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ABSTRACT

Despite the frequent claims most linguists make about the fixedness of multi-word units (hence-
forth MWU’s) and the almost uniform representation they receive in dictionaries, the range of
variation across categories as well as within the members of the same category is much greater
* than has hitherto been recognized. The complexity of variation patterns represents a serious chal-
lenge to the translator whose mother tongue is not English. This paper will, therefore, attempt to
provide a thorough examination of the types of variation in MWU’s in general and the potential
variations that typically characterize each category. Explanations different linguists have sug-
gested to account for variation are also reviewed and their value to translators and possible contri-
bution to lexicography are assessed. The paper concludes by asserting that explanations are inade-
quate for purposes of MWU’s acquisition and that modifications should be made to current
lexicographical methodology in order to help translators identify the changes a given MWU may
undergo.

1. Introduction: What are MWU’s?
1.1. Definition and significance

MWU’s are “... lexical phenomena ... which are conventionalized form/function
composites that occur more frequently and have more 1diomatically determined
meaning than the language that is put together each time” (Nattinger and

DeCarrico 1992: 1). According to Moon (1998), the most salient features of
these units are:

i) institutionalization/conventionalization,
ii) lexicogrammatical fixedness, and

iii) semantic non-compositionality. MWU’s have been studied under a plethofa
of designations: “lexical phrases, multi-word units, fixed phrases, formulaic
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phrases, chunks, preassembied chunks, prefabricated units, holophrases,
and so on” (Willis 1997). They straddle both the lexical level and the syn-
tactic level, ranging from a single phrase (pipe dream, green thumb) to
compound sentences (look after the pennies and the pounds will look after
themselves); tfrom binomial fixed phrases (beck and call, knife and fork,
pepper and salt) to “slot-and-filler frames™ (as ... -er, ...-er, e.g. the more,
the merrier), even proverbs (there is no smoke without fire) (Lavelle 2003).
Furthermore, they interact with textuality and serve a multitude of prag-
matic and social functions (Abu-Ssaydeh, forthcoming). MWU’s are crucial
for foreign language learning and communicative competence and they rep-
resent probably close to half the lexis of the English language (Fillmore
1979; Jackendoff 1997; Widdowson 1989; Fellbaum 1998; Sag et al. 2003;
Lewis 1993).

1.2. Major categories

For the purposes of this study, we shall classify MWU’s into the following six
major categories:

a)

b)

iii)

Fixed phrases (Lewis’s 1997 polbywords)

Sag et al. (2003: 4) describes fixed phrases as “... fully lexicalized and un-
dergo neither morphosyntactic variation ... nor internal modification”. They
are pre-assembled, extremely sta ble language chunks that cover a fairly
heterogeneous group of MWU’s including binomials which can be defined
as “two or more words or phrases belonging to the same grammatical cate-
gory, having some semantic relationship and joined by some syntactic de-
vice such as ‘and’ or ‘or’”, such as ladies and gentlemen, spick and span,
day and night, pure and simple, here and now (Bhatia 1994: 143). They also
include conventionalized discourse formulae (on the one hand, on the other
hand, last but not least) and Latin and Greek borrowings such as ad hoc, ad
infinitum, carpe diem etc. (Lennon 1998).

Institutionalized utterances

Unlike Lewis (1997), we restrict this designation to complete sentences or
fragments thereof which have been lexicalized and serve as conversational
routines or social formulae such as greetings, ending a telephone conversa-
tion, saying good-bye, etc: nice fo meet you, so long, have a nice weekend,
take care now, come off it, (well) what do you know.

Lexicalized sentence stems (Lewis’s 1997 “sentence frames and heads™)

A lexicalized sentence stem 1s “... a unit of clause length or longer whose
grammatical form and lexical content is wholly or largely fixed; its fixed el-
ements form a standard label for a culturally recognized concept, a term in

d)
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the language” (Pawley and Syder 1983: 192). These include sentence heads
(if I were you, would you mind if, that’s ... for you), sentence tails (as it
were, and what have you, and so on) and sentence slots (... -er, ... -er)

(Lindstromberg 2003).

Idioms

There is a great deal of disagreement in the literature on what constitutes an
idiom; some would include similes and proverbs, others might list single
words (blarney, ergo) or even acronyms (WASP, VIP, UFO) and Latin
phrases borrowed into English (e.g. magnum opus, de facto) (Hirsch, Kett
and Trefil 2002). Oxford Idioms Dictionary for Learners of English (hence-
forth OID) (2001) considers as idioms almost all the categories listed here
as MWU’s. Despite this apparent confusion, there is general consensus
amongst linguists that idioms are semantically opaque and syntactically
fixed (or frozen or fossilized) MWU’s (sce for example Baker 1992; see
also Schmitt 2000 and Moon 1998). Examples are light at the end of the
tunnel, ball and chain, hold your horses and clear the decks.

