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Abstract

The distinction between idioms and collocations has long been recognised as being problematic. In the
present paper I focus on the distinction between these multi-word constructions on the basis of linguis-
tic criteria already proposed in the framework of various approaches. I also investigate the lexicograph-
ical choices made during the compilation of two bilingual English-Greek dictionaries with regard to id-
ioms and collocations. These choices pertain to the selection of idioms and collocations to be included,
to the selection of their translational equivalents in the target language, the microstructure of entries in-
cluding collocational information, and finally to lexicographical instructions such as labels. Following
an overview of these choices, I suggest that idioms and collocations are more usefully distinguished
basef on the theoretical and practical considerations (such as frequency, semantic opacity, internal lexi-
cal or syntactic variation, etc), and show how these considerations may be applied by presenting a re-
vised entry for bilingual English-Greek dictionary.

1 Introduction

The present paper investigates the role of idioms and collocations in the compilation of
dictionaries, and especially of English-Greek bilingual dictionaries. The distinction between
idioms and collocations is introduced on the basis of linguistic criteria already proposed in
the framework of different approaches. In order to prove whether these criteria are adequate,
we have examined and further tested in corpora actual entries of two bilingual dictionaries,
the Oxford English-Greek Learner’s Dictionary (1998) and the Collins English-Greek Dictio-
nary (2002).

2 Theoretical background

Cruse (1986) was one of the first to study idiomaticity within a formal theory of seman-
tics, claiming that collocations are “sequences of lexical items which habitually co-occur, but
which are nonetheless fully transparent in the sense that each lexical constituent is also a se-
mantic constituent” (1986: 41). Idioms, on the other hand, are expressions “whose meaning
cannot be inferred from the meaning of its parts” (1986: 37), and which are translated with
semantically and not necessarily lexically equivalents in the target language. Moreover, ac-
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cording to Cruse (1986) the majority of idioms are homophonous with grammatically well-
formed and semantically transparent expressions, with the exception of ‘asyntactic idioms’,
such as by and large or far and away (1986: 37). Cruse also claims that we cannot insert in
idioms semantically transparent lexemes, nor can we replace its parts by other semantically
or syntactically equivalent lexemes.

According to another theoretical approach, proposed by Fillmore, Kay and O’Connor
(1988), a syntactic construction may be idiomatic in the sense that “it may specify a seman-
tics (and /or pragmatics) that is distinct from what might be calculated from the associated
semantics” of its parts (1988: 501). The innovation of this theoretical approach is the detailed
classification of idiomatic phrases on the basis of semantic and syntactic criteria in the fol-
lowing categories:

a) decoding (e.g. give sb a wide berth) versus encoding idioms that language users might
understand without prior experience (for example, the spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak).

b) grammatical (such as relax your hold) versus extra-grammatical idioms which violate
grammatical rules (like by and large or caver kar kald).

c) lexically filled idioms (e.g. Balw teAeia ka1 mavda) versus lexically open idioms with-
out specified lexical meaning but with a given structure (for example, the more ..., the x-er).

For Sinclair (1991), on the other hand, lexical meaning is determined by two parameters:
a) the open-choice principle, according to which “language text is the result of a very large
number of complex choices” (1991: 109) the only constraint being grammaticalness, and b)
the idiom principle which is put forward to account for the constraints not captured by the
open-choice principle. He also mentions the following characteristics of the idiom principle:
a) not clearly defined limits of phrases, b) internal lexical or syntactic variation (for example
set x on fire, instead of set fire to x), and c) possible change of word order (1991: 110).

In Reading Concordances (2003), Sinclair claims that the term collocation can been de-
fined either as a highly frequent co-occurrence of two or more words, or as a combination of
words which represents a fully grammatical structure, for example a noun phrase (2003:
173). Sinclair himself prefers the first way to define collocations, and he fully adopts Firth's
claim that “you shall know a word by the company it keeps” (1957: 11). Finally, he regards
idioms as a category of collocations and promotes the idea of a continuum (Ooi, 1998: 57),
where we have: free expressions (Open-choice principle) — variable expressions — fixed ex-
pressions (Idiom principle)

Gibbs (1994), on the other hand, has adopted a psycholinguistic ‘approach, according to
which the metaphorical basis of idioms provides the link between them and their non literal
meaning. In other words, the meaning of many idiomatic phrases draws on various
metonymic and metaphorical schemes used during the interpretation process (in Cameron
and Low, 1999: 30). Especially useful for the treatment of multi-word constructions is the
use by Gibbs of the terms degree and graded. condition. In this way, the distinction between
idioms and collocations can be represented as a scale. At one end we have free-standing
metaphors (for example deep meaning “important™), at the other end clear cases of idioms
(like let the cat out of the bag), and in-between cases which exhibit elements of the two ex-
treme categories (in Cameron and Low, 1999: 126, 131).

