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Although the notion of phraseology is now used across a wide range of linguistic disciplines, 
its definition and the classification of phraseological units remain a subject of intense debate. 
It is generally agreed that phraseology implies polylexicality, but this term is problematic as 
well, because it brings us back to one of the most controversial topics in modern linguistics: 
the definition of a word. 
 On the other hand, another widely accepted principle of language is the double 
articulation or duality of patterning (Martinet 1960): the first articulation consists of 
morphemes and the second of phonemes. The very definition of morphemes, however, also 
poses several problems, and the situation becomes even more confused if we wish to take 
phraseology into account.  
 In this contribution, I will take the view that a corpus-based and computational 
approach to phraseology may shed some new light on this theoretical conundrum. A better 
understanding of the basic units of meaning is necessary for more efficient language learning 
and translation, especially in the case of machine translation. Previous research (Colson 2011, 
2012, 2013, 2014), Corpas Pastor (2000, 2007, 2008, 2013, 2015), Corpas Pastor & Leiva 
Rojo (2011), Leiva Rojo (2013), has shown the paramount importance of phraseology for 
translation. 
 A tentative step towards a coherent explanation of the role of phraseology in language 
has been proposed by Mejri (2006): it is postulated that a third articulation of language 
intervenes at the level of words, including simple morphemes, sequences of free and bound 
morphemes, but also phraseological units.  
 I will present results from experiments with statistical associations of morphemes 
across several languages, and point out that (mainly) isolating languages such as Chinese are 
interesting for a better understanding of the interplay between morphemes and phraseological 
units. Named entities, in particular, are an extreme example of intertwining cultural, statistical 
and linguistic elements. Other examples show that the many borrowings and influences that 
characterize European languages tend to give a somewhat blurred vision of the interplay 
between morphology and phraseology.  
 From a statistical point of view, the cpr-score (Colson 2016) provides a methodology 
for adapting the automatic extraction of phraseological units to the morphological structure of 
each language. The results obtained can therefore be used for testing hypotheses about the 
interaction between morphology, phraseology and culture.  
 Experiments with the cpr-score on the extraction of Chinese phraseological units show 
that results depend on how the basic units of meaning are defined: a morpheme-based 
approach yields good results, which corroborates the claim by Beck and Mel'čuk (2011) that 
the association of morphemes into words may be similar to the association of words into 



phraseological units. A cross-linguistic experiment carried out for English, French, Spanish 
and Chinese also reveals that the results are quite compatible with Mejri’s hypothesis (2006) 
of a third articulation of language.  
 Such findings, if confirmed, also corroborate the notion of statistical semantics in 
language. To illustrate this point, I will present the PhraseoRobot (Colson 2016), a 
computational tool for extracting phraseological associations around key words from the 
media, such as Brexit. The results confirm a previous study on the term globalization (Colson 
2016): a significant part of sociolinguistic associations prevailing in the media is related to 
phraseology in the broad sense, and can therefore be partly extracted by means of statistical 
scores.  
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