To these, we would like to add two further categories that have been overlooked
by most researchers though they tend to be largely institutionalized and
lexicalized entities (Lennon 1998). These are:

9

Similes

A simile is basically a comparison between two things where similarity,
whether real or not, is perceived to exist {Abu-Ssaydeh 2003). As such,
similes may either be lexicalized (as drunk as a skunk, sly as a fox and easy
as pie) or created by the language user on the basis of actual similarity or
culturally-conditioned perceptions (behave/sweat/be reared/live like a pig,
dead as a doornail and work like a Trojan/helllan automaton/a madman/a
beaver/a slave) (Abu-Ssaydeh 2003).

Proverbs

These are usually sentence-long encapsulations of popular wisdom 1n a
given culture that are passed down from one generation to the next (Mieder
1985): many hands make light work, a bird in the hand is worth two in the

bush, make hay while the sun shines.

2. Variation in MWU’s: Types of variation

A classification of the different types of variation MWU’s in general may un-
dergo is, in my opinion, essential for lexicographers and would greatly benetit
translators. For one thing, such a classification will correlate the MWU category
and the type(s) of variation it is likely to permit and will pinpoint stmilarities



128 A. F. Abu-Ssaydeh

and differences that may exist amongst different categories. Secondly, it will
separate types of variation that are recognized by current lexicographers from
those that have thus far been bypassed in the general and specialized dictionar-
tes. Thirdly, it will set apart variation types that are lexicographically manage-
able (e.g. where variation is limited to one or two alternative words) from those
that are too awkward to be dealt with in lexicography (such as cases where vari-
ation may be unpredictable). Fourthly, areas in MWU’s where native speaker’s
creativity may come into play can be monitored and recorded if frequency war-
rants it. Finally, it could provide a theoretical grounding that may, in part, guide
lexicographers to fine-tune the presentation of variational aspects in MWU en-
tries and to propose some practicable solutions for dealing with the more prob-
lematic units and, in the process, help translators perform their job more effi-
ciently.

Despite the claims made by most linguists regarding the notion of fixedness
in MWU’s and the non-committal qualifications the notion may be associated
with (e.g. often, frequently, semi-fixed, etc.), such units in fact display amazingly
complex patterns of variation that affect entire categories as well as members
within the same category. These patterns can be summed up as follows:

2.1. Nil variation, 1.e. the total absence of lexical or syntactic variation, typically
in fixed phrases (see 1.2.(a) above) but also in many other categories:

1) bread and butter (fixed phrase)

2) on the one hand (fixed phrase)

3) what a pity (institutionalized utterance)
4) no kidding (institutionalized utterance)
3) easy does it (idiom)

6) as the crow flies (idiom)

7) as easy as pie (simile)

8) like a red rag to a bull (simile)

9) no news is good news (proverb)

2.2. Slot-fillers

This type of varnation is unique to sentence frames, but it does not affect the lex-
ical constituents or the grammatical patterns of the frames themselves:

10) what if...
11} how come...

12) what’s the matter with...
13} how about...
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2.3. Substitution by synonymous or near-synonymous items from a restricted set
of expressions which native speakers regularly use in the production of MWU’s
and which lexicographers recognize as legitimate alternative realizations of the
MWU in question:

14) for the moment/present/time-being
15) leave a bad/bitter/disagreeable/nasty/sour taste in the mouth

16) seize/catch/cluichigrabl/grasp at straws
17) sober/grave as a judge
18) haul/rake/drag over the coals

2.4. Lexical substitution from a restricted set of non-synonymous but meaning-
preserving lexical items that may occur at a certain syntactic point in the struc-

ture of the MWU:

19) drive/back/box/push/paint in a corner
20) work like a beaver/dog/horselslave
21) as quick as the blink of an eyela flash/lightning/a wink

22) up to snuffipari/scratchithe mark
23) run like helllmad/the wind/a hare

It should be noted that variation in (c¢) and (d) above can be initial (come/roll to
a stop), medial (live to fight/see another day) or final (close call/shave).