The problem of distinguishing between idioms and collocations has been a long-time
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concern not only of linguists, but also of lexicographers. Landau (2001) adopts the tradition-
al way of defining idioms as “a group of two or more words whose collective meaning can-
not be divined” by a user of a language, even if he or she knows the meaning of its parts
(2001: 309). Landau examines to what extent idioms have a fixed structure or whether they
are subject to changes. He mentions that the phrase to put something on the back burner
which means “to delay considering it”, is found in various forms (2001: 316), and for this
reason he introduces the term variable idioms. With regard to collocations, Landau describes
them as “habitual structures sounding natural” (2001: 309).

Jackson, on the other hand, deals with idioms as “phrasal lexemes, typically metaphorical
or figurative in meaning” (2002: 6). He does not admit of the number of co-occurring words
as a defining criterion for an idiom claiming that an idiom can extend from a phrase up to a
whole sentence (e.g. the difference in length between kill two birds with one stone and to
mess about). Jackson attempts to define what an idiom is by referring to two criteria which
he calls “characteristics™: firstly, the meaning of an idiom is something beyond the sum of
the meanings of its parts, and secondly it has a relatively fixed structure. With regards to col-
locations, Jackson describes them as the “regular, typical or particular company that a word
keeps” (2002: 99), wishing to stress the fact that it is a matter of statistical frequency.

Following an overview of these theoretical approaches, one cannot claim that there is a
single approach which solves all problems concerning the distinction between these multi-
word constructions. Although the criteria proposed constitute a useful guide for the lexicog-
rapher, they are just ‘clues’, not adequate for this distinction. Certainly, some of the briefly
described approaches, especially the traditional approach proposed by Cruse (1986) and the
collocational by Sinclair (1991), are more dominant than others. Possibly because they are
based on somewhat objective and measurable criteria (namely the criteria of fixed structure,
frequency of use, and semantic transparency).

Therefore, feeling that the key-notion about the distinction between idioms and colloca-
tions, is ‘degree’, I have proposed a classification of multi-word constructions_ on a ‘continu-
um’:

a) highly frequent and semantically transparent phrases (i.e. clear cases of collocations),
for example team spirit, constructive criticism, take a decision, etc.

b) highly frequent co-occurrences of words (namely in-between cases of idioms and col-
locations), such as: have a nice day! answer the door.

c) fixed but semantically transparent constructions (some ‘hybrid’ idioms usually based
on ‘dead’ or ‘frozen’ metaphors), like to sweeten the pill, quiet as a mouse, and

d) fixed and semantically non-transparent phrases (which are clear cases of idioms).

3 Data

Wishing to examine whether the above theoretical criteria have been taken into consider-
ation in real lexicographical products, I have examined seven entries' rich in idioms and col-

! The lemmata selected were the following: fill, kill, pace, positive, sink, spirit, and wide.
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locations of the three dictionaries already mentioned. The data has been recorded in the form
of tables (an example is provided below for the verb ‘sink’). Here, the distinction between id-

ioms and collocations is based on LDOCE4 (2003). -
Idioms:
sink LBOCE Oxford Collins
one’s bt -4 X ) X (rernp) [ his buart sank at the thowght
one's ¥pIris — X
~ing foelting X X B 1 experienced ot ~ing
e sunk X
~ withisut treee X
~ 30 Jow X - how
~QF SWim X X (perp
= your differenves X fet '~ oy differences
~ like a slonc X X
~ i £ into Qi wppd & pstapop: aumpog, X ‘
~ e one’s ind X
~ing lund X
Collaeations: .
sink : LIOCE Oxford Collins
~ (o the bettom of X :
the sun 15 ~ing X the sun was ~ing in the
~ into {a chair) X ' P> he sank into a chair / the
~ 0 one's knees X he sank (o iy knees O she sank (0 her knees in
be ~ing fast X the porient is ~ing fast
~ sth into sth (=yemf o ot of moner X [ To sink one’s teeth into
= oo isignificance ) ' X
~ bl vice ' X
~ irnto a deep sleop X
~ tnto ablivion X
the ground ~s o the sca X
{prices ~} Prices are sinking
{the paticnt ~s) The patient is sinking
0 ~in ihougmidcspair , X

