Complexity Is a “Markedly Complex Idea” – But How Complex Should It Be for L2 Research?

Over the past few decades, there has been a significant increase in studies exploring linguistic complexity in second and foreign (L2) languages. The scope of research has broadened to cover a wider range of L2s and domains of inquiry—including lexis, morphology, and phraseology alongside the traditional focus on syntactic complexity—as well as the development of automatic analysis tools. However, this expansion has brought about two key challenges: unresolved, and perhaps even heightened, conceptual ambiguity along with a proliferation of complexity measures. In their recently published conceptual review, Bulté et al. (2024) undertake the commendable task of bringing both conceptual and methodological clarity to this complex field—a truly laudable enterprise!
To achieve this, their initial line of thought is that a clearer distinction is needed between what has traditionally been labeled as objective or absolute complexity and relative complexity (or difficulty) in L2 research. One of their most challenging proposals is to limit the theoretical conceptualization of complexity to structural complexity—defined as “the quantity and variety of linguistic components and the relationships between them” (Bulté et al, 2024: 8) —focusing specifically on objective complexity. This definition, according to the authors, “largely overlaps with Rescher’s (1998) ontological modes of compositional and structural complexity, which comprise constitutional (i.e., number of constituents) and taxonomical complexity (i.e., variety of constituents) on the one hand, and hierarchical (i.e. number of subordination relationships) and organizational complexity (i.e., variety of arrangements and interrelationships) on the other” (ibid.).
Bulté et al. also argue that sophistication should not be included in a renewed or clarified conceptualization of complexity, as it is often defined in terms of frequency, which is “not part of the structural makeup of a linguistic item” (p. 8). Instead, they propose that sophistication is better understood as part of a separate construct—difficulty—reflecting the cognitive demands that these structures or texts place on human users, whether in production, reception, or acquisition. This proposal marks a significant departure from common views of complexity in L2 research (e.g. Ortega, 2003; Norris & Ortega, 2009). In my understanding, it also differs from Rescher’s (1998) general view of complexity as “first and foremost a matter of the number and variety of an item’s constituent elements and of the elaboratedness of their interrelational structure, be it organizational or operational” (Rescher, 1998: 1), particularly by not fully considering what the elaboratedness of interrelations between elements may refer to across domains.
In the domains of lexis and phraseology, more specifically, the exclusion of sophistication tends to narrow both lexical and phraseological complexity to the diversity of words and word combinations respectively without considering other aspects of their complexity that, I believe, touch upon the elaboratedness of their interrelations at the paradigmatic and syntagmatic levels (e.g. polysemy, hypernymy, contextual distinctiveness, orthographic/phonological neighbours; cf. Kyle & Crossley, 2015). I am also not fully convinced by the proposal to conceptualize frequency solely as a core measure of difficulty. Surely, much research has shown that more advanced users employ less frequent vocabulary, and that texts with less frequent words are more difficult to understand. However, this relationship is not always straightforward. In fact, some infrequent words or word combinations may be easier to understand or produce than frequent ones, particularly when considering the lexicogrammatical interface. For example, a high-frequency word can be highly complex due to constraints on its co-occurrence with other words. Prepositions and light verbs (e.g. the verb ‘make’ in make a decision or make a step) have been described as “maximally complex words” as they can vary unpredictably in their semantic and syntagmatic complexity (see Hanks, 2013: 287–88). Therefore, I would be more inclined to work with a framework that considers frequency as a fundamental objective property of words and word combinations.
While Bulté et al’s proposal may sound theoretically appealing, and while I am particularly sensitive to arguments related to knowledge building in the field, I find myself questioning both the theoretical underpinnings and practical applications of such a narrowly defined construct of complexity and the proposed limited set of core measures. On the practical side, measures of complexity have been widely used to describe L2 performance, assess L2 proficiency, and trace L2 development. I am not convinced that a more constrained definition of complexity, associated with a limited set of metrics, will lead to greater success in achieving these goals. On the contrary, over the past decade, some of the most significant developments in the field have emerged from broader perspectives on complexity, supported by more specific measures than traditional (omnibus) metrics such as mean words per phrase, mean phrases per clause, or mean clauses per T-unit (see, for example, Biber’s work on grammatical complexity in L2 writing; e.g. Biber et al., 2011; Biber et al., 2020).
On the theoretical side, Bulté et al.’s proposal to limit complexity to Rescher’s (1998) ontological modes of compositional and structural complexity not only diverges from current views in L2 research (see above) but also from the philosopher’s own broader perspective on complexity. As Rescher himself states, “the salient fact of the matter is that the modes of complexity are multiple” (p. 2). In addition to ontological modes, Rescher also discusses epistemic modes and functional complexity (p. 9). Within the epistemic modes, he describes descriptive complexity as the “length of the account that must be given to provide an adequate description of the system at issue” (Rescher, 1998: 9), further identifying it as “perhaps its most fundamental form” (p. 10). Applied to L2 text analysis, this mode may perhaps be well-served by lexical descriptions based on frequency information (e.g., vocabulary profiles) or phraseological descriptions that capture word interrelations using association measures. Similarly, while Bulté et al.’s proposal does not incorporate any notion of communicative adequacy or register appropriacy in their conceptualization of complexity, these concepts are integral to Rescher’s mode of functional complexity (Karlsson, 2014: 147). This mode of complexity is particularly relevant for L2 research, as the complexity of language use often varies across contexts. Studies have shown that not all complexity metrics are equally useful for describing language across tasks or registers, underscoring the need to use metrics that align with the specific contexts under study. Failure to do so risks oversimplifying or misrepresenting the functional complexity inherent in different language use situations.
All in all, complexity, as Rescher himself observes, is a “markedly complex idea” (Rescher, 1998: 8). The central question is how complex the construct should be to maximize its usefulness in L2 research. Bulté et al. took on the challenging task of simplifying it. Rather than adopting such a restricted view, one might wonder if the field could not benefit more from an expansive understanding —one that recognizes different modes of complexity and fully acknowledges that “systems can be more or less complex in substantially different ways” (ibid.). Ultimately, regardless of whether the field adopts a more limited view on complexity or a broader conceptualization, I could not agree more with Bulté et al.’s call for more careful operationalization and rigorous examination of the validity of our measurements. I applaud them once again for their efforts to move the field forward.
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