2.5. Optional elements, where one element or more of an MWU may be sus-
pended

This pattern does not apply to fixed phrases, lexicalized sentence stems or simi-
les, but it is observed in spoken expressions, idioms and proverbs:

24) I hate to (have to) say this but (spoken expression)

25) (have) no fear (spoken expression)

26) put (an optimistic/positive) gloss on it (1diom)

27) stand/go toe to toe (and swap blows) (1diom)

28) (every man for himself and) the devil take the hindmost (proverb)
29) it is an ill wind (that blows nobody any good) (proverb)

As the following example demonstrates, optionality may operate at more than
on¢ position in a given MWU:

30) up althe (shit) creek/river (with no paddles/without a paddle) (1diom)

Similar in nature are cases where part of an MWU may occur independently in
the native speaker’s language. The MWU shed crocodile tears might be reduced
to crocodile tears. Go/Rise from rags to riches occurs in actual usage as rags fo
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riches (sagal/story/tale). Hold outloffer/extend the olive branch appears in lan-
guage as the olive branch (e.g. accept, pick up the olive branch). This type of
variation is particularly significant to non-native speakers and, consequently, to
lexicography as I will demonstrate later.

2.6. Alternative syntactic/lexical patterns for some or most of the MWU

In this pattern, the syntax or the lexical constituency of the MWU may vary over
a large part of the unit, thus necessitating the listing of the two forms in order to
capture actual language use:

31) cut his cloth according to his pocket/cut his coat according to his cloth
(idiom)
32) have your heart’s desire/have everything your heart could desire (ldom)

33) be in the firing line/be in the line of fire (idiom)
34) I (can) tell youll am telling you (spoken expression)

2.7. Regional vanation; Primaniy British and American

a) The same MWU may have different meanings in different regions that speak
English like the UK and the USA;

33) give it a lick and a promise (informal): (1) Br Eng: ‘wash or clean sth
quickly and carelessly’; (2) Am Eng: ‘to do a job quickly and carelessly’
(Longman dictionary of contemporary English 1995, henceforth LDOCE).

b) Different MWU’s may have the same sense:

36) cut in line (Am)
37) jump the queue (Br)

The British 1dioms rain cats and dogs, it is pouring, rain hard, be pissing down,
raining stair-rods are expressed in a variety of ways in American English which
are unknown in British English:

38) coming down like a cow pissing on a flat rock
39) hit a frog strangler

40 it’s a real toad choker

41) i’s raining like piss out of a gum boot

42) it’s raining pitchforks and plowhandles

43) it’s raining to beat sixty

c) An MWU may display deletion or lexical variation in its constituents (substi-
tution):
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British
a new lease of life
in the light of
in the light of
throw a moon
like a cat on hot bricks
not a happy bunny

American

44) a new lease on life
45) in light of
46) take the cake

47) shoot the moon
48) like a cat on a hot tin roof
49) not a happy camper

2.8. Complex patterns of syntactic and lexical variation

Unlike other MWU categories, idioms are the translator’s Achilles’ heel. For
one thing, the range of lexical and syntactic variation that 1s witnessed in 1dioms
is confusingly and dauntingly vast. Secondly, vanation in i1dioms 1s, for the most
part, unpredictable. But before we discuss variation in this category, it should be
noted that no idioms permit certain transformations such as topicalization (*the
bucket he kicked last week), conjunction reduction or pronominalization (*Ae
kicked the bucket and she will kick it too). Moreover, idioms consisting of Ad-
jective + Noun combinations (easy prey, a breathing space, a hot potato) do not
allow predicative usages (*the prey is easy; *the space is breathing; * the potato
is hot), nominalizations (*the easiness of the prey, *the breathing of the space;
*the hotness of the potato), the formation of comparatives or superlatives, or
modification (*an easier prey, *a hotter potato; *the hottest potato). Beyond
these restrictions, however, the majority of idioms undergo a great deal of
change which is effected through the manipulation of certain grammatical cate-
gories such as tense, number and aspect, the adjectival intlection; by internal
modification (the addition of adjectives or adverbs) or by the application of cer-
tain transformations like passivization, nominalization and negation. In this type
of variation, the extent of the MWU’s flexibility 1s so idiosyncratic that, to the
translator, it would seem to be idiom-specific. To illustrate, let us examine the
grammatical changes that the following units may undergo:

50) make up his mind. does not undergo passivization though it allows past
(made up his mind), past/present perfect forms (had/has made up his mind),
and the addition of -ing (while he is making up his mind),

51) spill the beans: allows passivization (the beans are/were spilled), -ing addi-
tion (spilling the beans), tense/aspect change (spilled/will spill the beans),
change of mood (spill the beans) and negation (didn’t spill the beans);

52) kick the bucket: permits inflection for the simple past only (kicked the
bucket);

53) drop a hint. can be in the progressive aspect (dropping a hint);
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54) bury the hatchet: allows all tenses (buried, buries/is burying/will bury the
hatchet); |

55) keep tabs on: allows the -ing form (keeping tabs on), the simple past (kept
tabs on), combines with the modals would and must (must/would keep tabs
on) and permits the insertion of the adjective close (keeping close tabs on).

