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Abstract: Despite the considerable research carried out in the field of bilingual
lexicography, several aspects of the Arabic-English dictionary targeting translators
remain a largely uncharted area. One such area is “idioms” and their various
manifestations in this type of dictionary. The aim of this paper was to examine three
interrelated issues. First, it sought to determine if the bilingual dictionary (BD) covers
this particular lexical phenomenon exhaustively and systematically in its source
language component. Secondly, it examined canonical variation and its representation
in the dictionary. Finally, the paper looked into the entry point of full idioms, truncated
forms and canonical variants. The analysis demonstrated that a significantly large
number of Arabic idioms are not listed, that the coverage of idioms lacks consistency,
and that lemmatization is typically characterized by chaos and subjectivity.

Keywords: full idioms, truncated idioms, canonical variation, bilingual lexicography,
lemmatization

1. Introduction

Over the past three decades, linguistic studies at large and corpus linguistics in
particular have shown significant interest in units beyond the word, namely
multi-word units and collocations. Corpus-based research and non-corpus
studies of collocations and phraseology both demonstrated the pervasiveness of
these two lexical phenomena and confirmed their centrality in the lexis (Carter
and McCarthy 2006; Sag, Bond, Copestake and Flickinger 2002; Jackendoff
1997; Granger and Meunier 2008; Atkins and Rundell 2008 and Schmitt 2005,
just to mention a few). Within a few years, this interest was translated into new
foci in lexicography, with the compilation of the first corpus-driven dictionary,
CollinsCobuild Advanced Learner’s English Dictionary in 1987 ushering in a
new era of monolingual dictionaries where collocations and multi-word units
emerged as essential features.

However, the gap between the English monolingual dictionaries,
especially the Big Four, and the bilingual dictionaries has remained so vast that,
to quote Rundell (1999), “[t]he extraordinary range of lexical and grammatical
information they ... include is rarely even approached by the best bilingual
dictionaries available” (quoted in Granger and Lefer 2012: 682).This claim is
particularly true of the Arabic-English dictionary (henceforth AED) vis-a-vis the
English monolingual dictionary. The situation in the AED is further aggravated
by the lack of a sophisticated lexical database comparable, for example, to Mark
Davies' Wikipedia Corpus (which comprises 1.9 billion words), an impediment
which continues to severely hamper any meaningful lexicographic effort that
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may be undertaken in the field of the AED. The absence of such a reliable,
searchable Arabic database and any worthwhile parallel corpora is only one of
several complex issues that need to be tackled in relation to the AED. This
paper, however, sets for itself a much more modest objective; namely to
examine the manifestations of the Arabic idioms in the AED.

2. Statement of the problem

Idioms are a colorful and fascinating aspect of any language and are so
pervasive that ... it is difficult to speak spontaneously without lapsing into
idiomatic usage (Johnson-Laird 1993: ix). They are commonly used in all types
of contexts, informal and formal, spoken and written. Since idioms are so
frequently encountered in both spoken and written discourse, they require
special attention in bilingual dictionaries and should not be neglected or
relegated to a secondary position.

Generally speaking, the AED users, whether these be language students,
translators, teachers, researchers or lexicographers, are aware that the dictionary
is outmoded, inconsistent in more ways than one, and that numerous aspects
need to be developed. One of these aspects concerns idioms, in particular
strategies employed in the creation of interlingual equivalence, the density of
English idioms in the AED, the coverage of Arabic idioms, inclusion and/ or
exclusion of classical and borrowed idioms, the treatment of canonical
variations and, finally, lemmatization, or the point of entry in the dictionary.
Most of these problems are, to some extent, unique to the AED. Lemmatization,
however, seems to have a more universal dimension as our review of
dictionaries of several types and in different languages will demonstrate, and as
acknowledged by Hartmann and James (1998: 83) who state that lemmatization
is "a problem awaiting a comprehensive solution (attempted by computational
approaches) in connection with the wider tasks such as how to choose a suitable
headword from the constituents of a fixed expression."

3. Statement of purpose

Idioms are multi-word units that are ubiquitous, institutionalized and
semantically non-compositional. They are “syntactically heterogeneous” and
“display different layers of lexical fixity” (Mulhall 2014: 907). (For other
definitions of idioms, see Newmeyer 1974: 329; Larson 1984: 142; Carter 1987:
66; Fernando 1996; Glucksberg 2001: 68; Baker 2011: 67; Abu-Ssaydeh 2004).
Certain features such as the permutations some idioms might permit and the
“sensitivity that native speakers seem to have for judging when and how an
idiom can be manipulated” (Baker 2011: 68) may be beyond the scope of the
AED. Still, the authors maintain that a comprehensive, systematic and corpus-
based approach to the idiomatic component of the AED can significantly
enhance the quality of the dictionary and ease the burden of the Arab translator.
To this end, this paper will examine three specific issues relating to the
treatment of idioms in the AED: the coverage of the Arabic idioms including
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borrowings, canonical variation and the extent to which it has been
documented and lemmatization (or sublemmatization) of idioms.

4. Methodology

This quantitative and qualitative analysis of Arabic idioms in the AED is based
on lexicographic material found in current monolingual and bilingual
dictionaries as well as on a large Arabic corpus which the authors use for the
verification of data. The three major Arabic-English lexicographic works
selected for analysis are Hans Weht's A Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic
(DMWA) (1974), Rohi Ba‘albaki's Al-Mawrid: A Modern Arabic-English
Dictionary (2012) and A. F. Abu-Ssaydeh's A/-Murshid: A General Arabic-
English Dictionary (2013). For the purpose of the study, the authors randomly
picked three hundred idioms from & saleal/ Lo j2l/ 44l axze (or DMSA for short).
Other relevant lexicographic sources are referred to where appropriate.
Frequency and variations were calculated on the basis of data obtained from
Luidil g 2 plell jy jelle Cllod) dpael Lo yell 452l 4520/ (KACST), a 732-million-word
database that represents a fairly wide range of text types from different regions
distributed over 100-year periods. The search is, unfortunately, restricted to
single words and any attempt to search for collocations or idioms is cumbersome
and occasionally quite frustrating. In a few cases, Google was resorted to as well
to verify certain claims or support some statements. The variety of Arabic used
is Modern Standard Arabic (MSA) as manifested in the press medium of KACST
"because of its contemporaneousness, its coverage of many different topics, and the
extemporary nature of daily reporting and editing. As a primary source of
information about and from the Arab world, newspaper and magazine language
reflects Arab editorial and public opinion and topics of current interest. Various
subject matter and texts were covered, ranging from interviews, book reviews, feature
stories, religion and culture, and sports reports, to straight news reports and
editorials. In addition to newspapers, other sources used for data collection
included contemporary novels and nonfiction" (Ryding 2005: xix).

