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This volume comprises all the contributions presented at the Second Interna-
tional Conference on the Meaning-Text Theory. They range over a vast domain 
of linguistic issues treated within the Meaning-Text framework. Most of the 
papers handle various semantic problems (definitions of lexical items, semantic 
actants and semantic roles, diatheses and their alternations, metaphor in the 
Meaning-Text perspective and the like). Other frequented topics are syntax and 
morphology, especially valency theory and the problems of syntactic represen-
tations for minor type sentences; lexicographic treatment of various word 
classes and the interaction between dictionary and grammar; the theory of lexi-
cal functions, paraphrase relations and rules; computer-aided investigation of 
lexical units, in particular, their dictionary definitions; the interrelations be-
tween linguistics and mathematics; linguistic typology; the place and role of 
the MTT in modern linguistics.  
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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 linguistics 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.

Понятие лексической ошибки в рамках толково-комбинаторного

словаря. Владение лексикой составляет центральный компонент владения

языком. Однако лишь немногие исследования, посвященные языковым

ошибкам, — в частности, в письменном языке, затрагивают лексический

аспект этих ошибок. Более того, само понятие лексической ошибки оста-

ется весьма расплывчатым, как в лингвистике, так и в преподавании

языков; до сих пор отсутствует его точное определение. В результате

многие ошибки, которые по нашему мнению являются лексическими,

обычно квалифицируются как синтаксические или морфологические.

Основываясь на принципах описания лексики, выдвинутых в толково-

комбинаторной лексикологии, мы пытаемся более точно охарактеризо-

вать понятие лексической ошибки. Исходя из исчерпывающего пред-

ставления свойств лексических единиц, можно установить, какими спо-

собами эти свойства могут нарушаться, что ведет к лексическим ошибкам.

Такой подход дает все необходимые инструменты, чтобы установить ти-

пологию лексических ошибок. Эта типология проверяется на экспери-

ментальном материале — на множестве лексических ошибок, найденных

в корпусе текстов.
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Introduction

In 1995, a study by Roy, Lafontaine & 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 (Lefrançois, 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 interested 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.


