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The subject of the present study is the analysis of lexical idioms in English, i.e. single-word
complex lexemes which exhibit similarities to multi-word idioms recognized traditionally in
phraseology. Describing such items as idioms is not generally accepted yet, inasmuch as
idioms are canonically thought to be multi-word expressions (cf. Howarth 1998, Burger 1998,
etc.). The study is an attempt to argue for the possibility of describing and analysing lexical

idioms by similar criteria as idiomatic multi-word expressions.

Chapter 2 provides an overview of the traditional and more recent approaches to
phraseology, discusses the demarcations between phraseology and other disciplines arguing
that phraseology overlaps with several disciplines, especially morphology, syntax and
semantics. The chapter also presents structural classifications of phrasemes in the work of
some of the most influential phraseologists within the phraseological approach, focusing on
the British (Cowie and Howarth) and Continental (Burger, Cermak) tradition. The
classifications of phraseological units by these and other influential authors show that apart
from Cermak, it is generally taken for granted that phraseology operates on the level of word
combinations only. Finally, the chapter describes the main concepts related to semantic
aspects of idioms, especially (non-)compositionality, idiomaticity and anomaly attempting to

establish the theoretical background for idiom identification.

Chapter 3 summarizes references in the literature to idiomaticity on the lexical level, arguing
that although phraseologists consider it canonical to define phraseology as dealing with
polylexical units, the linguistic literature in fact does not lack references to idiomatic
derivatives and (especially) idiomatic compounds. The chapter first presents the theory of
semantic coindexation, which accounts for the way meaning construction occurs in derivation
and compounding. The following two parts focus on scattered references to idiomatic
derivatives and compounds in literature. The aim of this heterogeneous list of mentions is to
demonstrate that these references to phraseological derivative and (especially) compounds are
not scarce as one might expect. The chapter also two lines of linguistics which are closely
related to the topic of lexical idioms: the cognitive approach represented by Benczes (2005,
2006 & 2015) and the account of meaning-predictability from the onomasiological
perspective (Dokulil, 1978 & Stekauer, 2005a, b). Although these approaches do not deal
explicitly with the inclusion of lexical idioms into phraseology, their subject of study is in fact

very much related.

Chapter 4 is the last chapter of the theoretical part and introduces probably the only

systematic treatment of lexical idioms within the discipline of phraseology, i.e. the theory of

2



lexical idioms by Cermak (2007a, b), whose theoretical work serves as the basis for this
study. The main section of the chapter presents Cermak’s morphological classification of
lexical phrasemes (Cermak uses the term phraseme when the form of the unit is in focus and
the term idiom when pointing to its meaning). Lexical phrasemes are divided according to the
word-formation process involved into derivational and compositional phrasemes and these
types are further divided according to the word-class of the lexeme. Chapter 4 also presents a
quantitative analysis of lexical idioms in Czech by Klétzerova (1997, 1998), who tests and

confirms Cermak’s theory in practice.

Chapter 5 describes objectives of the research and poses research questions to be answered
by the study and presents the provisional definition of lexical idioms. In addition, it provides
information about the data and their processing. The research questions posed in this study are

as follows:

1) Is it reasonable to study anomalous combinatorial relations below the level of the word

within and by means of phraseology?

2) Are all three types of anomaly, i.e. semantic, formal and collocational, of equal importance
to the definition of lexical idioms, or is any of them more important for the identification of
lexical idioms than the others? Conversely, is any one type of anomaly less important for

defining lexical idioms, and should be even disregarded?

3) Are there any types of lexical idioms which were not described in the literature so far?

4) Are there any formal categories of lexemes which are more typical among lexical idioms?
and conversely:

5) Are there any formal categories of lexemes which are less typical among lexical idioms?
6) Are there any semantic types which are more typical among lexical idioms?

7) Is expressivity a feature which is typical of English lexical idioms?