5. Coverage of the idioms and their meanings
According to Shivtiel (2007: 629-30) and Abdou (2011), MSA derives its
idioms from three major sources:

a. Classical Arabic: This category comprises a vast number of idioms that
have been handed down to MSA from earlier periods and sources,
including the Holy Quran (s (4 Léw , pu of il Ao crne i mad ),
the Tradition or Hadiths ( 4etic ¢ pea sl 53 ¢ Ao dalsily ac Az ses ~lia
5 )0)¢ poetry (Ol v/ «das ¥y 4143 Y) and sayings ( bl &8 ¢ lidll 4 xéxds ¥
opedl v edudi o), These idioms are recorded in classical dictionaries,
books of proverbs and some studies on rhetoric, metaphor and
metonymy;

b. Folklore and Colloquial Arabic: A number of idioms have, due to
extensive use in the mass media and some literary publications, gained a
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more formal status that guaranteed them a place in MSA. Among these
we can identify 4eaw s pdell « Pla (il claa 2y copliad) 3 jla 9 elod] auy

c. Borrowed idioms (Shivtiel’s Calques): These came into Arabic
primarily from the English language through media translation and
include: 4leell &Y/ 4a4ll (the other side of the coin)¢ Jbast Ao ],
il (back the wrong horse) <lac! s ¢ (war of nerves) and sslell
_aidlly (cloak and dagger).

In this section, we shall examine the idioms that have been covered as
well as those missing, and we shall try to determine if any correlation can be
established between an idiom’s inclusion/ exclusion and the source it comes
from. But first, the paper will examine the cases where the compilers of the three
dictionaries under review have either missed the whole meaning of the idiom or,
where it has more than a single sense, one or more of the senses in which it is
used in MSA.

5.1 Missing meanings

One of the major hurdles that face even experienced translators in dealing with
idioms is recognizing that a given stretch of words constitutes an idiom and that
it should be translated as such. Therefore, the first step in determining which
strings to include in the dictionary is to ensure that such a string is in fact an
idiom and, subsequently, to list it in the dictionary with an appropriate
interlingual equivalent.

On the whole, lexical combinations that Arabic recognizes as idioms are
dealt with as such except in a few cases. For example, Al-Mawrid fails to
recognize three phrases as idioms; these are Ll Glixglade awd and 5 G u
Strangely enough¢ Jleie _axd is translated as a bloody shirt which does not
have any meaning beyond its literal sense. KACSTAC cites it in its idiomatic
sense fifty-six times, especially in the press in contexts such as 4uiadll (o 339/ /Jea
olade padto use the cause as a pretext/ an excuse (for). The second idiom, <l
<[l can be used as an alternative form in the idiom wdif/ /L) / jrall <Ly but it is
also used on its own to mean prostitutes, call girls, whores, sex workers, a sense
Al-Mawrid fails to account for. The third idiom AI-Mawrid overlooks is <5 (.
which is cited in its literal sense: lightning without rain. Similarly, both A/-
Mawrid and DMWA give the meaning What has the ground to do with the
Pleiades? as an equivalent to the Arabic idiom &4/ (« 4/ (»/ Neither
monolingual English dictionaries nor Google supports this as a feasible
equivalent.

We note, furthermore, that in cases where the idiom has more than a
single meaning, one or the other of the dictionaries under consideration has, on
occasion, disregarded this fact. Take, for example, the idiom &L/ _p=i it is used
in three separate senses: a. stingy b. helpless and c. inexperienced. DMWA and
Al-Mawrid list the first two meanings. By comparison, A/-Murshid covers the
three senses:

i. DMWA: powerless, helpless, impotent, weak, incapable; niggardly, stingy.
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ii.Al-Mawrid: powerless, impotent, helpless, impuissant, weak, incapable,
unable, ineffective; niggardly, stingy, parsimonious.

iii. Al-Murshid: d Jis Y -3l gLl Jusd a. helpless as a babe/ a child/ a ship
without a rudder b. to be/ lying on one’s back c. impotent d. powerless e.
incapable f. of limited powers/ capabilities; :_x&s s L £ _wad g, costive b.
miserly c. niggardly d. stingy (inf) e. tight-fisted f. chintzy (inf) g. a cheapskate
(inf); and ;g XLY) 5/ 5 ) Jli £ Ll] _puad inexperienced.

The second example is the idiom </ _ which has two meanings: in spite
of him and unwillingly or reluctantly. Again, DMWA settles for the first of these
senses, AI-Murshid cites the second sense while 4/-Mawrid in fact provides both
senses.

DMWA: in defiance of him, to spite him

Al-Mawrid: in spite of him, in defiance of him, against his will; unwillingly,
reluctantly, forcedly

Al-Murshid: a. against one's will b. unwillingly

The third example is <elw o/ to which Arabic dictionaries provide three
meanings: i)/ i and Ll . Al-Mawrid, again, cites the three senses. By
comparison, DMWA gives the third sense while Al-Murshid cites only the first.
A fourth idiom, the expression «ext/ (§sifu/ can be used in one of the following
two senses: to be or become humble, low or lowly and to err, blunder, make a
mistake. Both DMWA and Al-Murshid provide only the second sense, whereas
Al-Mawrid overlooks the idiom altogether. A/-Murshid also lists only the first of
the three senses which the DMSA lists against : &/ (Lsb a. generous b. thieving,
given to stealing ¢. quick to react violently.

