
be the case: its position is that the only appropriate way to study lexical concepts is 
with constant reference to the general cognitive abilities of humans. There is no 
separate, specifically linguistic or semantic organisation of knowledge. Research in 
lexical semantics can therefore not be carried out in an autonomous fashion, or in 
isolation. It must be carried out in strict cooperation with other disciplines with an 

                                                

 

5 For an assessment of Cognitive Linguistics, with special reference to its “cognitive import”, see 
Peeters (1998, forthcoming a). Recent introductions to Cognitive Linguistics include Ungerer & 
Schmid (1996) and Dirven & Verspoor (1999). 
6 Allan’s observation is not quite correct in the case of Fillmore (1975), mentioned alongside with 
Fillmore (1982) and Fillmore & Atkins (1992). Hilferty (this volume) errs along the same lines. Cf. 
section 2. Allan also incorporates in his list a number of concepts developed in artificial intelligence, 
to which Cognitive Linguistics owes a substantial debt. The AI concepts include Minsky’s (1975) 
“frames” and Schank & Abelson’s (1977) “scripts”. 
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interest in the human mind (such as psychology, artificial intelligence, 
neuropsychology and cultural anthropology). 

Geeraerts (1988a) puts the distinction between lexical and encyclopedic knowledge 
on a par with that between essence and accidence, or that between analytic and 
synthetic. Both of these, and a few more, had also been cited by Haiman (1980), in 
his demonstration of the theoretical impossibility of a distinction between 
dictionaries and encyclopedias (cf. section 3). Haiman is not a lexicographer, but 
Geeraerts is. In fact, he was one even before he closed ranks with Lakoff and 
Langacker, and before he became the founding editor of the journal Cognitive 
Linguistics. It is interesting to note that, as a lexicographer, he published at least one 
paper (Geeraerts 1985) in which he happily juxtaposed dictionaries, encyclopedias, 
and encyclopedic dictionaries, and saw no reason to abandon the distinction. I do not 
believe that Geeraerts would feel his more recent theoretical stance to be contrary to 
his earlier work. Although he does not appear to have said so anywhere in print, it 
seems that his position is not unlike that of Haiman (1980), who is mentioned in 
Geeraerts (1988a) but not in Geeraerts (1985). In other words, there is no theoretical 
justification for a distinction, but in practice it does not work out that way.7  

2. Lakoff and Fillmore… before and after 

Four years before Lakoff & Thompson (1975) first used the term cognitive 
linguistics to refer to a programme which remains very much that of Cognitive 
Linguistics today (cf. Peeters forthcoming a for details), Lakoff (1971:329), at the 
time a generative semanticist, claimed that Chomsky’s original notion of “strict 
grammaticality (or degrees thereof)”, which he applied to sentences in isolation, had 
to be supplemented with a notion of “relative well-formedness”, applied to 
utterances produced in a context, utterances said to be well-formed relative to 
“certain presuppositions about the nature of the world”.8 Lakoff declared *The 
salami is sleeping ill-formed with respect to our “knowledge of the world”, which is 
one in which salamis do not sleep; *I went Boston to, on the other hand, involved a 
breach of the rules of grammar, and therefore was a case of straight 
ungrammaticality. He then went on to say (ibid.): 

                                                

 

7 [“Late footnote”] There are several interesting observations from a cognitive (though not 
necessarily Cognitive Linguistics) point of view on the lexicon, the encyclopedia, knowledge of 
language, and knowledge of the world in Nuyts (1992). For a review, see Peeters (1996). 
8 Instead of supplement, Lakoff used the verb replace. I am not entirely sure whether that is what he 
really meant. 
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It should be pointed out at the outset that [my] claim does not constitute a 
position that linguistic knowledge cannot be separated from knowledge of 
the world. On the contrary, it is a claim that the general principles by which 
a speaker pairs a sentence with those presuppositions required for it to be 
well-formed are part of his linguistic knowledge. 