8) Are there any specific classes of lexical idioms with respect to the degree of idiomaticity
they display?
The provisional definition formulated before the analyses describes lexical idioms as single-

word lexemes formed as combinations of components which are anomalous semantically

and/or collocationally and/or grammatically.



Chapter 6 is divided into two stages and presents two analyses, each with its own objectives.
The aim of the first stage is to analyse randomly-chosen English single-word lexemes with
respect to their idiomaticity and adapt the provisional definition of lexical idioms to the
specific situation of the English lexicon. On the basis of the findings obtained in the first
stage, a new definition is formulated, which is used to retrieve a new sample of items meeting

the criteria for lexical idioms.

The first sample consists of 1 000 randomized lexemes retrieved from the BNC. The lexemes
are classified into several categories reflecting the presence or absence of anomalous features
to find out which irregularities should be included among the criteria for lexical idioms. The
features taken into account involve: simple/complex structure, word-class and word-formation

process involved. The categories of complex lexemes are as follows:

a) Category 0: complex lexemes with formally and semantically regular structure;
b) Category 1: formally anomalous complex lexemes;

c) Category 2: collocationally anomalous complex lexemes;

d) Category 3: semantically anomalous complex lexemes which have both regular and

idiomatic senses;
e) Category 4: semantically anomalous complex lexemes with idiomatic meaning only.

The following tables quantify the distribution of word-classes in the sample and the categories

described above.

WORD-CLASS SIMPLE | COMPLEX | TOTAL
N 206 322 528
ADJ 13 264 277
ADV 2 47 49
\% 98 48 146
TOTAL 319 681 1 000

Table 1: Distribution of word-classes and simple/complex lexemes in the BNC sample




BNC SAMPLE TYPE TOTAL OF TOTAL OF ITEMS
COMPLEX LEXEMES IN ASSIGNED TO
LEXEMES THE SAMPLE CATEGORIES

CATEGORY 0 regular 381
CATEGORY 1 formally anomalous 158
CATEGORY 2 collocationally anomalous 81
CATEGORY 3 semantically anomalous I 40
CATEGORY 4 semantically anomalous II 128
TOTAL 681 789

Table 2: Categories of complex lexemes in the BNC sample

The combination of word-class/word-formation process data and the assigned category are

presented below:

WC [CL| % [CATO| % [CAT1| % | CAT2| % |CAT3| % |CAT4]| %
N 322 473 | 158 | 413 74 | 46.8 49 60.5 | 21 512 | 8 | 672
ADJ | 264 | 388 | 171 | 450 | 56 | 354 15 18.5 17 | 415 | 20 | 203
ADV | 47 | 69 40 10.5 3 1.9 3 3.7 0 0 4 31
% 48 | 7.0 12 3.2 25 15.9 14 17.3 3 73

12 9.4
T 681 | 100.0 | 381 | 100.0| 158 [ 1000 | 81 |1000| 41 | 1000 | 128 | 100.0

Table 3: Word-class distribution in all categories of complex lexemes in the BNC sample

WF |CL| % |CATO0| % |CATI1 % |CAT2| % |CAT3| % |CAT4| %
D 523 | 76.8 311 81.6 146 92.4 51 63 30 73.1 60 46.9
C 119 | 17.5 40 10.5 12 7.6 29 35.8 9 22.0 61 47.6
D+C | 39 5.7 30 7.9 0 0 1 1.2 2 4.9 7 5.5
T 681 | 100.0 | 381 100.0 | 158 100.0 81 100.0 41 100.0 128 100

Table 4: Distribution of word-formation processes in all categories of complex lexemes

in the BNC sample

The problematic subtypes of anomalous lexemes discussed in the thesis involve:

a) Latin or Greek borrowings or English formations based on these source languages with an

unproductive affix and/or bound base (126 lexemes of 158 assigned to Category 1):

atonement, dilatory, reversal, scripture, literate, scientific, pressure

b) Latin or Greek borrowings with a component used systematically in English and another

component with no systematic use in English: garrulous, duplicate, cadence, tirade, relegate