The dictionaries do not only vary in the number of senses they give to a
certain idiom, but they also miss some of the more intricate variations in the
meaning. For example, the lexical items « +as/and cfis combine to produce two
idioms: 4ls < hs/ (be thrown/ fall into a state of chaos and disorder) and
~sdll U bl (to disagree, to hold divergent or conflicting views). In fact, the
three dictionaries list only the first idiom and disregard the second. There are
other examples, but the preceding discussion makes the point abundantly clear.

There is, however, one other idiom whose equivalents in the three
dictionaries deserve to be scrutinized. The idiom s/ (v/ occurs in the Holy
Quran in three Suras: Al-Baqara, Al-Nisa: and Al-Tawba, and the sense in
which it is used is possibly best expressed, though perhaps a trifle archaically,
by Edward Lane in his famous Lexicon: a traveler who wants to return to his
country and finds not what will suffice him. If taken literally, this idiom means
“the son of the road”. But it was used in Classical Arabic in several meanings
which we quote, again, from Lane’s Lexicon: “he whom the road has brought
(forth), wayfarer, traveler, he who travels much or often; the traveler who is far
from his place of abode; the person to whom the way has become cut short (so
that he is unable to continue his journey) (or) one who desires to return to his
country or town and finds not what will suffice him; the traveler who is cut from
his property, the person who desires to go to a country or town other than his
own for a necessary affair, the guest who has been disable from proceeding his
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Jjourney, his means having failed him”. Consider these senses against the ones
given in the three dictionaries and note how inadequate they are by comparison:
DMWA: vagabond, tramp, wayfarer, traveler
Al-Mawrid: wayfarer, traveler; passer-by, walker, vagabond, tramp, vagrant,
hobo, wanderer
Al-Murshid: traveler, wayfarer

Furthermore, none of the equivalents proposed by Lane carries the fairly
negative connotations of the English equivalents vagabond, tramp, hobo and
vagrant suggested by both DMWA and Al-Mawrid.

5.2 Missing citations

More alarmingly, the dictionaries investigated in this paper demonstrate two
major weaknesses. The first weakness is their apparent failure to list a large
percentage of the idioms selected for the study, and the second is their failure to
deal with them systematically. In this section, we shall focus on the idioms that
are not listed in the dictionaries.

As stated carlier, the study has randomly picked three hundred idioms
from the DMSA. Of the three hundred, it was discovered that seventy-nine
idioms (or 26.3%) have not made it into the pages of any of the dictionaries
under consideration. The unavoidable, and certainly worrying, question that
must be addressed here is: why did three of the most comprehensive Arabic-
English dictionaries overlook more than quarter of the idioms recognized by
DMSA as an integral part of MSA?

Part of the answer undoubtedly lies in the practice of modern Arab
lexicographers where it is not uncommon to rely heavily on classical
dictionaries and list as part of MSA words, idioms and meanings that have
survived up to the present (e.g. ¥ ccheadl (§sites) e ol Jin (po (A | glins i 4 dals]
ke 4 ) alongside those that have virtually disappeared or become largely
archaic. Indeed a casual perusal of almost any modern monolingual Arabic
dictionary would immediately show that the lexicographer has, by intention or
sheer gross negligence, blurred the demarcation line between Classical Arabic
and MSA. The contents of DMSA bear witness to that. Take the idiom <lls
g /eldl e for example; one version was cited by Ibn al-Sammak in the
presence of The Caliph Haru:n al-Rashi:d, in Classical Arabic poetry and in both
ol gl and Al 8 Flaall, L) (eany Leaie /s and its variantele)/ (s s are
classical idioms as well; we find reference to the first in Ibn al-Athi:r’s Ja:mi‘u
l-usool (=) paa). sill als 4f wiis cited in Al-Nuwairy’s Niha:yatu I-“Arab fi
Funu:ni I-Adab <) o586 & @ ¥) Qe as is sl Gyl o el jee s
sublemmatized in Lisa:nu [-“Arab, al-sahha:h, al-Qa:mu:su [-Muhi:t and
Maga:yi:su lugha. None of these idioms nor s se ciluny/ sl ¢ pell Sin 203
u_ddeuJ il ol ‘r"‘!—u‘n Cided aus |l iaia eoldl) i f;/J_)J/J.«i are found in the
press language of MSA according to KACSTAC. In fact, of the seventy-nine
idioms that do not show up in the AED, forty-seven idioms (or almost 60%)
have recorded zero matches in the database we tested. Hence the bilingual
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lexicographer’s reluctance to include them as part of MSA may find sympathetic
audience, at least in some quarters.

Yet, an investigation of the corpus shows that other idioms that are rooted
in Classical Arabic tend to make an occasional appearance in MSA as the
statistics pertaining to the following idioms demonstrate: —iswall s 5 225Y/ Cied
(six citations)« L «ubls (six citations)s (i /b ¥/ <uli (four citations) and ¥
QUL 4] é=8 (three citations). Others are admittedly very rare, but they do appear
in the corpus at least once: slaill <i b e and s (A il LS

By comparison, there is another group of Classical Arabic idioms that are
encountered in the corpus in statistically significant numbers (our definition of
“statistically significant” being with enough frequency to warrant their inclusion
in the AED). These idioms include _r=avls el cJo (seventy-three citations),
2l s e (3l s 3 (thirty-four citations)s des Lo Jead 4 & si(twelve citations)
LY 2)s7 aew L /S L (thirty-three citations) and (wiosad Clgo/ (thirty-four
citations).

The other group of idioms absent from the three dictionaries derives its
members from Colloquial Arabic (mostly Egyptian), but due to their regular use
in the media (and to some extent in literature), they have acquired a more formal
status. This fact is reflected in their frequency also in the Corpus. Examples
include L ¢ (over one hundred citations)e <5 (v/ (six citations) sa lews (fifty
citations)s ¢t/ e 5% (fifty citations) and<&S c»/. The last idiom, though, is
a fairly odd addition to the DMSA. It does not appear in KACSDAC or al-
MuSjamu -Wasi:t b)) aa2al) and the few cases where it is cited in Google are
not sufficient grounds for its elevation to MSA; the only examples found for it
are in Iraqi Arabic and in the text of Tharwat Abaza’s novel 4 Touch of Fear.