This almost sounds like Lakoff talking to us in a previous life. Cognitive Linguistics 
is not too far away, though – both historically speaking (cf. above) and from an 
ideological point of view. Indeed, Lakoff’s assumption, as Keesing (1979:16) very 
aptly remarked just over twenty years ago, was that “information about cultural and 
sociolinguistic conventions required to interpret grammatical patterns [could] be 
incorporated by stretching formal grammatical theory” (emphasis added). Lakoff 
was not yet ready to “break down the boundary between a speaker’s ‘knowledge of 
the language’ and his/her ‘knowledge of the world’”, but he was starting to widen 
the boundary of the former (Keesing 1979:17). In an interview published in 1974, 
Lakoff clearly marked his awareness of what had been happening: 

We have found that one cannot just set up artificial boundaries and rule out 
of the study of language such things as human reasoning, context, social 
interaction, deixis, fuzziness, sarcasm, discourse types, fragments, variation 
among speakers, etc. Each time we have set up an artificial boundary, we 
have found some phenomenon that shows that it has to be removed. That is 
not to say that there are no bounds on the study of linguistics. I only suggest 
that at this point in history the boundaries are disappearing daily, and one 
should not be too surprised if the domain of the field continues to expand.  
(Lakoff 1974:178) 

Cognitive Linguistics was basically the natural outcome of this ongoing process: 
boundaries kept disappearing – at least in the eyes of Lakoff and those who worked 
alongside him – until it was realised that there were none left. Of course, there were 
many who would have no bar of it. Hence, Lakoff’s lengthy criticism, in what for a 
linguistics text was a remarkable best-seller with a remarkable title (Women, fire, 
and dangerous things, Lakoff 1987), of what he referred (and still refers) to as the 
“objectivist paradigm in linguistics”, a paradigm he once belonged to, but as a 
Cognitive Linguist no longer does. Lakoff’s current view remains identical to the 
one he defended in 1987, when he pointed out that the “dictionary-encyclopedia 
distinction”, or the objectivist linguists’ distinction between definitional knowledge 
of words (i.e. knowledge that “corresponds to the essential properties of the entities 
and categories that the words designate”) and encyclopedic knowledge of words (i.e. 
knowledge that “corresponds to the contingent properties of the entities and 
properties [sic] that the words designate”), is a “technical distinction, induced by the 
rest of the objectivist paradigm”, a consequence of “the objectivist paradigm 
extended to include language as a matter of objective institutional fact” (Lakoff 
1987:172). Elsewhere in the same volume, Lakoff (1987:138) confirmed his 
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previous affiliation with the objectivist paradigm by referring to an earlier paper 
(Lakoff 1972) where he had made a distinction between definitional properties and 
characteristic but incidental properties. “This – he added – corresponds to the 
semantics-pragmatics distinction in the objectivist paradigm, the distinction between 
what the word ‘really means’ and encyclopedic knowledge that you happen to have 
about the things the word refers to”. 

In the case of Fillmore, it is a similar story. He used the terms dictionary and 
encyclopedia from the very beginning. The former was supposed to contain “lexical 
information about words”, the latter “non-lexical information about things” 
(Fillmore 1969:124). The need to distinguish the two kinds of information was taken 
for granted, and illustrated by means of two examples, one of which will be left for 
later (section 5). The other example was based on observations made by Bierwisch 
(1967), whose name became eventually associated with what has been called “the 
two-level model”, in which lexicon and encyclopedia are rigorously kept apart (cf. 
Taylor, this volume; Born-Rauchenecker, this volume; see also my comments on 
Taylor in section 9 below). Fillmore’s observations deserve to be quoted at length. 

Let us examine some of the ways in which users of English speak of the 
horizontal dimensions of pieces of furniture. If we consider a sofa, a table, 
and a chest of drawers, we note first of all that a sofa or a chest of drawers 
has one vertical face that can be appropriately called its front, but the table 
does not. For a non-vertically-oriented oblong object that does not have a 
natural front, its shorter dimension is spoken of as its WIDTH, the longer 
dimension as its LENGTH. For the two items that do have a front, the 
dimension along that front is the WIDTH (even though it may be the longer 
of the two dimensions), the dimension perpendicular to the front is its 
DEPTH. 