¢) lexemes of Category 3 (mostly idiomatic in a shifted sense): mouth-watering, tubby,

offshoot, goer, unearth, oddity, skinny, protector, tipper
Other, more prototypical instances of idioms are presented below:

Category 1: verbs: forward, engineer, pressure; elderly, olden, topmost, father-in-law,

stompie, showbiz
Category 2: mohair, Tuesday, mulberry, mistletoe, best, registrar, carpenter

The BNC sample analysis shows that transferring directly the criteria for Czech lexical idioms
chosen by Klétzerova (1997) is not plausible for English because this method retrieves more
than 50% of all complex lexemes as formally anomalous mainly because of unproductive
word-formation processes and because of a high number of assimilated borrowings of Latin or
Greek origin. It seems more reasonable to consider regularity and anomaly in terms of
existing analogies in the system and not in terms of current productivity. This strategy is
based on the finding that the combination of typical characteristics of established words (i.e.
institutionalization and lexicalization) and the peculiarities of the English lexicon (a high
proportion of Latinate formations and borrowings) would have the following effect: if current
productivity were taken as the main formal criterion of lexical idioms, the proportion of
idioms in vocabulary would be too high, not corresponding at least roughly to the
understanding of idioms as exceptions from the norm and in addition, a large proportion of
such idioms (41 %) in the BNC sample would be semantically transparent, which is not

typical of idioms either.

The problematic subclasses of Latinate borrowings and Latin-based formations, the specific
word-class and word-formation process distribution among semantically anomalous lexemes
and formal features typical for all words (formal fixedness, lower degree of productivity of
word-formation in comparison with syntax) have led to the decision to consider semantic
anomaly to be the primary criterion in defining lexical idioms and regard formal and
collocational anomalies as secondary criteria which serve to further raise the degree of

idiomaticity of semantically non-compositional lexemes.



The amended definition was then applied when collecting the OED sample of 500 lexical
idioms for the second analysis. The sample was then analysed in terms of the anomaly

involved and then an attempt was made to identify a possible subtype of the anomaly found.

The following table summarizes the most distinct semantic subtypes:

OED SAMPLE OF
SEMANTIC SUBTYPES IDIOMATIC COMPLEX
LEXEMES

NUMBER %
no specific subtype 165 33.0
specialization 123 24.6
metaphor 105 21.0
exocentricity 50 10.0
metonymy 35 7.0
generalization 10 2.0
deterioration 8 1.6
amelioration 6 1.2

Table S: Distribution of semantic subtypes within the OED sample

The subtypes are exemplified below:

SEMANTIC EXAMPLES OF LEXEMES

SUBTYPES

specialization output, get-out, let-out, mobilization, activist, booklet, post-war
metaphor multidimensional, encapsulate, viewpoint, blueprint, work load
exocentricity know-nothing, paperback, close-up, high-rise, print-out, detective,

documentary, floppy, microwave

metonymy white-collar, face-to-face, footage, foreword, outgrowth
generalization suitcase, poster, used-up, handbag

deterioration collaborator, mechanistic, opportunist

amelioration exceptional, resourceful, standout

no specific subtype make-up, back-up, hallway, grandparent, screenplay, black box,
windshield

Table 6: Examples of semantic subtypes within the OED sample



The following tables provide data concerning the formal and collocational anomaly and their

subtypes and illustrate the subtypes with examples:

CATEGORY | SUBCATEGORY NUMBER %
OF IN OED
LEXEMES SAMPLE
formal anomalous component form 23 4.6
anomaly anomalous suffix 9 1.8
other formal anomalies 16 3.2
formal a.\nd formally anomalous combination 25 5.0
collocational
anomaly tautology 14 2.8
collocational | semantic incompatibility 33 6.6
anomaly low collocability 5 1.0

