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The Notion of Lexical Error in the Framework
of Explanatory Combinatorial Lexicology

Dominic Anctil

Département de didactique,
OLST — Département de linguistique et traduction, Université de Montréal
dominic.anctil@umontreal.ca

Lexical mastery constitutes a central component of language mastery.
Nevertheless, few studies dealing with linguistic errors — notably in written
language — consider the lexical aspect of such errors. Furthermore, the actual
notion of lexical error seems vague, both in limguistics and language teaching,
and no precise definition of it has been proposed. As a result, many errors
considered as syntactic or morphological are in our opinion lexical.

Using Explanatory Combinatorial Lexicology’s principles of lexical de-
scription as a guideline, we will try to characterize clearly the notion of lexical
error. Based on an exhaustive presentation of the properties of a lexical unit,
we can observe in which ways they can be violated or transgressed to cause
lexical errors. This approach will provide us with all the necessary tools to
propose a descriptive typology of lexical errors. We will finally put our typol-
ogy to test by describing the lexical errors found in a text corpus.

IHonaTHE JICKCHYCCKOH OIIHOKH B PAMKAX TOJKOBO-KOMOUHATOPHOIO
caoBaps. Brajenne nekcukod cocTaBigeT EHTPalbHbIH KOMIIOHEHT BIIa/ICHUS
A36IKOM. OJHAKO JIUIIb HEMHOTHE HCCIEJOBaHHA, [IOCBAIICHHBIE A3BIKOBBIM
OIIHOKaM, — B YaCTHOCTH, B IINCHMEHHOM SI3BIKS, 3aTPATUBAIOT JISKCHISCKHUN
ACTeKT 3THUX oMHKOOK. bojee Toro, caMo MOHITHE TEKCHIECKOH OIIHOKH 0CTa-
€TCs BeCbMa PAacIUIbIBUATBIM, KaK B JIMHTBUCTHKE, TaK H B IPENoJaBaHUH
S3BIKOB; JIO CHX IIOp OTCYTCTBYET €ro TOYHOE olpeneneHue. B pesyibrare
MHOTHE ONIMOKH, KOTOpPBI® IO HalleMy MHEHHIO SIBIIIOTCS JIeKCHUSCKHMI,
OOBIYHO KBANTH(UITUIPYIOTCS KaK CHHTAKCHYECKHe WIH MOP(OIOTHISCKHE.
OcCHOBBIBasACH Ha NPHHIUNAX ONUCAHUA JIEKCHKH, BBIIBHHYTBHIX B TOJIKOBO-
KOMOHMHATOPHOU JEKCHKOJIOTHH, MBI IIBITaeMCs GOJee TOUHO OXaApaKTEpPH30-
BaTh MOHATHE JISKCHYeCKOH ommuOKH. Mcxons U3 HCUepIBIBAIOMISTO Mpea-
CTaBJICHHs CBOHCTB JIEKCHYECKHX €IUHUI], MOKHO YCTAaHOBUTH, KAKHMH CIIO-
co0aMu 3TH CBOHCTBA MOIYT HAPYIIATHCS, UTO BEJIET K ISKCHUSCKHM OIMOKAM.
Taxo# oAX0x AaeT Bee HeOOXOMUMBIe HHCTPYMEHTE], YTO0bI YCTaHOBHTD TH-
MONOTHIO JISKCHISCKUX OMIMOOK. DTa THIIONOTHS MIPOBEPASTCS Ha 3KCIEepH-
MEHTaILHOM MaTepralle — Ha MHOKSCTBe JTeKCHUECKHX OIMHOOK, HalJeHHBIX
B KOPILyce TEKCTOB.
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Introduction

In 1995, a study by Roy, Lafontaime & Legros revealed that more than
a third of Québec’s undergraduates studying in French didn’t have suffi-
cient mastery of the written language, especially regarding grammatical
relations and orthography. A more recent study (Lefrangois, 2004) also
showed that syntactic, lexical and textual coherence problems are, among
all types of errors, those less often identified and those most often cor-
rected inaccurately in both writing and revision tasks. Because the authors
were more mterested in the grammatical mastery of the subjects, they
supply very little information concerning the three specific aspects of the
language mastery mentioned above. Although we know that syntatic,
lexical and textual coherence problems are present in students’ essays, the
types of errors made within these dimensions haven’t yet been deter-
mined.