Objects with fronts, furthermore, are typically conceived of as confronted 
from the outside, as is the case with the chest of drawers, or as viewed from 
the inside, as with the sofa. The terms LEFT and RIGHT are used according to 
this inner or outer orientation. Thus the left drawer of a chest of drawers is 
what would be to our left as we faced it, the left arm of a sofa is what would 
be to our right as we face it. 

This information is clearly related to facts about the objects themselves and 
the ways in which they are treated in our culture, and cannot be something 
that needs to be stated as lexically specific information about the nouns that 
name them. It seems to me, therefore, that the truly lexical information 
suggested by these examples is the information that must be assigned to the 
words LEFT, RIGHT, WIDE, LONG and DEEP (and their derivatives), and that 
the facts just reviewed about the items of furniture are facts about how these 
objects are treated by members of our culture and are therefore proper to an 
encyclopedia rather than a dictionary.  (Fillmore 1969:124-125) 
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Throughout the seventies, Fillmore remained convinced of the need for a distinction 
between linguistic and encyclopedic information. He raised the topic in Fillmore 
(1977a), using the terms that I have just indicated, as well as those he had used in 
1969 (dictionary and encyclopedia). Unlike before, he also turned his attention to 
real dictionaries and real encyclopedias (Fillmore 1977a:132-133): 

A frequent topic of discussion among semanticists is the issue of where and 
how to draw the line between linguistic information about the meanings of 
words and real-world information about the properties of things. This issue 
usually takes the form of the question “What is the difference between a 
dictionary and an encyclopedia?” The famous Spanish Academy definition 
of dog, as the species in which the male urinates by raising one leg, or the 
common dictionary definitions of left and right, which speak of the side of a 
person facing south or north when that person is facing west, clearly are not 
conceptual analyses of their definienda, but rather serve as recognition tests 
for people who need to make sure what kinds of things the words designate. 
It is frequently assumed by linguistic semanticists that the linguist’s job is 
to determine the purely linguistic information about word meanings, and 
that a distinction between a dictionary and an encyclopedia can in principle 
be established. A more realistic view might be something like this: there are 
things in the world, there are typical event types that one can observe in the 
world, and there are institutions and cultural values that make human 
endeavors interpretable; for a very large part of the vocabulary of our 
languages, the only form a definition can take is that of pointing to these 
things and actions and institutions and indicating the words used for naming 
and describing parts and aspects of them. 

Fillmore did not conclude that the job of a lexicographer cannot be distinguished 
from that of an encyclopedist; in fact, as I foreshadowed in my introduction to 
Fillmore (1977a) a moment ago, he emphasised that, notwithstanding the blurred 
nature of the distinction between dictionaries and encyclopedias in daily 
lexicographical practice, the distinction between linguistic and encyclopedic 
information is a necessary one. Haiman (1980), three years later, would reach a 
dramatically different conclusion (cf. sections 1 and 3): namely, that the distinction 
between dictionaries and encyclopedias works very well in practice, even though 
there is no theoretical basis for a distinction between lexical and encyclopedic 
knowledge. Fillmore, however, thought that the latter distinction was necessary first 
of all to provide a convincing account of the interpretative process: 

It seems clear, at any rate, that any attempt to relate a person’s knowledge 
of word meanings to a person’s abilities to interpret texts will have to 
recognize the importance of nonlinguistic information in the interpretation 
process. We get clearly different interpretations from the sentences “The fly 
was on the wall” and “The cat was on the wall”, just because we know 
different possibilities for stable positions for these two kinds of animals and 
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because we know that the same word – wall – can be used to refer to a 
vertical surface of a room or building and to a high-relief boundary around 
a place. Generally this kind of disambiguation is thought of as a use of 
semantic competence, but in this case it surely involves information of the 
kind that cannot be sensibly incorporated in the definitions of the associated 
words.  (Fillmore 1977a:133) 

The distinction was also necessary to make sense of metaphorical statements (ibid.): 

If we hear something like “Harry is a pimple on the face of the community”, 
we do not use peculiarly linguistic information to interpret what has been 
said. We know enough about people, pimples, and communities to know 
that a coherent scene cannot be constructed out of that sentence taken 
literally. From that detection of a mismatch, we know that we should make 
use of the psychocultural information that people are embarrassed by and 
want to get rid of a pimple, and we assume that the speaker intended us to 
believe that the members of the community have feelings like that about 
Harry. 