Apart from this, we will find that the three dictionaries vary in the number
and nature of idioms each lists. Of the three hundred idioms, DMWA fails to list
one hundred and sixty-five idioms (55%). Al-Mawrid, on the other hand,
overlooks a total of one hundred and ninety-two idioms (64%). The most
comprehensive coverage is found in A/-Murshid, with ninety-nine missing
idioms (33%). DMWA, though, displays one unique feature, namely, the
inclusion of a disproportionately large number of outdated idioms including u=_?
s s i(0) s 48 (5 () sl o o(5) 338 53 sing o(1) 023 5 s o(5) 4bl
il sen o sl e o(0) o)) 8 e () Josd) 4 Cxhi ((0) 1Y S dise g 40

(1) sl s i(]) o alus cisdii] o) <ilhe Y1 ol 4(0). Overall, the total number
of idioms missing from the three dictionaries is a cause for concern.

5.3 Borrowed idioms (Loan translations)

Although Classical Arabic and Colloquial Arabic form the major sources of
idioms in MSA, borrowing continues to enrich Arabic with idioms from
English. Hundreds of such idioms have crept into the language over the past few
decades primarily through the media. But the status of these idioms varies as the
case is in borrowing in general. Still, one can discern several trends at work in
this regard. The first is that borrowing is a continuous process; monitoring the
data would reveal that idioms borrowed from English are regularly added to
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Arabic. Examples of some of the latest additions include #s3 “bus head hunter
and g siall z 5 (_eSdill)) thinking outside the box. (The first does not appear in
KACSTAC while the earliest recorded occurrence of the second is in an article
published in A/-Ahram newspaper in 2011). Secondly, the introduction of a
translated idiom into Arabic does not necessarily ensure a place for it in the
more permanent part of the lexis. The idiom 4 (e s/l <lus/appears four times
in the corpus but it would hardly be recognized as an Arabic idiom by the
majority of the native speakers of Arabic. Thirdly, the translation may produce
what can be properly termed as “false friends”; straw in the wind is anything
that may indicate, slightly though, developments likely to occur in the future.
The Arabic idiom which sounds like a literal translation ;s <o 4 48 means
insignificant, unimportant. Fourthly, trusting intuitions when the question
concerns the likelihood of the occurrence of a given translation can be risky;
neither author, for example, suspected that the English idiom there is no use
crying over spilt milk would have a translation (= sSwel/ (olll /culsd] e () that
would appear in KACSTAC more than sixty-five times. Nor did their intuition
inform them that the translated idiom (alw zua §s80n a hot tin roof would
record more than one hundred matches in the said corpus. In fact, none of our
postgraduates recognized the last two idioms as likely occurrences in MSA.
Fifthly, there is nothing that is intrinsically different in the idioms that gain
currency in MSA that sets them apart from those that remain on the margin; both
categories are simply literal translations of English idioms, an approach that is
basically the result of time pressure, ignorance, laziness or failure to employ a
more appropriate strategy. Finally, some borrowed idioms have become so well-
established in MSA that native speakers can hardly recognize them as
borrowings. The idiom _yped/ Jgb Cead i/ 444 may “sound” so very Arabic,
but in fact it comes from an idiom that has existed in the English language in
varying forms since the seventeenth century. Webster Online Dictionary cites
the year 1848 as the earliest recorded mention of a variant of this idiom in
American English (the last straw translated into Arabic as 3.3 ¥/ 44d). Another
version of the idiom (the last straw breaks the laden camel's back) is
encountered also in Charles Dickens' novel Dombey and Son published in 1848.
Despite this fuzzy picture, most of the borrowed idioms have acquired a
degree of permanence that warrants their inclusion in the AED. To determine
how the AED has dealt with them, we have selected one hundred of these
idioms and checked them in the three dictionaries. In each case, we confirmed
that the borrowed idiom is in currency in MSA by ensuring that it occurs in
KACSTAC at least five times. Upon examination, it was found that DMWA
listed seven idioms (7%), AI-Mawrid seventeen (17%) and Al-Murshid ninety-
four (94%). The scarcity of borrowed idioms in the first two dictionaries is
attributed to the fact that DMWA was first published in the early sixties and A4/-
Mawrid in 1988, long before many of the borrowed idioms have established a
foothold for themselves in Arabic. Neither dictionary, to the best of our
knowledge, has ever undergone any updating. Some may argue that the
comparison, therefore, is not fair, but one must remember that dictionaries such
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as the Oxford series and Merriam Webster have stood the test of time only
because of the ceaseless efforts of dedicated teams that regularly keep the
dictionaries up-to-date.

6. Canonical variation

While binomials (fish and chips, hammer and tongs), proverbs (a stitch in time
saves nine), frozen similes (as bold as brass, as cool as a cucumber), formulaic
expressions (once upon a time) and some idioms (Jex ¥y /4L Y ¢/ )iy £LIL)
tend to be syntactically and lexically fixed, it is safe to claim that a fairly large
number of idioms have a propensity to display lexical, syntactic and even
morphological variation (Dronov 2011: 147). This variation was noted by
Skoldberg (2004), Abu-Ssaydeh (2005), Mulhall (2010), Heid (2008), Liu
(2012), Fellbaum (1993) and Abdou (2011). The occurrence of lexical variation
“constitutes alternative institutionalized variants” and can be explained with
reference to text type, level of formality (Abdou, 2011: 104), regionalism (Moon
1996:254) or speaker’s intention and expressive needs (Liu 2012: 112).
Variation in the lexical constituency of the idiom, according to Moon (1996:
254), is a reflection of “the wooliness, indeterminacy and instability of idioms”
which, to quote Moon again, “demonstrate(s) conclusively that idioms often do
not have fixed forms and are formally unstable. This is a very simple,
observable fact, and very important. There are immense repercussions” (p. 246).
These “repercussions” continue to reverberate in at least two areas: teaching
foreign languages and lexicography. As far as the latter is concerned, variations
attested in the lexical and grammatical form of a given idiom need to be
accurately and fully recorded in the dictionary. This, understandably, will
complicate decisions relating to lemmatization and may even call into question
the notion of “canonical form” altogether, at least for a number of idioms. Let us
now look at variation in the idioms under investigation.