The picture can be even more complex, combining lexical modification and
grammatical manipulation: in LDOCE the idiom send shivers (up and) down
your spine 18 listed as fixed, but the wealth of variations that this particular id-
iom displays is fascinatingly complex:

36) the two should send shivers of disgust up your spine
5T) sending shivers of danger down her spine

38) sending shivers of trepidation down her spine

59) sent shivers of awareness down her spine

60) send cold shivers down the spine of

61) shivers ran up my spine

62) sent shivers up viewers’ spines

63) sending shivers through her body

64) sent tiny shivers all over the heated surface of her body
05) sent shivers rippling down her spine

06) sent cold shivers rippling down her spine

67) sending strange shivers down her spine

68) sent unexpected shivers down her spine

69) sent shivers running through her

70} sent shivers along her spine

71} sent shivers quivering frantically up and down her spine

(BNC).

Cases of nominalization (i.¢. a process whereby a phrase is changed into a Noun
Phrase) and adjective formation have also been observed in idioms:

72) break the ice = an ice-breaker

73} open his eyes = an eye-opener

74) pass the buck = buck-passing

75) it boggles the mind = a mind-boggling thing
76) breaks new ground = ground-breaking

77) blaze a trail = trail-blazing

Examples cited so far may give the impression that it 1s only idioms that display
- this feature. This is not the case since unpredictable syntactic and lexical varia-
tion 1s equally evident in proverbs as the following example demonstrates:
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78) Make hay while the sun shines.

a) Make hay while the sun fitfully shines.

b) [I'll make hay with what you’ve got, every penny of it.

¢c) He might as well make hay while the sun shone, he told himself.
d} Rush out and make hay before you reach your sell-by-date?

e) They preferred to make hay while the setting Labor sun still shone.

(BNC).

2.9. There is another class of variation which is difficult to assign to any of the
above categori¢s and is basically creative in nature. It reflects the ability of the
native speaker to manipulate an MWU in a way that is intended to create special
effect or express certain meanings, a feat that lies almost completely outside the
capabilities of the translator whose mother tongue is not English. Note, for ex-
ample, how the following proverb has been modified:

79) A bird in the hand (is worth two in the bush).

a) A bird in the hand is never worth an infinite number of birds in the bush.

b) A bird in the hand is worth two votes for Bush.

¢) A bird in the hand is still worth two in the bush.

d) I wanted a bird in the hand, but this one was practically in Shepherd’s
Bush.

e) Applicants simply prefer the bird in the hand to that in the bush.

f) It has been well said, seems to assert “that a bird in the hand is worth less
than the same bird in the bush.” |

2.10. Reversibility which can be defined as the ability of a certain MWU to re-
verse the syntactic order of its elements

We shall come back to this feature in the next paragraph.
3. Correlation between the MWU category and vanation types

3.1. Having reviewed the MWU categories and the types of vanation that usu-
ally take place in them, can we make any meaningful generalizations or estab-
lish any correlation between category type and class of variation? Perhaps the
easiest category to isolate here is the fixed phrases. The completely fossilized
members in this category include borrowed expressions such as the French
phrases joie de vivre, bon appetit, creme de la créme and the Latin phrases ipso
facto, magna cum laude, person non grata and post mortem. But not all fixed
phrases are that frozen. The binomials are a case in point. A corpus-based study
by Bastow (2003) demonstrates that the binomial men and women occurs 381
times in the corpus, but women and men never does. By comparison, friends and
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allies shows variation: friends and allies occurs 67 times compared to 47 occur-
rences of allies and friends. Knife and fork and day in day out are non-revers-
ible, but day and night and pepper and salt can be reversed quite often. Apart
trom that, fixed phrases are the most stable in terms of variation since their rep-
resentation m the dictionary is identical to their manifestation in actual language
use. This inflexibility is not peculiar to fixed phrases; some institutionalized ut-
terances (how do you do), idioms (lock, stock and barrel), certain lexicalized

similes (dry as dust) and some proverbs (familiarity breeds contempt) are just as
fixed 1n their patterns.

3.2. Sentence stems consist of elements that are fairly stable though they permit
the slots to be filled by any semantically and syntactically compatible elements.
Interestingly, sentence stems share this feature with novel similes (as opposed to
lexicalized similes, see 5.4. below). Institutionalized utterances, in turn, may al-
low lexical or even pattern variation on a larger scale, but the number of permis-
sible combinations is limited and can be easily isolated and listed from any good

lexical data. Again, this feature is shared also by lexicalized sentence stems and
1dioms.