Table 7: Formal and collocational anomaly in the OED sample

SUBCATEGORY OF FORMAL AND
COLLOCATIONAL ANOMALY

EXAMPLES OF LEXEMES

anomalous component form

contraceptive, cultivar, catalyse, spokesperson,

handicapped

anomalous suffix

nouns: documentary, wireless, deductible;

verbs. package, layer; adjective: high-pressure

other formal anomalies

no-good, must-see, value-added, overdue,

overseas

formally anomalous combination

movie, steamer, capacitor, knowledgeable,

tailored

tautology

packaging, dosage, capacitance, fractionation,

shot-gun, machine gun, driveway

semantic incompatibility

deadline, dead end, fast food, interface,

airport, soap opera

low collocability

buffer, sewage, eigenvalue, hind-sight

Table 7: Examples of formal and collocational anomaly in the OED sample
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As far as the formal structure of lexical idioms is concerned, the category of lexical idioms in
English divides into four main groups in terms of the word-formation process involved:
compounds, derivatives, formations combining both composition and derivation and other
formations (such as clipping compounds, blends, etc.). Combined formations and splinter
formations have not been described in the literature so far. Combined formations are probably
more common in English than in Czech, which employs composition less often than English,
and splinter formations are definitely typical of English (and rare in Czech). They may be
problematic with respect to phraseology because once a splinter begins to be used in more
formations, by analogy, it assumes the status of an affix and its use becomes systematic. Such

formations then cease to be anomalous.

The categories are quantified and exemplified below:

STRUCTURAL | NUMBER OF EXAMPLES
%
TYPE LEXEMES
DERIVATIVES processor, reactor, organizer, grader,
158 31.6
tanker; distal, inter-war, institutionalized
COMPOUNDS viewpoint, horsepower, natural gas,
283 56.6
double-blind, overall, set-up, break-down
COMBINED pacemaker, loudspeaker, bread-winner,
FORMATIONS 45 9 open-ended, two-dimensional, word

processing, cross-sectional

OTHER contraceptive, cultivar, surfactant,
14 2.8

FORMATIONS catalyse

TOTAL 500 100

Table 8: Structural subtypes of lexical idioms and their examples

The last section of the OED sample analysis deals briefly with pragmatic functions of lexical
idioms. The data indicate that the symbolic component of the connotative meaning is typical
of lexical idioms, especially of figurative ones and that evaluative connotation is not

uncommon among lexical idioms (8.8 % in the OED sample). However, further research is
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needed to compare the results with corresponding data on multi-word idioms. By contrast, the
expressive component, which is very typical of multi-word idioms, is only marginal among
the lexical idioms of the OED sample, as they do not typically represent an alternative to a
stylistically neutral expression, which is the case of collocational idioms. These data may also
serve as a tentative answer to research question number 7 (expressivity as a feature of English

lexical idioms).

As far as the degree of idiomaticity for lexical idioms is concerned, it seems that there are at

least three least three scalar axes or variables of idiomaticity. They are illustrated in table

below:
axes/variables of degrees of idiomaticity properties
idiomaticity
transparency/opacity transparent transparent/opaque only opaque

_ discrepancy between no discrepancy mild discrepancy due to major, idiosyncratic
':—'; lexical and systematic (e.g. metonymy) discrepancy between
:é word-formation to less systematic, creative lexical meaning of

é-' meaning meaning shift (e.g. component and WF

S metaphor) in components semantics
combinatorial formal/collocational | formal and/or collocational major combinatorial
regularity / anomaly regularity irregularity idiosyncrasy, anomaly

Table 9: Axes and degrees of idiomaticity

The findings of the study summarised above indicate that it is indeed possible to study single-
word lexemes in terms of phraseology but at the same time one must be aware of the
differences and consider the whole category of lexical idioms as being on the periphery of the

domain of idioms.
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