In order to evaluate the data under discussion, we should initially
distinguish between canonical variations in the idiom, which represent recurrent,
regular and consistent ““alternative renderings” of the same idiom and the likely
modifications it may undergo such as passivization, nominalization,
topicalization or change of tense (Phillip 2008: 95). The latter are viewed as
“embellishments, additions or reductions whose meaning and function are
ultimately dependent on, and reducible to, the canonical form from which they
are derived” (Phillip 2008: 96). For example, in the idiom w¥/ cuuai Aas the
words 4=s and —waiare canonical variations since they alternate in the initial
position and enjoy permanence as part of the institutionalized form of the idiom.
On the other hand = #_ i/ should be viewed as a grammatical modification
that the canonical form _x<=//~_«i may tolerate. Thus in the first instance, both
4as and —s=ineed to be recorded while the passive form of =/ ~_~iwould be
left out. Moreover, we need to statistically establish on the basis of data in the
corpus the validity of all the institutionalized variants (including truncated
versions) and determine where the line is to be drawn between collocations on
the one hand and the canonical form(s) of the idiom concerned on the other. To
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illustrate, the idioms mwledl £ a0 i )5 appears in KACSTAC forty-one times
compared to its truncated form gusled & se0 which records thirty matches. These
frequencies would support a decision to list both as canonical forms. The verbs
S S and —Sw seem to be rare and stylistic variations that need not be
recorded in the dictionary. Thirdly, in the case of competing canonical forms,
the lexicographer needs to decide if criteria can be determined to establish which
of the two should be cited in the dictionary as the canonical form.

Variation in the Arabic idiom may involve the verb ( Llwd/ 4/ i é /04
_aa ), the noun (obls /ot = ud cauy) uai/Aas)c synonyms (Ol e Gy falay
Sl IS5 /S )¢ adjectives (¢l /o i Y Clsalll pa ), addition ( 4/ (<l G
4pedi (Laed)) A 4wl )¢ non-synonymous words (s eocle /o gl fodse 2id/
<51l /o)) ¢ different word classes (4egl/ 2evand «degl/ wes dogll e and cdogl sle 20
Jbilland &l 1= cvariation at more than one point in the idiom (& dwl ) pn g /50
ol da 1 /5 ¢ syntactic structure (aelf (o ctio aé L cdif e Laé ) eddif a
4ie)c borrowed idioms ( _asy (wsiac cipn fOlhal folal dilie sl o) )5 il

BRI sl fpu a9 G e die [ e falel JsY el (A an s fole] jpa s lg),
etc. Variations may at times be dauntingly numerous; an excellent example is
the idiom (bl puai¥l e ad /5 Data obtained from KACSTAC show that
the initial position can be filled by the near-synonyms ¢« «iwac ¢k ¢agill ¢ ad
o i oo i (alif] cady by 6 ~lin) /03] caas « SST o5 a) «_seoand Jb, Further data
derived from Google show that these candidates appear with the following
frequencies:

roslll s s e 34,600 1ol s asY) S

20,700

(ol sy e ab
18,500

rosll g mdl1 5 5a | 12,600 sl s pwmdl) Jla

12,000

9.100 ;o5 pmdIl o

2930 :uelll s padVl aas | 6,060 ol s padV) gl | 6,090 :ouldl s pas V) G yal

69 :oulls a3l gada | 149 1oulls padVl Coas | 1950 1omll s sy ol

8 sl g pmd¥l Jadil

The two questions we would like to address here are: do the recorded
idioms reflect the most statistically significant versions of the idiom? Secondly,
to what extent are these variations recorded in the three dictionaries?

To answer the first question, let us consider the statistical distribution of
the various versions of the idiom 4l& /bl e st &l i /4l /5167 . When we
googled the idiom, we got the following results:

R e dall Al
6980

el e Jall A dj

2900

il e Jadl 4l ik
1720

971 e e Jiall 4l Glhl

134 48 e danlladd

0 :4)le o dall ol 4l

These statistics demonstrate that the most frequent form is e cLsf/ 4/ I/
« il which is indeed the form cited by the three dictionaries. But both DMWA
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and AI-Murshid fail to record the second most frequent variant e Jst/ 4 &5
<Ll (2900 citations). Yet, DMWA gives the verb ikl as a variant in the initial
position, but it ignores the second frequent verb <1 AI-Mawrid, on the other
hand, fails to recognize </ and (s5/ as potential competitors for the initial
position. To complicate the picture further, none of three dictionaries cites the
variant 4 lé e il 4f ol i/ 5lh]

Take another example: slisl M3 /alisl s5ls [pis 430 e jpa ) The
frequency with which the variants of this idiom appear are shown below:

22800 s A an ) 13500: ofis Axqale | 8750 1palisl s 4la dle

4930 ;0= Jaan) | 4720 :0xUs0 Jaale | 246 0@l s aa )

The analysis of our data shows that the DMWA is satisfied with citing &=
s 430 as well as the verbless truncated form o=li s/ s o5/ S, Al-Mawrid cites
the most frequent form (cxis 430 #2) but it does not make any reference to any
other possible variations, while AI-Murshid records (ssl3 o AR /R 4 #25
oald 4l without indicating the possibility of filling the initial position with the
verb e,

Other examples of inconsistency abound. The variant forms of the idiom
owlidly a3l JS (assuming, for the sake of convenience, that this is the
canonical form) show that this form is indeed the most frequent (34,600 matches
in Google), followed by csldls x23¥/ e (20,700 matches). Yet, neither
DMWA’s nor Al-Mawrid notes this fact; both cite the second most frequent
form. Google cites b3S (wia (322640 times compared to b3/ (wséli (50 which
appears 236000 times. Again, both DMWA and Al-Mawrid opt for the first of the
two versions which has significantly lower frequency. In the case of the idiom
cals/ /uni ~aithe three dictionaries are systematic; they all cite the two possible
forms 4 af and 4/ ~aé despite the huge difference in their statistics: the
first appears in Google 368,000 compared to the second which scored 2530 hits
only. This is not the case in the idiom i<l Sy (wf (o ales /i pey while Al-
Murshid cites the most frequent form of the idiom i</ JS5i o0/ (e <i e which
appears 36,100 times in Google, both DMWA and Al-Mawrid list the less
frequent <&/ JS37 (w/ (e Al which is cited in Google 3,210 times. The last
example involves the idiom X /Aldele /sl selu f4ilu foaele se sed Here,
DMWA cites only aJ/ el s 3ad (which has a frequency of 3840) while Al-
Mawrid cites 20/ 2elu e /el s/ 3 swdand Al-Murshid lists /3s)) 2ele e ik
4iiels, Significantly, none of the dictionaries cites the form with the highest
frequency 4élw se _dwhich has returned 39,200 results by comparison with _<d
el o& (12,700)¢ o)/ 2elu se e (10,600)¢ ocle ge _sadd (3840) and U _sed
(489).