3.3. Proverbs typically permit nil variation (look before you leap, once bitten
twice shy) or allow certain elements to be optional, especially from the end of
the proverb pattern (don’t count your chicken), with occasional lexical and syn-
tactic vanation. On the face of it, it seems that the amount of variation noticed
amongst proverbs 1s far less than that recorded amongst idioms. Such a state-
ment, however, remains largely impressionistic in the absence of any docu-
mented statistical data for variation in both categories.

3.4. So far as smmiles are concerned, there are three types of variation that are
permitted:

a) Nil variation, as in the case of some lexicalized similes (as cute as a button,
as clean as a whistle, stubborn as a mule, fit as a fiddle);

b) vanation by substitution with non-synonyms (drunk as a judge/a lord/a
skunk; light as airl/a feather),

c) some lexicalized similes occasionally substitute their stable lexical constitu-
ents with others that native speakers of English may produce on the spot.
Look at the following examples from the BNC:

80) drunk as a lord/a skunk: drunk as a newt/a fiddler/March hares/a vicarla
pig/bishop/any sot on May day

&1) old as the hills: old as the hills/Noah/time/history

82) thin as a rake: thin as a rake/rail/a willow wand/a ruler/a bean-polela stick
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Unlike other categories of MWU’s, similes are created all the time, the only re-
striction being the limits on the human imagination. Take at random almost any
adjective and you are very likely to find examples of similes for it in the lexical
COrpus:

83) dumb: dumb as a beetle/a box of rocks/a dog/a drum with a hole in it/a
farmer/helllan ox/a stump etc.

84) ugly: ugly as sin/a pug dog/truth

85) fat. fat as balloons/a pig

86) tall: tall as a tower/a housela giant

87) cold: cold as a freezer/ice/charity/steel/debt/death/a Siberian winter/gran-

ite/stonela glacieria grave

Similes given in (80-87) above are very significant to the researcher; they repre-
sent a parting of the ways between the lexicalized/institutionalized units and the
open-ended nature of language. In other words, the members of this class bridge
the gap between formulaic language with its varied degrees of fixedness and the
unfettered potential of creative language that has nothing in common with
MWU’s except similarity in patterning with one of its categories (Abu-Ssaydeh
2003).

3.5. The idioms remain the most challenging to both the lexicographer and the
translator; evidently, with the exception of slot-filling, every possible type of
variation we have documented here is displayed in the idiom category, with nu-
merous idioms combining more than one type of variation. This is possibly the
case because idioms are numerically superior to any other category and the oc-
currence of a verb element that makes idioms more susceptible to a variety of
verb-related manipulations — tense, mood, voice, etc. They, however, do not dis-
play a uniform behavior as the examples cited above demonstrate.

The following table summarizes the types of variation permissible in each cate-
gory:

Table 1.
fixed institutio-  lexicalized idioms similes proverbs
phrases nalized sentence
utterances  stems
nil variation + + + + + +
slot-fillers +
substitution by + + + +
Synonyms
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substitution by + + + +
NON-Synonyms

optionality +

pattern/ + +

lexical
constituents
variation

+ +
_l._

syntactic and T *
lexical
variation

creativity +

4. Variation: Any theories?

This survey of variation in MWU'’s leads us to three conclusions regarding this
lexical area. The first i1s that variation is most evident in the idiom category, but
the overall range and size of variation in this area as a whole should not be un-
derestimated since a high percentage of MWU’s belongs to this category. Sec-
ondly, sweeping claims made by many linguists that MWU’s are fixed entities
have to be modified in order to accommodate the prevalent and complex pat-
terns of vanation witnessed 1n this area. Thirdly, lexicographers have to develop
methodologies that will reflect variations through a methodology that is both
suited to the inherently restrictive nature of the dictionary and sufficiently clear
and detailed to allow the translator to generate MWU’s variants with nativelike
competence.

Having said that, though, can we describe variation in MWU’s as being sys-
tematic enough to permit the formulation of a theory that would allow the trans-
lator to predict the behavior of MWU’s every time one of them is encountered?
It has to be emphasized that, from a translator’s point of view, any theory would
be valuable to the extent that it can satisfy one or both of the following pre-reg-
uisites: (a) it must enable the translator to predict variation in an accurate man-
ner and/or (b) 1t must enable the lexicographer to compile dictionaries that can
explicitly account for vanation exhaustively yet concisely.