Figure 1. Table of idioms and collocations of the verb ‘sink’in the three dictionaries.
t

4 Analysis of Data '

The main problem I have faced during my analysis was the absence of consistency in lex-
icographical choices made by the compilers of the above English-Greek dictionaries con-
cerning idioms and collocations. '

4.1 Oxford English-Greek Learner’s Dictionary (1998)

More precisely, with regard to the Oxford English-Greek Learner’s Dictionary, according
to its preface it is a “dictionary of modern idiomatic English language” (1998: iii). Therefore,
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part of it should be the recording of idioms and collocations. Idiom in the preface is defined
as “a phrase whose meaning is difficult or impossible to guess from the meanings of the indi-
vidual words in it” (1998: viii). In other words, the main criterion for distinguishing between
idioms and collocations here is semantic opacity.

Throughout my research I have noticed that the criterion of semantic constituents as op-
posed to lexical ones proposed by Cruse (1986) is consistently applied in the Oxford English-
Greek Learner’s Dictionary, providing users with semantic and not lexical equivalents in the
target language, for example: have a bee in one’s bonnet = gy uo gupovn déa (lit.
have a fixed idea™) (1998: 41).

However, a problem I have faced is related to the label ‘idm’ (“idiomatic”) which is not
used in a systematic way throughout the dictionary, thus causing great trouble to its users.
More specifically, I have noticed that clear cases of idioms are not preceded by the label
(idmy), for example:

(1) () hold out the olive branch = xpatd xAddov elaiag (lit. “hold an olive branch™)
(1998: 459)

(b) of the first water = aplotmg nowdtnrtog (lit. “of excellent quality”) (1998: 840)
as opposed to undisputed cases of collocations, such as those of the lemma decision (i.e.
make/take/come to/arrive at/reach a decision) which are labelled idioms.

Another problem I have encountered has been the use of the label ‘netad’ (“metaphori-
cal”) in order to stress the metaphorical origin of some idioms, as opposed to others that
should also be preceded by the same label. For example, phrases such as be poles apart,
which is rendered into Greek as “eilpacte drapetpikd avtibetor” carries the label (uerag.),
as opposed to open one’s heart to sb (translated in Greek as “avoiy® tv xopdid pov e
xn”). Especially interesting in the Oxford English-Greek Learner’s Dictionary is the case of
the lemma dust (1998: 177), where some of its idioms carry the label (ueta¢.), whereas oth-
ers not, although they should. For example:

(2) (a) kick up/raise a dust = yolo tov xoopo (lit. “to spoil the world”)

(b) throw dust in sb’s eyes (uetad.) = pixvo otaytn oo pdtia kdrowv (lit. “to throw

ash in sb’s eyes”)

4.2 Collins English-Greek Dictionary (2002)

The second dictionary under examination has been the Collins English-Greek Dictionary,
which although recently published (2002), provides its users with much less collocational in-
formation than that provided by Oxford English-Greek Learner’s Dictionary.

As it is always the case with bilingual (printed) lexicography, due to space restrictions
only a limited number of multi-word constructions can be lemmatised. However, in the case
of Collins English-Greek Dictionary highty frequent idioms and collocations of the English
language, for example under the bridge, the other side of the coin, and many others, have not
been included. Equally significant is also the absence of frequent collocations (for example
in decision we find only the collocation make a decision, whereas reach/take/come to/arrive
at a decision have been omitted).

Moreover, lexicographers of the above dictionary preferred to use the terms phrases and
examples, instead of idioms and collocations. Phrases show essential constructions and us-
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age, they are in bold fonts and preceded by a little triangle (> ). Examples, on the other
hand, (which have been derived by the Bank of English) represent the use of the specific.
sense in real speech, they are printed in italic bold type and are preceded by a box (f3). The
problem however appears if one tries to match the pair phrases-examples with the pair id-
ioms-collocations. Unfortunately such a matching seems to be impossible.

5 Concluding remarks — Suggestions

Having examined the data, I have noticed that the number of multi-word lexemes and
their classification varies among dictionaries. Having in mind the theoretical criteria already
proposed both by linguists and lexicographers, I have adopted the following criteria as the
most helpful for the distinction between idioms and collocations in bilingual dictionaries: a)
semantic transparency and high frequency of use for collocations, and b) semantic opacity
and fixed structure for idioms.

