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The notion of phraseology is now used across a wide range of linguistic disciplines: Phraseology
(proper), Corpus Linguistics, Discourse Analysis, Pragmatics, Cognitive Linguistics, Computational
Linguistics. It is, however, conspicuously absent from most studies in the area of Translation
Studies (e.g. Delisle 2003, Baker & Saldanha 2011). The paradox is that many practical difficulties
encountered by translators and interpreters are directly related to phraseology in the broad sense
(Colson 2008, 2013), and this can most clearly be seen in the failure of SMT-models (statistical
machine translation) to deal efficiently with the translation of set phrases (used here as a generic
term for all categories of phraseological constructions, from collocations to proverbs).

Although corpus-based and computational phraseology still need to be clearly delineated from
other concurrent disciplines, a possible way of narrowing the gap between phraseology and
translation studies is proposed here: the recourse to experiments involving on the one hand set
phrases and, on the other, evidence from parallel translation corpora or SMT-machines such as
Google Translate. We will argue that both phraseology and translation studies have much to gain
from this cross fertilisation, because both disciplines are regularly criticised for their lack of
coherent terminological description and for the insufficient number of reproducible experiments
they involve. The aim of this paper is not to draw up an exhaustive list of the possible experiments
showing the interweaving of phraseology and translation studies, but to propose directions for
future research involving a number of key issues that are posed by phraseology and are illustrated
by translation practice.

A first series of experiments relating to this subject matter concerns the problems posed by
phraseology to human translation. Decoding phraseology in the source text is far from easy for
translators and interpreters, all the more so as they are usually not native speakers of the source
language. Also, finding a natural formulation in the target language and avoiding translationese
requires an excellent mastery of the phraseology of the target language. | will argue that
experiments with translation corpora may precisely shed some light on some crucial notions of
phraseology and of translation studies. Experiments have shown that translation errors due to
phraseology are legion in many translation corpora, even in the official translations of the European
Union. A contribution of corpus-based phraseology would therefore consist in making human
translators aware of the pitfalls of phraseology in the source text. Even experienced professionals
sometimes fail to detect the fixed or semi-fixed character of a source text construction. Experiments
along these lines should therefore also include the creation of large, multilingual phraseological
databases, which brings us back to two serious shortcomings of computational phraseology:

1. There is no universally accepted algorithm for the automatic extraction of phraseology,
especially not for ngrams larger than bigrams.

2. There is no consensus as to the proportion of set phrases in relation with the rest of the
vocabulary: according to Jackendoff (1995), there are about as many fixed expressions as
there are single words in the dictionary, but others (such as Mel'¢uk 1995) hold the view that
fixed expressions far outnumber single words.

I will argue in that respect that algorithms derived from text mining and information retrieval
techniques (Baeza-Yates, R. & B. Ribeiro-Neto 1999) can be efficient and (computationally) cost-
effective in order to build up unfiltered collections of recurrent fixed or semi-fixed phrases, from
which translators could gain information about the number of set phrases in the source text. Such an
algorithm has been proposed in Colson (2014), and a provisional database of about 700,000 English
set phrases (tokens) has been assembled, which seems to confirm that Jackendoff's view about the
total number of fixed expressions was not correct.



A second series of experiments that would turn out to be profitable to a better theoretical
understanding of both phraseology and translation studies, has to do with the specific problems
posed by phraseology to automatic translation. Phraseology has only recently been identified as one
of the main sources of errors in automatic translation systems, including the most recent SMT-
systems (Monti, Mitkov, Corpas Pastor & Seretan 2013). | will however point out that the
theoretical underpinnings of phraseology are at stake in order to provide a coherent explanation for
the serious shortcomings in the automatic translation of sentences containing phraseology. The crux
of the matter seems to be the complex interplay between association and frequency in fixed
expressions. Recent evidence shows that, contrary to what is assumed by most statistical scores,
there should be no relationship between the statistical association of the grams constituting a set
phrase, and its frequency in a huge corpus. The countless examples of wrong translations of
phraseologically rich sentences by Google Translate, for instance, all point to the fundamentally
wrong way in which ngrams were traced down, namely by giving the highest priority to frequency.

Further experimentation should also shed some light on the overall statistical distribution of
set phrases in large corpora. The well-know zipfian distribution of words in a corpus poses
theoretical problems as far as phraseology is concerned. Corpus-based studies (Baroni 2008)
indicate that the distribution of ngrams themselves may display a Zipf-Mandelbrot curve. This is an
important theoretical challenge to the theory of phraseology and also to semantics, having therefore
consequences on the way meaning may be expressed in different languages and be adequately
translated from one language into another. | will point out that a general theory of phraseology, as
outlined by Mejri (2006), may offer a new insight into the statistical underpinnings of both
morpheme associations (in words) and of word association (in set phrases).
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