A survey of the relevant literature shows that while variation has been tenta-
tively recognized by researchers, no adequate explanations have thus far been
proposed. In fact, the only three interpretations found limit themselves exclu-
sively to 1dioms and binomials, leaving variation in other categories without ex-
planation. The first of these was put forward by Ettlinger (2002) who argues that
the degree of idiom fixedness is determined by the age of the idiom. “Idioms
with varying degrees of syntactic flexibility”, states Ettlinger, “are at various
stages in the diachronic process of becoming ‘dead’ idioms; new idioms fresh
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from simply being metaphors, will have little restrictions on (thetr) flexibility,
and as with regular language, lexical items can be swapped with synonyms.
Near-dead idioms will become inflexible and immutable as their literal mean-
ings disappear into the past” (Ettlinger 2002: 12).

The major difficulty with this theory is that, from the translator’s perspective,
the vast majority of English idioms are in fact non-compositional; their mean-
ings are not self-evident whether they are described by researchers as opaque,
transparent or somewhere in between. Secondly, if the time factor is to be a vital
feature that determines the extent of variation the 1diom may tolerate, where and
how would such information be available to the translator? Thirdly, even if such
information becomes accessible, does the theory really apply to all “dead” 1di-
oms? How can we explain the difference in behavior between kick the bucket,
spill the beans and bite the bullet, all of which are usually described as “dead”
idioms? Kick the bucket permits only the past tense; spill the beans appears 1n
different highly complex realizations and bite the bullet appears 1n the past
tense, the infinitive, -ing form, simple present, the imperative form and with the
modals should and ought to. Moreover, what do we do with the scores of cul-
ture-specific idioms which will always be opaque to the translator regardless of
their age such as carry coals to Newcastle, beat about the bush, run with the
hare and hunt with the hounds and bark up the wrong tree?

The second theory was proposed by Jackendoff and others and is summa-
rized in Ifill (2002). Briefly stated, the theory claims that the degree of fixedness
in an idiom is determined by syntactic transparency or the relation of the idiom
to its non-idiomatic counterpart; if the idioms syntactically resemble their mean-
ings (i.e. they are syntactically transparent), then transformations such as
passivization as well as internal modifications are permitted. An example is the
idiom keep tabs on which can be mapped on its meaning: ‘maintain surveillance
of’. The same principle applies to the idiom spill the beans which permits the
passive transformation for the same reason (‘reveal a secret’). On the other
hand, the idioms kick the bucket, he bought the farm and bite the dust all of
which mean ‘die’ cannot be mapped on their meaning (‘die’) since kick, buy and
bite are transitive verbs that take an object whereas die 1s an intransitive verb
(Ifil 2002).

But, again, there are serious flaws with this theory from the translator’s
standpoint. To start with, the relationship obtaining between the idiom and its
meaning is so complex that it may not be simply interpreted as a matter of syn-
tactic mapping. Secondly, a cursory examination of any random list of idioms
would reveal that the number of idioms in English exhibiting such syntactic cor-
respondence with their meanings is very small. Thirdly, the theory cannot ex-
plain this huge difference in variation existing between individual idioms. In
fact, an examination of a few idioms would show that the range and nature of




138 A F. Abu-Ssaydeh

variation found in idioms is almost idiom-specific. And even if we accept the
conclusions arrived at by both Ettlinger (2002) and Jackendoff (1997), it is
doubttul if any of these conclusions would contribute significantly to lexicogra-
phy or translator training.

The third theory seeks to explain why certain binomials permit a reversed or-
der while others resist it. According to a hypothesis suggested by Golenbock
(2000), it 1s © ... the frequency of the two words in spoken English (that) deter-
mines which word comes first when spoken (in particular, the more frequent
word comes first in the expression)”. To test this hypothesis, Golenbock made a
list of binomial expressions and tested the frequency of the words comprising
them 1n a lexical corpus. The patterns of two-thirds of the nominal binomials
and all adjectival binomials confirmed his initial hypothesis. For example in the
expression skin and bones, it was found that the word skin occurred 5353 times
in the corpus while bones occurred 961 times. Thus, the phrase would be non-
reversible, which 1s the case. Similarly, fisk and chips is non-reversible because
the word fish appeared in the corpus 5219 times compared to 863 citations of the
word chips. But a very large number of noun and verb combinations did not
support the hypothesis, for example sfop and shop, hit and run and come and
go. Interesting as this hypothesis might be, it does not constitute a principled ap-

proach to vanation which lexicographers can systematically utilize, nor can it be
of any immediate benefit to translator.

