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Abstract 
There is a considerable shift in foreign language learning from single word 
lexical items to multiword items, also known as phraseology. As meaning is 
present in larger stretch of language, the significance of these multi-word 
items of language has increased many times. To comprehend a 
phraseological unit is attached with the probability of our better 
understanding about the world diachronically. Multiword items include 
idioms, collocations, set phrases, proverbs, etc.  Anyhow, handling of 
collocations and idioms for the learners of a foreign language is very 
challenging. The undertaken study is a systematic attempt in this regard to 
describe Urdu language on the level of lexical collocations and idioms. The 
corpus of Urdu language “urTenTen: Corpus of Urdu Web” has been used 
for the description of Urdu lexical collocation. To process the corpus data, 
“Sketch Engine” has been used. The retrieval of Urdu lexical collocations 
and idioms are supposed to be a rich resource for Urdu lexicologists, 
lexicographers, grammarians, language learners and teachers, etc. 
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1. Introduction 
Generally, the concept of multi-word items reminds the idea of collocations 
and idioms though their range is a bit larger and even cover the concept of 
maxims, compounds, set phrases, etc. as well.  According to Hussain and 
Iqbal (2009) multi-word items are the lexical items whose meaning is often 
conceived more than the meaning of their constituents. Both attach special 
significance to collocation and idioms as the strongest form of multi-word 
items.  The phenomenon of multi-word items occurs when some words 
frequently and regularly combines with some other word or with some 
grammatical construction (Romer, 2009). 
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Masini (2005) asserts that multi-word items are larger than a single word 
that sometimes has compositional and idiomatic meanings. He continues 
that theoretically they cover a wider range from free collocations to fixed 
expressions. Fixed expressions generally have opaque meanings and are 
stored in the mental lexicon of the native speakers. They are non-
compositional due to the fact they cannot be modified as far as their internal 
structure is concerned. According to Mel'čuk. (1998) the term “phraseology” 
is used to refer to the phenomenon of multi-word items. Though, relatively, 
it is a new concept and a new branch of linguistics yet, it covers the possibly 
most of the concepts that multi-word items carry. Mel'čuk ranges his 
discussion of phraseology by and large between idioms and collocation. He 
discusses phraseology on semantic basis with reference to idioms, 
collocations and quasi-idioms. He excludes structural and grammatical 
consideration in the study of phraseology or multiword items. 

 

Typology of phraseology by Mel'čuk (1998) 

As it has already been discussed that there is a wide range of multi-word 
items, but they do not meet the criteria of one comprehensive definition.  The 
following list gives us a general overview of the concept of multi-word items 
and it should not be taken as the classification, for example, multiword items 
range from routine formula, collocations, frozen forms, complex nominal, 
bio nominal expressions, phrasal verbs, and idioms to proverbs. This list is 
not applicable in all cases. It confuses criteria of semantic, syntactic, 
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pragmatic explanations of words (Amosova, 2013). Nevertheless, it provides 
a range of multi-word items. 

With the advent of computers and large corpora, the studies regarding 
multi-word units have got new dimensions and are based on large frequency 
data rather than the prevalent orthodox linguistic criteria of defining multi-
word items (Fernando, 1996). Similarly, the concept of multi-word items has 
been explained by various lexicologists, more or less in the same spirit but 
in the following discussion, the term will be used with the phenomenon of 
semantic compositionality and syntactic fixedness. 

Moreover, it is not possible to deal with all the multi-word items in one 
article as it will out space the focus of the undertaken research. 
Consequently, two levels of the Urdu multi-word items have been chosen 
for analysis that is collocation and idiom of the Urdu language. 

1.1 Multiword items and Lexicology 
The research regarding multi-word items has got special significance in the 
field of lexicology and second language learning. As corpus linguistics has 
shaped into a highly a scientific linguistic inquiry, it has also innovated the 
art and craft of comparative lexicology (Fernando, 1996). Rather, corpus 
linguistic has revolutionized the theory and practices of lexicology. 
Traditional lexicology focused on single word lexical item but with the 
recent advancement in linguistic studies across the globe, there is a 
considerable shift from single word lexical items to multi-word lexical items. 
Consequently, multi-word items in the Urdu language have got a significant 
place in comparative lexicology (Akhtar, 2003). 