As a result, I suggest that collocations in bilingual dictionaries should be lemmatised ac-
cording to their frequency of use in corpora. Especially in cases of polysemous words they
could be included under the appropriate sense, facilitating sense distinction. I have reached
the conclusion that the use of whole sentences for presenting collocations reduces the num-
ber of collocations inserted and the linguistic information provided to users. On the contrary,
presenting collocations in word combinations with their equivalents in the target language —
a lexicographical choice followed in the OAford English-Greek Learner’s Dictionary — is a
brief and user friendly practice.

Finally, with regard to idiomatic expressions, one must admit that the number of idioms
which can be included in bilingual editions is also limited in comparison to monolingual
ones. However, it is due to their semantic opacity that idioms must be lemmatised in order to
cover both encoding and decoding needs of dictionary users. It would be especially useful id-
ioms to be presented at the end of each entry, and to be followed by their semantic — and not
lexical equivalent — in the target language. Also, idioms should be recorded with the mini-
mum number of their elements, with all other optional parts into parenthesis.

On the basis of the above lexicographical choices, the lemma ‘bird’ of the Oxford Eng-
lish-Greek Learner’s Dictionary (1998) has been revised in order to be included in a bilin-
gual English-Greek learners’ dictionary:

5.1 Revising the lemma ‘bird’

bird /p3:0/ p (C)
1. moudl 2. {safop.) dvlpazag, throg He's o guecrdam ~, slvas aegdepyos 0M0g. a cwnring old -, fugeedenpog
Gvlipanaog 3. (i) A ~ in the hand & worth teo i the dush, (apoye) iikhy 2000 xin 930 p, Ripd Ska K
wapEpat. Kill two ~5 with one stone, (opone) &° B oprdps S tpupdews. give shvpet the ~ (s powyailo
knfrunpElopin, o <% e wew, tovopapnf) dnoyn, birdie # Cra ) or padi) AmkaRy gogle, ooy T
Pl anoy.
{COxpiard English-Cirvek Loarner s Dictionary, 1998: 47

bird /3t n (C)
1. nowkd wild/ migratoryiwading -5 dypud erodypncdvoiofddrina ok, — of proy aprav ek mouid 2 (xafke.)
ovipmrog, wWme: He's @ wisefinansneind ~ v TeommwadgogtsiogRepiepyog wWaos 3 () womedad, paveid 4.
dor = i pkaxh), goul—, pd@UY tov pudieiay. 8. AR o ~x with one stone [@° Sy SRR Buo 1pryinag. fhave)
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RUFpOUEELOp, 0 <% ey view, mmopausy) oo, birdie w (v g o oudiy asukiks, goake AORD; MY
Qulandn,
(Oxfowet EnglivkGreek Learper s Dictionary, 1998: 47

bird /3 0 {C) :
1. moukd vk migratordeading = dypa amodnmmxddoiofinoe aoedid, - of prov apmsond okl 2 etk
dylpurng, wimeg: Mo 's o wisedimusrweird - st yaos e telognapispos timos 3 (aafop, ) komsdad, pevotil 4,
oy~ witven Qukaxt), goak, PdQspog 1w gutanin. S R tso <8 with one stone 11 St 01iRdpo Fus tpoyivia. Rave)
a ~'s eye wew {of) (Spn) wmvopapish B0, A ~ i the band is worth fwo i the Pusii %6220 REVTE Wi 670 36, Bup
S ke vepriper. free das o ~ exaidipo maol ~ of o feather (flock together), nhe 8ev tupedliops, 8o Oo
mupmebnpeapsipowns, ojtoln sl seialo. A litle ~ M me v 0 e dve mowddon of i amren aytshog xuxdy
(zidfyveonyy, Jr Is (soferli) for the ~¢ shva yut nirogaipa o ovoaddud dyppoto. The early ~ carches the worny
dmosog mWafs uw Kipo £hic, w aypd Somvdol tov aperpien. gine st the — Gud ) poweilo seiypwopmitopa

Finally, following the theoretically informed analysis of this paper, we could claim that
lexicography can usefully accommodate the theoretical distinction between idioms and col-
locations, and that the benefits of doing so outdo any problems and difficulties that this dis-
tinction raises for both lexicographers, as well as for dictionary users.
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