Therefore, we decided to investigate the lexical errors made by uni-
versity students when writing. But even before we could start formulating
a research methodology, many theoretical problems arose. Is there such a
thing as lexical error? Is there a norm governing the usage of the lexi-
con — as there is one for grammar —, a norm from which we could
judge whether the use of a word is correct or not? If we accept that there
is more to lexical errors than spelling mistakes, what are the limits of
what we could call a lexical problem?

Looking at the literature, both in linguistics and language teaching, we
couldn’t find any definition of the lexical error. If some authors mention
correctors’ difficulty to separate syntax and vocabulary in many cases
(Denance, 1999), no one, to the best of our knowledge, proposed a clear
characterization of lexical error. The first step in our attempt to elaborate
a typology of errors made by students was therefore to define the limits of
lexical error. The Meaning-Text Theory (MTT), which gives a central
role to meaning and lexicon, provided a perfect framework for our task.
Of course, we concentrated on the lexicological branch of the theory: the
Explanatory Combinatorial Lexicology (ECL). This particular approach
to lexicology supplied us with all the tools necessary to propose a clear
and complete characterization of lexical error.

This article is divided into four parts. The first section defines the no-
tions of error and norm. The second constitutes the core of the article and
is devoted to the characterization of the lexical error. The third part pres-
ents a validation of our typology on a text corpus and the fourth one dis-
cusses some problems encountered. The conclusion will mention possible
applications of the typology proposed.
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1. Error and norm

First of all, we must define the concept of error, in its linguistic
meaning. We could say that an error is the result of the transgression of a
norm. This definition might be right, but it is also completely useless until
we know to which norm we should refer. This is the main problem in
trying to define the lexical error; if the “rules” are clear in such fields as
orthography and verbal morphology, the norm governing the usage of the
lexicon is vague and difficult to delimit. Therefore, a purely prescriptive
approach in our endeavour would lead to a dead end. So, even if the con-
cept of error is somehow “prescriptive”, we will have to refer to different
norms, depending on the dimension of the word in which we are interested.

The written language is, in many aspects, subject to the prescriptive
norm, and this is true for some facets of the lexicon as well. We could
say that a norm is “prescriptive” when it is a set of instructions specifymg
which usage, among all those linguistically possible, is the “right” one.
The best example of how the prescriptive norm applies to the lexicon is
the orthography. Opposed to the prescriptive is the descriptive norm, the
point of view generally adopted by linguists. The descriptive norm con-
siders “normal” a usage common to a vast majority of speakers: the norm
is then statistical. This norm will be essential to describe certain lexical
phenomena for which there are no “normative” rules, collocation for in-
stance. As we also need to consider the pragmatic dimension of commu-
nication, we will refer to the functional norm as a set of conditions
which exercise some lexical choices, the level of language for example.

2. Characterization of the notion of lexical error!

With these three types of norms, we will be able to characterize the
lexical error. Our approach is quite simple: considering each aspect of the
mastery of a lexical unit, we will determine in which ways the appropriate
norm could be violated, leading to a lexical error. But what are the di-
mensions involved in the mastery of a lexical unit? This is where ECL
brings us some answers. We know that ECL has a specific and rigorous
method of lexical description which materializes in Explanatory Combi-
natorial Dictionaries (ECD). An ECD entry contains all the information
necessary to correctly use the lexical unit described in all contexts. In

! Because our typology has been elaborated with a French corpus, all exam-
ples will be in French. We will provide a translation that shows the lexical error
where possible.
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other words, an ECD entry contains everything a speaker should know to
have complete mastery of a specific lexical unit. Therefore, it is easy for
us to see which problems could possibly occur when using a lexical unit:
any violation of specific information appearing in an ECD entry. To
elaborate our typology of lexical errors, we will consider the three aspects
of the lexical unit: the signifier (form), the signified (meaning) and the
combimatorial properties.

Signifier:

The signifier is the form of a word or, if we consider written language,
the way it is spelled. This aspect of the lexical unit is, as we mentioned
before, subject to the prescriptive norm. Apart from some rare cases for
which variants exist such as clé ~ clef (= ‘key’), there is usually only one
spelling accepted for a word. It is then easy to see how this aspect of the
lexical unit could be transgressed: by not respecting the spelling imposed
by the prescriptive norm. This disrespect of the signifier is our first cate-
gory of lexical errors, within which we will distinguish two types. The
first one is the spelling mistake, which indicates ignorance of the “right”
spelling of the lexical unit. For example, *restorant and *échalotte
(= ‘shallot’) are spelling mistakes. The second type of error results from a
deeper lack of knowledge of the form of a lexical unit. A barbarism is a
distorted form of a word that could be noticed not only in writing, but
even orally, *crocrodile and *aréoport (= ‘airport’) for example.