5. MWU’s 1in dictionaries

Both general use and specialized dictionaries list MWU’s, the first as one of the
primary features and the second as an exclusive feature. But do dictionaries of
either type provide the translator with a surefire way of using them correctly, es-
pecially in so far as variation is concerned? It can be safely said that certain
MWU categories do recelve a fairly substantial coverage in both kinds of dictio-
naries. Examples of those are fixed phrases, institutionalized utterances and
some lexicalized sentence stems; these are easily identifiable categories where
variation 1s, lexicographically speaking, manageable and the amount of variation
permitted therein 1s fairly limited. They are, therefore, a safe bet for both the
lexicographer and the translator.

Idioms, similes and proverbs, by contrast, are a different kettle of fish. The
range of lexical and syntactic variation permitted in these three categories is so
vast and so complex that little has been done in lexicography to account for it.
Even dictionaries of idioms fail to list rudimentary variation such as alternative
lexical items or optional elements in the MWU. For example, OID (2001) lists
putllay his cards on the table. Nothing 1s said about the fact that cards on the ta-
ble and all cards on the table may occur as independent, and therefore dictio-
nary-quotable, variants. No dictionary I am familiar with provides any thorough
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treatment of the syntactic behavior of MWU'’s; the transformations they may un-
dergo, tense change, mood and aspect changes they accept or the lexical items
that may be inserted at different points in their syntax. Such knowledge may be
taken for granted by the native speaker, but it is crucial for the translator if he is
to use MWU’s effectively and accurately. The problem is that the only two
sources for such variation are the knowledge stored in the brains of the native
speakers and lexical corpora which are material representations of such knowl-
edge. And since access to the native speakers’ brains 1s impracticable, the only
remaining and readily accessible source is lexical corpora. This being the case,
lexicographers are required to operate on three fronts: to fine-tune their current
methodologies in order to account for variation; to thoroughly examine lexical
corpora such as the British National Corpus and the Bank of English in o¥der to
identify possible variational patterns and to find ways of handling unpredictable
variation, especially in the idiom category. This proposal can be detailed as in

the following sections.

5.1. The current practice of citing MWU’s partially or in a haphazard manner
represents a false picture of English in actual use. This effort has to be
based on a systematic analysis of lexical corpora and a careful documenta-

~ tion of the findings. | |
5.2. Regional variations with their different realizations should be established

and cited side by side for the benefit of the translator. For example, the
American idioms kit a home run, home stretch and second stringers are ab-
sent from OID (2001). On the other hand, pipped at the post, Bob’s ypur
uncle and get his knickers in a twist, arc typically British, rather than,
American MWU's,

5.3. Where parts of a certain MWU are allowed to occur independently, such in-
dependence should be recognized through separate listings:

88) play second fiddle
second fiddle

89) send shivers up and down his spine
shivers run up/throughlall over your spine/body

90) shed crocodile tears
crocodile tears

91) lay/put his cards o the table
all cards on the table
cards on the table

92). give him/get' the green light
the green light
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5.4. Similes that are cited with a fairly high frequency in the corpus should be
represented. For example, the simile as happy as a lark is cited in LDOCE
whereas the similes as happy as the day is long/as a clam/as Larry are cited

in OID (2001). Other possible similes with the adjective happy that recur in
the corpus are:

93) as happy as a pig in the mire/poop/s**t
as happy as a sandboy

Ugly as sin on the other hand, is not cited in either dictionary, though it appears
repeatedly in the corpus. The same principle applies to how! like a bansheela
dog/a wolf, fat as a pig and cold as stone which are also frequent in the corpus

and should be recognized as lexicalized ones (for more examples, see Abu-
Ssaydeh 2003).

5.5. Where the MWU may have alternative syntactic patterns, both patterns
should be cited:

94) I can’t rightly say/don’t rightly know
by no means/not by any means

This category should also include cases where nominalization and adjective-for-

mation are permitted, in which case each variant would be listed as a separate
entry in the dictionary:

95) break the ice
an ice-breaker

96) open his eyes
an eye-opener

O7) settle a score
score-settling

98) pass the buck
buck-passing

5.6. The typical lexicographical practice of using the phrase ef cetera to indicate
possible variants at any given position should be replaced by actual listing

of as many as possible of the lexical variants permitted in the structure of
the MWU:

99) brakelclatter/come/crash/draw/grind/jerkipuffiroll/screech/
shudder/skid/skim/squeal/tremble to a stop
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100} haul/rakeltake him over the coals

101) a bag/can of worms

102) tear/cut/break loose from

103) not give a tinker’s cussia damni/a donkey’s arsela figla hootla toss
104) like a bull in a china shop/closet