Let us now return to the second question: how much of the variation in the
idioms is actually documented in the three dictionaries? The total number of
tested idioms that display lexical variation is forty-three. Of these, the three
dictionaries cite fully only three idioms: ¢/ /Ul LY/ sk copalis fodu 33/
and4s/ /usi i The remaining idioms are cited in varying degrees of
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completeness. In several instances, each dictionary cites its own incomplete
version of the idiom. For example, the idiom o 4 4dl il is cited fully in the
DMWA but the first version is cited by Al-Murshid (s 5 £és)) while the second
version (e 4 £dl) is given in Al-Mawrid. In the majority of cases, the three
dictionaries fail to record the full form of the idiom in question, settling for a
shortened version. All in all, the discrepancies, inconsistencies and
incompleteness of the idioms cited in the three dictionaries are glaringly
apparent and need to be addressed.

7. Lemmatization/ Sublemmatization of idioms

The process of lemmatizing idioms in both the monolingual and the bilingual
dictionaries is not an easy task and is open to debate. The difficulty arises from
the fact that the idiom is a multi-lexical entity. It may contain different
grammatical categories, function words and content words. It may also display
canonical lexical and syntactic variations, a feature which involves up to forty
per cent of the idioms according to Moon (1998). Semantically, idioms vary in
the degree of their non-compositionality and, unlike collocations, idioms are
perceived as single lexical units that “carry meaning in the same way as do
single words. And just as in the single words, their lexical meaning can be of
different types” (Zgusta 1971: 157). This word-like function encouraged some
researchers including Al-Kasimi (1977), Gouws (1991) and Botha (1992) to
advocate that idioms should not be sublemmatized under any words but be
lemmatized as independent entries. Other researchers in the field of theoretical
lexicography have proposed alternative approaches and advanced arguments in
their support. For example, Petermann (1983 quoted in Mulhall 2014) suggests
listing the idiom in an "entry of one notional component with supplementary
cross-references at other possible entry points” (1906). Tomaszczyk (1986)
proposed that idioms (and collocations) be entered "under all major constituents.
They can then be glossed under the first component and cross-referenced at the
others" (291). Burger (2007) maintains that idioms should only be listed once,
but does not make any reference to a specific point of entry. Botha (1992) and
Lorentzen (1996) suggest a first main component entry and a noun entry strategy
respectively (Mulhall 2010: 1356). Kovecses (2001) proposes an arrangement
system that "should follow the presumed conceptual organization of idioms: it
should indicate the target domain, the source domain and the scope of the source
domain for the idioms that are based on a particular metaphor source" (113).
Mulhall (2010: 1355) challenged the long-established and time-honored
tradition of placing the idiom under one of its major constituents for a variety of
reasons.

Instead, he proposes an extremely complex model which he bases
primarily on “the intrinsic semantic and lexical features of idioms” with the
entry point being chosen “on the basis of the most salient semantic or lexical
feature of the (idiom group in question)” (2010: 1367). Harras and Proost’s
entry model (2005) partly overlaps with Mulhall’s; they “advance an entry
model for idioms, configuring their point of entry in accordance with their
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semantic features; resulting in semantically opaque idioms being lemmatized
and semantically interpretable idioms sub-lemmatized” (quoted in Mulhall 2014:
906).

For some inexplicable reasons, this ongoing controversy in theoretical
lexicography does not seem to have significantly altered the practice entrenched
in the process of compiling dictionaries. This divorce between theory and
practice may suggest to the observer that lexicographers may have found an
orderly and systematic approach to lemmatization/ sublemmatization of idioms.
The truth of the matter is that dictionaries of idioms, general English
monolingual dictionaries and general bilingual dictionaries continue to deal with
the issue of idiom lemmatization in a way that can best be described as chaotic.
For example, Mulhall’s review of English-Italian and Italian-English
dictionaries shows that the process is largely subjective and inconsistent (2010).
According to Lorentzen (1996) lexicographers tend to sublemmatize the idiom
under the ‘semantically heaviest word” (415) though no-one is certain of the
sense in which “heavy” can be quantified or qualified or how the lexicographer
can determine if one word is “heavier” than another. The Danish Dictionary
Project sublemmatizes the idiom under the first semantically heavy noun
because nouns “contribute heavily to the meaning of the phrases” (Lorentzen
1996: 417). If no noun exists then priority is given, and in the same order, to the
first verb, the first adjective and the first adverb (pp. 417-418). Manser and
Betsis, the authors of Dictionary of Idioms (2006) arrange idioms in the
dictionary “in alphabetical order of keywords. A keyword in an idiom is usually
its first noun, or if it has no noun, its first verb; if it has no verb then its first
adjective ... but in all these cases, cross-references are included at appropriate
places to help locate the entry easily” (p. 7). Finally, a study conducted by the
present authors on lemmatization of idioms in both English dictionaries of
idioms and in the Big Four also reveals that the approach adopted varied greatly
and lacked consistency even within the same dictionary. A detailed account of
the findings, however, was ruled out due to space restrictions in the present
paper.