Signified:

The signified of a lexical unit is surely its central component, as words
exist precisely to express meanings. The meaning of a lexical unit is set
synchronically and thus subject to the prescriptive norm. ECL has a pre-
cise and rigorous method of definition: semantic decomposition. We ef-
fectively describe a specific meaning in terms of simpler meanings that
we can call meaning components. For our description to be complete, we
also have to take into account the actantial structure of the lexical unit.
Fmally, we have to define the semantic constraits that limit the type of
lexical units that can actualize the actants. ECL specifies these constraints
with semantic labels. The following definition of the French verb COURIR
(= “to run”) satisfies ECL’s principles of definition.

«(Etres animés) Aller, se déplacer rapidement par une suite
d’élans, en reposant alternativement le corps sur 1’'une puis 1’autre jambe,
I’une puis 1’autre patte. » 2

Y Le Petit Robert. Dictionnaive alphabétique et analogique de la langue
frangaise, version électronique 2.1.
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The meaning ‘courir’ was decomposed into simpler meanings and is
presented as an analytical definition. This definition also tells us implic-
itly that COURIR is a predicate with one semantic actant that can be actu-
alized by a lexical unit denoting an animate being (Etres animés).
Therefore, two types of transgressions are possible with the meaning. The
first one is the disrespect of the constraints on actants. For example,
ARBRE (= ‘tree”) couldn’t function as the subject for COURIR as it doesn’t
denote an animate being. The second case would be the disrespect of any
other semantic component. An example of this would be the sentence
"Le ver courait sur la feuille. (= "The worm was running on the leaf.)’.
Although the lexical unit VER (= ‘worm’) satisfies the constraints on the
actant as it denotes an animate being, there is still a problem with this
sentence. The problem is due to a transgression of the semantic compo-
nent ‘en reposant alternativement le corps sur 1’'une puis 1’autre patte’
(= ‘the body being supported alternatively by one leg then the other”), as
a worm doesn’t have legs. Of course, the misunderstanding of the mean-
ing of a lexical unit is impossible to detect if the lexical unit appears by
itself; it is from semantic imcompatibilities with other words that we will
be able to diagnose lexical errors related to meaning.

Combinatorial properties:

The third aspect of a lexical unit is what the MTT calls the syntactics,
which contains all combinatorial properties. Polguére (2003: 37) defines
combimatorial properties as “the constraints inherent to a sign that limit its
capacity to combme with other linguistic signs and which can’t be de-
duced from its signified nor its signifier” [Translation is ours. — DA].
We will categorize combinatorial properties according to two axes:
grammatical and lexical. The prescriptive norm will help us to determine
errors regarding grammatical combinatorial properties, but we will have
to refer to the descriptive norm for lexical properties.

The combinatorial properties related to government pattern are those
listed in the syntactic zone of an ECD entry. This section specifies how to
express in syntax the actantial structure of the lexical unit. These struc-
tures can’t be fully explained by the general syntax rules of a language;
they are inherent to specific lexical units that all govern their “micro-
syntax”. Therefore, a student writing *// aide @ sa mére da ranger la cui-
sine. (= *He’s helping to his mother to clean the kitchen.) would make a
lexical error because he would transgress a fundamental property of the

