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This paper discusses some of the fundamental principles for the selection of headwords
in bilingual dictionaries. A basic assumption in lexicography is that the linguistic units
of one language map to those of another language, but even in close language pairs like
Spanish and English there are numerous exceptions. In some language pairs, such as
English and Japanese, cross-linguistic lexical anisomorphism (CLA) is so great that it
becomes literally impossible to map certain words and phrases across these languages.
A string of words can be segmented into components in multiple ways. Linguists may
disagree on how to combine these components to form meaningful linguistic units. The
primary task of the lexicographer is to decide which combination of components
qualifies as a dictionary headword, which may depend on the application (language
learning, MT, morphological analysis). In this paper we define these units based on
decades of experience in bilingual lexicography, especially the compilation of an
extremely comprehensive full-form Spanish-English dictionary for an innovative
machine translation project. We will define the following linguistic units, noting that the
definitions may be rigorous or mutually exclusive.
Lexical unit is the smallest distinctive linguistic unit that associates meaning with form.
The near-synonym lexeme emphasizes the members of an inflectional paradigm, rather
than a specific wordform. Free word combination is a meaningful free sequence of
words that follows the rules of syntax but has no lexical status. Phraset is a free
combination of words that is recurrently used to express concepts but has no
monolingual lexical status but maps cross-lingually. Collocation is a recurrent
combination of words co-occurring more often than by chance whose meaning is
(mostly) compositional and transparent. Multiword expression consists of multiple
words that together function as a single lexical unit. Word group is a group of multiple
contiguous orthographic words that have no special significance other than that the
words occur contiguously.
It is hoped that a detailed discussion of these concepts will contribute to headword
selection based on (mostly) objective criteria.
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