In addition to the question of lemmatization, dictionary compilers have to
determine what has come to be known as the “canonical form” of the idiom.
This is the citation form in the dictionary and acts as the major and legitimate
source from which other versions are assumed to be derived. The problem,
however, is that the notion can apply only in part to idioms. It is true that a
certain percentage of the idioms in language have fossilized forms, which makes
the identification and the listing of the idiom much easier. Examples would
include 4LS ¢ sy liinf ¢ piill 4 ¥y pell 4 Y «ld bls and _leiv Lia, But it is
equally true that a vast number of idioms displays variations that can best be
described (and treated as) canonical variations, i.e. variations that are
institutionalized and have as much legitimacy to appear in the dictionary as the
presumed canonized versions (Philip, 2008 quoted in The Routledge
Linguistics Encyclopedia (idioms, page 268); Moon, 1996: 246). The idioms
i) Joil) f pead) ) 35 f sl Y sl Jis e < /- are examples
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representative of this category. Such variations need to be represented in the
dictionary. This is on the one hand. On the other, even in the fairly small and
limited data being investigated in this paper, it is evident that within certain
idioms, a truncated version seems to enjoy enough independence and mobility to
merit separate listing. KACSTAC clearly shows that the idioms ¢ sl he/
39 gl e ¢ i 515 ol jla sl il o cgana) cnad S/ n ¢ puni 91
UYL oLa regularly produce the versions sl cibla ¢ gl crad ¢ wai¥/ o il
ACYI LG )Y g pall ¢ jlaiss ¢/ ja. Again, this fact represents a further challenge to
the notion of “canonical form” and has to be expressed in the dictionary.

Let us return to the three dictionaries under discussion. Here, there are
three issues that need to be discussed; the variation in the word class of the
initial word, truncated versions of Arabic idioms and, finally, the point of entry
selected for the idiom.

Although the data selected for analysis (400 idioms in all) may be limited
by comparison to the total number of idioms in Arabic, it is sufficient to reflect
certain important trends in the three dictionaries. (In some instances, however,
this section will cite examples not included in the data for the sake of
exemplification). One such trend is disagreement on the canonical form,
especially in regards with the word class of the initial word which, more often
than not, is central in the process of lemmatization. For example, the idiom &&4
(& appears in two other forms: the noun phrase & &/ #héand the verb phrase
« g bl #hi all of which are cited in the dictionaries under consideration. The
three dictionaries also cite the verb phrase 46l s/ 4ii/ e as well as the version
beginning with the adjective «&i¥/ #sLias canonical variants. In instances where
the canonical forms alternate between the two patterns Adjective + Noun and
Noun + Noun, we note that the three dictionaries tend to cite both forms (e.g.

S sk LY Uish s/ Jusal alongside 0Y/ Jsb ol ) Alal and gl Jsh).
This approach is not a problem in itself for the dictionary user; the problem lies
in the fact that it is not carried out consistently; both A/-Mawrid and DMWA, for
example, fail to list olwll Jsb and the latter does not cite gt/ Jsb Al-Murshid
and DMWA cite the two variants 3 pad/ 30 and & suad/ Jldi whereas AI-Mawrid
cites only the first form. DMWA lists <S 2/ s/but not its N + N counterpart (w/
4$,+)) In the case of the idiom _nwal & /(=L Al-Murshid and Al-Mawrid
lemmatize the active form of the verb compared to DMWA which also canonizes
the passive version of the idiom. This disagreement extends to other idioms and
other word classes; both Al-Mawrid and Al-Murshid, for example, cite BHIPREY
while DMWA has decided to sublemmatize the noun phrase slac 5 341,

As we stated earlier, the corpus shows that a number of the idioms in the
data do appear in truncated forms. This is a significant fact for sublemmatization
since such short versions of the idioms need to be sublemmatized separately in
order to emphasize their autonomy. The results of the analysis show that this
fact is overlooked in the majority of cases:
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Table 1. Lemmatization of truncated forms of idioms

Dictionary/ DMWA Al-Mawrid Al-Murshid
Idiom

il o gl No Yes No

Gl sl No No No

i chla Yes No No

BPSI T No No Yes

JsY) a No No No

LT Yes No Yes

Let us return now to the main issue of lemmatization/ sublimatization and
ask ourselves: is any of the theorization discussed above applied to the process
of lemmatization/ sublemmatization in the A-E dictionary? Historically, both
DMWA and Al-Mawrid pre-date most of the research reviewed in the preceding
paragraphs. Therefore, it would be unfair to assess them on those grounds. A/-
Murshid, which appeared recently, does not make any reference to such research
findings but follows, fairly systematically, in the footsteps of other monolingual
and bilingual dictionaries available on the market. Beyond this, it should be
emphasized that cognitive, semantic and word-class considerations advocated by
some theorists in the preceding paragraphs were of no relevance whatsoever to
the three dictionaries. It follows that no idioms have been recognized as separate
entities or lemmatized on their own in any of the dictionaries. Still, there are
other several issues we need to look into: the point of entry in the dictionary,
repetition, cross-referencing and overall consistency in the approach used in
each dictionary.

Al-Mawrid gives no explanation to the question of lemmatization/
sublemmatization or the nature of the entry under which the idiom is listed, but
it uses cross-referencing as part of its methodology “to save space and avoid
repetition” (Ba‘albaki: 9). As a general rule, though, AI-Mawrid cites the idiom
and provides a cross-reference for it under one or more of its lexical
constituents. For example,4iclw v/ is listed under ¢#land cross-referenced under
4elu The principle is applied to other examples, including ¢l &/ ¢ fuesl) S/
sl 2L/ oty 6 bades o pualis fory 2S¢ Gual) cuad jyaf etc. However, the compiler
fails to systematically adhere to this approach. The idiom L=/ <l is cited
fully under its two lexical constituents as is the idiom =/ <l The idiom ¢ Ul
3> on the other hand, is sublemmatized under </ but is neither repeated nor
cross-referenced under 2>, The dictionary sublemmatizes cswlils pas¥/ o
under the verb ¢« provides a cross-reference under _»a3/but fails to cite or
cross-reference the idiom under the adjective (£ Similarly, the dictionary cites
iy paal le JS/under <SS/ cross-references it under - but forgets about it
completely at < i In the idiom ¢« bl A fad) 4/ il the point of entry is, in
fact, the lexical constituent in the middle, <<k~ with cross-references at the initial
verb and the under last noun. It is evident, thus far, that the point of entry is
neither impacted by the initial lexical constituent nor by its semantic “weight”. It
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is equally obvious that the syntactic pattern of the idiom is not of any relevance
either. To illustrate, let us take the Verb Phrase. The idiom JalSl/ & is cited
under the verb and cross-referenced under the noun. But other idioms of the
same pattern, e.g. ¢>_/ i/ « jrall =l make only one appearance under the initial
verb. The same principle applies to s/ 48ls 515/ In another idiom with the
same grammatical patterne « LUl L)) LIS/ Al-Mawrid, oddly enough, cites the
idiom under the second word s and cross-references it under both the verb
and the last noun. A third example of the same grammatical pattern, <o/ sas 33/
shows that A/-Mawrid cites the idiom in full under both lexical constituents.
This lack of consistency is further observable in another grammatical pattern:
Adjective + Noun. The idioms p¢d/ Jdi ¢ bill /S8l bl and p Ldi are
sublemmatized under the adjectives without any further cross-referencing to
them either under the nouns. Conversely, @ewl Ldi « Sil 2 Liand 2 —&ds are
cited under the adjective and cross-referenced under the noun.