3 The symbol * indicates that the expression is semantically deviant, while *
indicates that it is ungrammatical.
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verb AIDER, the fact that its second syntactic actant must be a direct object.
Problems related to government pattern are often considered by teachers
as syntax errors, which is not completely wrong. But, since the source of
the problem is the lack of knowledge of a lexical property (even if its
manifestation is syntactic), we prefer to talk about lexico-syntactic errors.
A lexical unit has many other grammatical properties that are essential
in its mastery, such as gender (for a noun) and part of speech. These char-
acteristics of the lexical unit have great impact on how it combines with
other words. In French, for instance, the gender of a noun infiuences the
inflection of the article and the adjective. Therefore, if a student writes
*une grosse avion (= ‘agn, bigem plane’), we will consider that he’s mak-
ing a lexical error, as the noun AVION is masculine. This kind of error is
often considered as a grammatical problem by teachers, which is wrong
in our opinion. In fact, the student who writes *une grosse avion perfectly
applied the grammatical rules of agreement between the noun, its article
and its adjective. The problem was prior to the application of grammatical
rules; the student didn’t know that AVION is a masculine noun. Therefore,
it is more accurate to talk about a lexico-grammatical error, since the
source of the problem is the ignorance of a lexical property and its mani-
festation is grammatical. Grammatical properties are various (defective
verbs, invariability, etc.) and usually appear in dictionaries. But one type
of lexical unit for which grammatical properties are not always clear
should be mentioned: idiomatic expressions, or phrasemes. The set char-
acter of these expressions is difficult to define and not all “linguistic ma-
nipulations” are tolerated. For example, the verbal phraseme FORCER LA
MAIN [a qqn] (= ‘to force one’s hand’) can’t be put in the passive voice.
Phrasemes are not described thoroughly in dictionaries and we may need to
refer to corpuses (cf. descriptive norm) to understand how they can be used.
The second group of combinatorial properties correspond to the in-
formation listed in the lexical zone of an ECD entry. There is no doubt,
for anybody who works within the MTT, that the mastery of collocations
constitutes a central point in the mastery of a lexical unit. If we accept
this, we will consider that the use of a wrong collocate constitutes a lexi-
cal error. For example, somebody who writes *Le jury a pris son choix.
(= *The jury took its choice.) makes an error, as the “right” collocate for
CHOIX i8 FAIRE [Operi(choix) = faire, Operi(choice) = make]. Of course,
no “official” rules exist to determine whether a collocate is correct or not,
and dictionaries don’t provide exhaustive lists of collocations. Therefore,
our only way to decide if a collocation is acceptable will be our own
judgement as a native speaker, or the use of corpuses. So, in regard to re-
stricted lexical cooccurrence, we will refer to the descriptive norm.
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Use of a fictitious lexical unit:

All the lexical errors discussed above are consequences of the viola-
tion of a property of the lexical unit. When such a violation reaches a
certain degree, it becomes difficult to speak of an actual lexical unit. We
will then consider that the lexical unit used is fictitious, as it doesn’t exist
in language. We will distinguish three types of fictitious lexical units.

Impropriety results from the association of a signified with an exist-
ing signifier whose signified shares no semantic component with the new
lexical unit created. In other words, an impropriety is a wrong association
between a meaning and a form that already exists in the language. For ex-
ample, someone using the word BEVASION (= ‘escape’) to express the
meaning ‘invasion’ (= ‘invasion’).

The creation of a new lexical unit of a vocable in accordance with a
productive polysemy pattern is the second type of fictitious lexical unit.
For instance, it is very common for French verbs to be polysemous so that
a verbal vocable contains the primary sense and its causative. An example
is the verbal vocable BRULER (= ‘to burn’) that contains BRULER;[La
Seuille briile. (= ‘the sheet is burning’)] and BRULER,[/] briile la feuille.
(= ‘He’s burning the sheet’)]. In this case, Caus(briiler;) = briiler,. So,
following this polysemy pattern, one could write *I/ cliqueta ses clefs
pour attirer 'attention de Lili. (= ‘He rattled his keys to attract Lili’s at-
tention’). But in French, the causative sense of CLIQUETER (= ‘fo rattle’)
doesn’t exist and you must say faire cliqueter quelque chose (= ‘make
something rattle”) to express it. The person using CLIQUETER in this sense
is therefore using a fictitious lexical unit. Metonymy and metaphor are
also very common polysemy patterns and their application in some cases
could occasion fictitious lexical units. Of course, we have to be very care-
ful when we describe as an error a metonymic or metaphoric use of a
lexical unit, as these two lexical phenomena can also be used as stylistic
devices.

The last case is the use of a nonexistent signifier to express a
meaning. This fictitious form is created by morphological derivation
rules that are productive in other cases. Following the model of BANQUE ~
BANQUIER (BANK ~ BANKER), one might “generate” the word *brocantier
(= ‘someone who works in a secondhand shop’) from BROCANTE (= ‘sec-
ondhand shop’). Since this form doesn’t exist in French, we have to con-
sider it a fictitious lexical unit.