A quick look at the extensive Cognitive Linguistics literature on prepositions and on 
metaphor is enough to indicate that, in the seventies, Fillmore was anything but a 
Cognitive Linguist in waiting. He did end up joining them, though. To understand 
how that happened we must look at how frame semantics evolved from an enterprise 
involving frames and scenes (cf. in the quote above the clause “a coherent scene 
cannot be constructed”) to one involving (possibly) frames, scenes, schemas and 
models, and finally to one in which no mention is made of scenes and schemas, 
because nothing else matters but (redefined) frames. 

In at least four papers published in the seventies (Fillmore 1975, 1976, 1977a, 
1977b), frames coexisted with scenes. The following passage (Fillmore 1977b:63) 
shows the difference, but also indicates the author’s dissatisfaction with the latter of 
the two terms: 

I want to say that people, in learning a language, come to associate certain 
scenes with certain linguistic frames. I intend to use the word scene – a 
word I am not completely happy with – in a maximally general sense, to 
include not only visual scenes, but familiar kinds of interpersonal 
transactions, standard scenarios, familiar layouts, institutional structures, 
enactive experiences, body image; and, in general, any kind of coherent 
segment, large or small, of human beliefs, actions, experiences, or 
imaginings. I intend to use the word frame for referring to any system of 
linguistic choices – the easiest cases being collections of words, but also 
including choices of grammatical rules or grammatical categories – that can 
get associated with prototypical instances of scenes. 
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Scenes and frames activated each other: upon activation by a word belonging to a 
certain frame, the corresponding scene would help the addressee activate the word’s 
meaning. Frames were also associated with other frames, and scenes with other 
scenes: in the former case, the association would come about “by virtue of shared 
linguistic material”; in the latter case, it would come about “by virtue of sameness or 
similarity of the entities or relations or substances in them or their contexts of 
occurrence” (ibid.). 

The notion of “scene” was further expanded in Fillmore (1977a), which is a more 
recent text than Fillmore (1977b). Towards the end of that more recent text, the 
author finally admitted that the term scene had been given “too much work to do”. 
Additional distinctions were necessary (Fillmore 1977a:126-127): 

In the first place, we need to recognize the real-world scenes in terms of 
which people have learned categories and distinctions, and in terms of 
which people have acquired their original awareness of the objects and 
experiences that the world has to offer, as well as the real-world scenes that 
are the contexts and causes of ongoing perceptions and behavior. 

Secondly, there are memories and distillations of real-world scenes in 
people’s minds, possibly restructured in ways provided by their 
participation in a particular community, possibly with some aspects of them 
forgotten or suppressed and others enhanced. 

Thirdly, there are schemata of concepts, stereotypes of familiar objects and 
acts, and standard scenarios for familiar actions and events that can be 
spoken of independently of given individuals’ memories of experiences. 

Fourthly, there is the imagined scene of the speaker as he is formulating his 
text; and fifthly there is the imagined scene of the interpreter as he is trying 
to construct a model of the world that matches the text he is interpreting. 

And lastly there are the sets of linguistic choices that a given language 
provides and the ways in which these activate or are activated by particular 
conceptual schemata. 

To identify each of these, Fillmore ended up borrowing some of the terms that had 
been proposed in artificial intelligence.9 How exactly he proposed to define scenes, 
schemata, frames, and models is not all that important, however (see Fillmore 
1977a:127 for details), because he soon realised that the best way forward was to 
make no distinctions at all. The only term left in the eighties and beyond (e.g. 
Fillmore 1982, 1985; Fillmore & Atkins 1992) was frame. In Fillmore’s current 
thinking, frames provide the conceptual underpinning, the underlying conceptual 
structure required for all forms of interpretation. Frames, which have become very 

                                                

 

9 An impressive list, unfortunately without bibliographic references, is provided in Fillmore 
(1977a:127). 