105) be in full flood/flow/spate
106) good griefigod/lord/heavens/gracious

5.7. Reversibility in binomials, a feature that 1s totally absent from Englhish dic-
tionaries, should also be indicated:

107) day and night. list also under night and day
friends and allies: list also under allies and friends
men and women
come and go

5.8. Grammatical modifications and possible lexical insertions should be some-
how indicated in their appropriate places within the structure of the MWU.
For this purpose, one could tentatively propose two complementary forms
of representation in the MWU entry; firstly, grammatical modifications are
shown in terms of grammatical categories such as past, passive, modal, 1n-
terrogative and negative. Additionally, actual lexical items (such as adjec-
tives, adverbs, verbs, nouns, etc.) can be cited along with the original lexi-
cal constituents of the MWU to show language at work, as it were. The -
original elements of the MWU can, furthermore, be 1n bold face to distin-
guish them from those that belong to the permissible variations. For exam-
ple, the idiom rot see the wood for the trees can be represented as follows
(brackets indicate optionality):

108) not see the wood for the trees:

miss the forest for the trees; (interrogative: modal/(past perfect) fail to/diffi-
cult/(a little) tricky/impossible to/not) see the wood for the trees

This formulation means that this MWU occurs in two forms which we separate
by a semicolon. The detailed representation of the second form (see the wood
for the trees) is important for the translator since it does capture the actual real-
izations of this idiom in real use as the following examples from the BNC dem-
onstrate:

109)

a) It was impossible to see the wood for the trees.
b) Can we see the wood for the trees?
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¢} He could see the wood for the trees.

d) It is often difficult to see the wood for the trees.
e) We miss the forest for the trees.

) The Inland Revenue had failed to see the wood for the trees.
g} T's a little tricky to see the wood for the trees in this one.

(Interestingly, the examples cited above show that not is not an integral element
of this MWU and should, therefore, be listed as an optional element.)

Other representations would include:
110) Send shivers (up and down) your spine:

(would) send(-ing) (cald/srmnge/tfny/unexpeéted) shivers (of disgust/
danger/trepidation/awareness; quivering frantically) along/up/down/up
and down (rippling down/running through) your spine

111) play second fiddle to:

play a (muted/poorisoft) second fiddle to

112) (take) with a grain of salt:

(take) with a (certain/hefty/large) grain (/pinch/fistful) of salt
113) a hard/tough act to follow:

a (hell oflverylexceedinglyl/great/no/not an easylalmost impossible!) tough/hard
(-er) act to follow

114) keep tabs on:

(past/passive/modal) keep(-ing) (careful/close) tabs on
115) lay/put your cards on the table:

put/lay(-ing) (all} (your) cards on the table

116) a/the fly in the ointment

a (/the main/only/one enormous) fly in the ointment
(there was (only) onel/an other/there were no obvious) fly (s) in the ointment

117) hold on by a hair/thread
(past/present) hold on/hang(-ing) (on) by a thread/hair
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118) the icing on the cake

this/the (final/spectacular) icing on the (scrummy) cake
6. Conclusion

MWU’s are crucial elements in the English lexis and their acquisition 1s impor-
tant for the translator. They occupy a position between the two more stable and
well-defined levels of the single word and the rule-governed level of syntax.
The changes ranging from nil modification typical of fixed phrases to the open-
ended simile prove that variation in MWU’s cannot and must not be described 1n
absolute terms. They also show that it is inaccurate to constantly seek any corre-
lation between a specific kind of variation and a specific MWU category. To the
dismay of both the lexicographer and the translator, no single coherent theory
has been thus far advanced to systematically explain the nature of variation in a
way that would permit predictability by translators or assist lexicographers in
their work. This failure means that they have to be left to their own devices to
map out the directions variation takes in MWU's,

As a result, the problem of variation can be approached from several angles:
by modifying lexicographical methodology so that wherever syntactic and lexi-
cal variations are allowed in a given MWU, such variations can be documented
in an economical and user-friendly way in the dictionary. To this end, MWU’s
must be closely monitored in lexical corpora in order to determine the scope of
variation and the permissible alternative patterns as well as to document observ-
able lexical and syntactic variations and optional elements in each unit. It 1s
equally vital for the translator to appreciate the complexity of variational pat-
terns in MWU's, the idiosyncratic nature numerous MW1U’s exhibit and the ex-
tent to which they can be syntactically and lexically manipulated, not on the ba-
sis of a theory-based or rule-based predictability but on the grounds of
permissible and corpus-verifiable changes. Until this task is accomplished,
translators have to avail themselves of the online lexical corpora in order to en-
sure that variations they might like to make are indeed compatible with those
native speakers of English would recognize as nativelike.
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