Lexical errors according to the context:
So far, we have seen lexical errors resulting from the transgression of
inherent properties of a lexical unit. But sometimes, lexical errors will re-
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sult from the use of a lexical unit in an inappropriate context. The fol-
lowing problems are subject to the functional norm.

Different levels of language exist and our choice of register is condi-
tioned by the context of communication. Lexical units belonging to an in-
formal register could then be considered as lexical errors in a given context.

When two languages are in contact, it is inevitable that some mixes
occur. Some words of the other language might be accepted while the use
of others will be criticized. Anglicisms in French are a good example of
this phenomenon,; if a certain word is considered an anglicism by diction-
aries (cf. prescriptive norm), it will be considered a lexical error. For in-
stance, PARKING is considered an anglicism since the French equivalent
STATIONNEMENT exists. Lexical units typical of certain dialects could also
be perceived as lexical mistakes in some contexts. For example, using
words belonging to French as spoken in Québec might be inappropriate if
you were to write an article for a French magazine.

The cooccurrence of two words expressing the same meaning is called
a pleonasm and also constitutes a type of lexical error. Se réunir ensem-
ble (= to unite together) is an example of a pleonasm.

To evaluate lexical mastery, we must finally take into account the
range of vocabulary. Excessive repetition of words in a text and use of
periphrases or generic terms (such as STUFF) indicate a lack of vo-
cabulary and could therefore be perceived as lexical problems.

3. Testing our typology of lexical errors on a text corpus

After reviewing the information essential to the mastery of a lexical
unit, we are able to identify 19 different types of lexical errors. The next
step is to verify if this typology of lexical errors actually helps to diag-
nose lexical problems in texts. For this purpose, we constituted a corpus
of 103 texts written by students in their first year of university. All of
them have been studying in French since primary school and can be con-
sidered as native speakers. Our correction revealed 391 lexical problems,
among which 260 could be considered as “real” errors and 131 are per-
ceived as “awkward uses” of lexical units for which teachers wouldn’t
necessarily deduct marks.

Our analysis revealed that the most common lexical errors* are those
affecting the combinatorial properties (30.4% of all lexical problems). If
this conclusion might seem predictable for linguists, it is more surprising

4 For the following statistics, we have considered all 391 problems as “errors”.
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in the context of first language teaching, where this aspect of the lexical
mastery is generally neglected. Our work also showed that errors relating
to inappropriate use of lexical units according to the context are as com-
mon as those attributable to an alteration of the signifier (mostly spelling
mistakes): they each represent 20.9% of all lexical problems. Once again,
this observation is mteresting if we compare the importance lent to spell-
ing in language teaching with the one given to the presentation of such
notions as levels of language and lexical variation. The use of fictitious
lexical units represents 15.8% of all lexical problems and impropriety is
by far the most common type (14%). This fact reveals that students don’t
seem to doubt their understanding of word meanings and probably don’t
use dictionaries, or at least not efficiently. Finally, lexical problems re-
sulting from an aiteration of the signified constitute 8.4% of the 391 errors.

4. Problems encountered

If our typology of lexical errors looks exhaustive and precise, its ap-
plication to diagnose problems found in actual texts occasioned some dif-
ficulties.

First observation: different perspectives on specific errors could lead
to different characterizations. We quickly realized that interpretation is
inherent to the activity of “labelling” errors. We experienced this by ask-
ing a colleague to use our typology to characterize some of the lexical
problems found in our corpus. If the diagnosis was often the same, we
have seen cases for which it differed. The interesting fact is that both in-
terpretations were valid. We therefore had to admit that lexical errors
don’t always fit into just one category and to allow ourselves to double
code in some cases. A reason for this might be the actual structure of our
typology, as some of our categories seem to be overlapping. For example,
anglicisms can often be perceived as improprieties, some errors related to
the government pattern are typical of the spoken language, etc.

The second big problem we met was the characterization of lexical
problems related to meaning. Our typology includes three types of such
errors: those caused by a transgression of constraints imposed by actants’
type, those ensuing from the disrespect of a meaning component and im-
proprieties. If the definitions of these concepts are clear, the limits be-
tween each category of errors are, in their application, very difficult to
determine. Each time we’ve met a problem that was attributable to a mis-
understanding of the meaning of a lexical unit, we’ve tried to identify
which component was concerned, which was almost impossible in many