The introduction of DMWA does not shed any light on the question of
lemmatization, so the researcher has to figure out what system, if any, has been
employed in the dictionary. Like Al-Mawrid, DMWA cites 2> o= W under W but
does not repeat or cross-reference it under 2>. The Noun + Noun idioms such
as_tall Sl gl Sl i) (plediele ool are sublemmatized in full under both
lexical constituents. No cross-referencing is employed in these instances,
however. The citation of skl s 23l e i corresponds with that found in Al-
Mawrid as the case is in the idioms LUl Liat Llid/ and o yas 331 — the first is
cited under the first noun and the second is repeated in full under both
constituents. But the idioms _al/ =5/ « ol JiTand o 43/ are all listed under
the initial verb, with no-cross-referencing. The sublemmatization of the noun
phrase (Adjective + Noun) is totally chaotic. The idioms «_&ill v, Ll / <6l cals
pedll Judi e Jlial) dmy ol (ol cad] _puadand 2 Léiall appear under the adjective. By
comparison, idioms of the same grammatical pattern «_s<// s ¢ sLil ey gLl _juad
S 2 )L eoldl] puls e4éil) amoand S i sl are listed fully under both the noun
and the adjective. The idioms s s kil cieis idagll ey idagl) Mo« il juad
wilal/and <Ll _salb display a third approach: they all are listed under the noun
and not the adjective.

In Al-Murshid, the arrangement employed depends on the number of
words in the idiom. In principle, the idiom is not recognized as a separate entity
but is sublemmatized under one of its lexical components. If the idiom consists
of two words, it is sublemmatized under the entries representing both content
words. Idioms consisting of more than two words are sublemmatized under the
first content word. Additionally, no attempt is made to separate collocations
from idioms as both categories were listed together in an alphabetical order. The
motivation for this approach was purely practical as cross-referencing and/ or
repetition of each idiom under every entry it contains would have increased the
size of the dictionary to a point where it had to be published in two volumes.
This was a prospect the compiler, one of the authors of this paper, would not
entertain.
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8. Concluding remarks

Newmark (1998: 29) underscored the importance of the bilingual dictionary for
both trainee translators and practicing professionals by saying that “The
bilingual dictionary is the translator's single, first and most important aid, and a
translator who does not consult one when in doubt is arrogant or ignorant or
both.” But to achieve this vital role in translation, the bilingual dictionary has to
be exhaustive, consistent and up-to-date in its coverage of language and
organization of its lexical matter, including idioms.

Unfortunately, an examination of the contents and arrangement of idioms
in the major Arabic-English dictionaries demonstrates that the coverage of
idioms is neither consistent nor exhaustive. It also shows that a significantly
large number of Arabic idioms is not listed. Colloquial-based idioms vary from
one country to another and there seems to be no agreement on which of these
idioms has become formal enough to warrant inclusion in the dictionary. Apart
from Al-Murshid, established borrowed idioms are generally overlooked and
variations in the idiom’s syntax and lexical constituency are neither uniformly
handled nor are they universally recognized. Finally, the arrangement of idioms
does not seem to follow any obvious scheme or principle, whether it be
semantic, grammatical or otherwise. Briefly put, the treatment of idioms is
characterized by chaos and subjectivity. To be fair to our lexicographers,
though, this lack of consistency seems to be prevalent not only in A-E
dictionaries but also in monolingual English dictionaries and specialized
dictionaries that take the idiom as their primary domain. To quote Atkins and
Rundell (2008: 168), idioms are “the most difficult multiword expressions
(MWE) to handle in lexicography. In the absence of hard and fast criteria, it is
well-nigh impossible to be wholly consistent.”

Despite this complex and varied nature of idioms, however, the status quo
in the Arabic-English dictionary is not a fait accompli. At a time when
lexicographers have at their disposal huge corpora with powerful search engines,
determining the precise and pertinent features of an idiom is no longer an
insurmountable obstacle. With some ingenuity, a database like KACSTAC, for
example, can provide the researcher with tools capable, objectively and
quantitatively, of identifying the exact wording of the idiom, possible incidental
and canonical variations in its syntactic features and lexical constituency,
frequency of its occurrence, authentic information on the time it made its debut
in Arabic and its fate in the language. This type of information will enable the
lexicographer to sift through idioms, separating those belonging to Classical
Arabic from others that can be legitimately placed in Modern Standard Arabic.
This stance, it should be emphasized, is not a call to overlook idioms that belong
to Classical Arabic and may crop up in a modern texts; it is merely a reminder
that such idioms are in fact archaic, old-fashioned or simply obsolete and are
more appropriately documented in historical dictionaries. Borrowed idioms can
be pinpointed and their frequencies identified with a degree of accuracy
sufficient for an informed decision on their inclusion.
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The question of variation can also be settled objectively with the help of a
reasonable corpus; variations that have acquired a canonical status must be
recognized and recorded in the dictionary while incidental ones can be left out.
On the other hand, space limitations in paper dictionaries do not represent an
issue in the age of electronic and online dictionaries; in an electronic version,
each idiom can be recorded in full under every single content word regardless of
the idiom’s length or complexity. All this, though, cannot guarantee that the
dictionary would accurately reflect the real situation in language; lexicographers
need to constantly monitor the changing idiomatic scene in order to regularly
record changes and keep their dictionaries up-to-date.
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