1.2 Description of Urdu Idioms 
It goes without saying that handling of idioms poses a great problem not 
only to the language learners but also to the lexicologists (Glucksberg, 2001). 
Idioms are an important level of multi-word items and can be classified as a 
complex multi-word items as to comprehend them is a challenging task 
semantically and structurally (Fellbaum et al., 2006:239) but on the basis of 
semantic unity, idioms are considered lexical items and are defined as a 
multi-word unit, emerged by frequent use and develop a meaning that 
cannot be deduced from its constituents. 
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According to Sinclair, (1997) structural description of   idioms and 
collocations include both grammar and lexis and can be placed on the same 
continuum, though idioms have strict semantic and structural fixedness and 
are at the one side of the continuum while collocations have the semantic 
and structural looseness and are placed on the other side of the continuum. 

 

Sinclair’s description of Lexical level (1997) 

Most idioms are learned and re-used as single lexical item, yet they are not 
single words. The following Urdu idioms comprise three words but they are 
single lexical items. Idioms in the Urdu language may be modified in respect 
of gender and number. 

  To be on pins and needles            ا نگا ر و ں پہ لیٹنا

 End of one’s life        چر ا غ گل ہو نا

1.3 Semantic Criteria 
Linguists have devised many methods to describe idioms. The most 
authentic way to describe idioms is undoubtedly their meanings. According 
to Bailey (1932) Urdu idioms may be described in terms of their structural 
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and internal complexities. Meaning of some Urdu idioms cannot be deduced 
from its parts, are called complex idioms, for example گل کھلا نا  that literally 
means to blossom a flower but the real meaning of the idiom  is  to create 
problem. Some idioms are semi-complex in the Urdu language. They are less 
unintelligible and some meaning may be worked out from the constituents 
of the idiom for example ا نگا ر و ں پہ لیٹنا. The literal meaning of the idiom is 
to walk on the burning coals and the figurative meaning is to be in serious 
problem. So, the meaning can be worked out in semi-complex idioms. The 
third type is the transparent idioms in the Urdu language, where meaning 
of the idiom can be easily guessed by its constituents for example. کھا   دل  د

 .The literal and the figurative meaning of the idiom is the same نا

1.4 Syntactical Criteria 
Second parameter to describe idioms in Urdu language is the syntactic 
dimension. However, syntactic dimension of Urdu idioms can help the Urdu 
lexicologist. The syntactic patterns of Urdu idioms are very diverse but a few 
syntactical patterns occur frequently, for example, noun verb combination is 
very common in Urdu idioms as  کھا نا دآ نکھیں . Another combination is noun 
preposition noun for example آ ستین کاسانپ. Another frequent syntactical 
combination is adjective noun for example,  ر لا چوکا .  

1.5 Grammatical Criteria 
Third dimension of description of Urdu idioms is grammatical classification. 
Idioms in the Urdu language may be described in terms of parts of speech. 
Some Urdu idioms can be grammatically labeled as verbal for example  چا

و ناہہدىن (To get huge profit). Some idioms can be labeled as adverbial for 
example  جھپکتے ہیپلک  (In no time) while some Urdu idioms can be indexed 
as adjectival for example ھا ر  ں دھو ا  د (emotional). Most idioms in the Urdu 
language are nominal in which the head is the noun for example  رکا لا چو  (an 
unknown person) 

The concept of key headword can prove very useful in indexing idioms in 
an Urdu-English bilingual dictionary. The key head words should be 
indexed alphabetically and each head word should show the cluster of 
idioms that are attached with that head word or with various parts of speech 
with which that head word of an idiom may occur (Amosova, 2013) for 
example: 
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و ناہدىنچا   To become silver To get huge 
profit 

ہو نا دنکا چا  دعی                        To be the moon of  once in a blue moon 

An Urdu English bilingual dictionary should accept a wide range of Urdu 
idiomatic expressions. 

Urdu idioms are of many types but according to the current lexicological 
norms, they are indexed alphabetically rather than according to their 
semantic or syntactic group.  Ilson (2002) asserts that while entering idioms 
in a dictionary, a semasiological approach that covers from name to notion, 
should be followed.  

1.6 Description of Urdu Collocations 
Collocations are yet another significant level of lexis in the Urdu Language. 
Habitual co-occurrence of two or more words is called “collocation” (Firth 
1957). The structure of a collocation consists of a word that frequently prefers 
a specific lexical realization of the idea, the other word represents. Like other 
languages of the world, Urdu also allows many frequent habitual co-
occurrence of words e.g.     ا ھچا accha  (good) can have freer combination with 
many nouns ر ھگا  ھچا   acchaghar (good House), ا لڑ کا ھچا   acchalarka (good boy), 
etc.  



Hayatian Journal of Linguistics and Literature Volume IV (2020) 

 

 
28 

 

  

 

A few words in the Urdu language allow very restricted company of words. 
For instance, the adjective سی با   baasi (stale) makes a collocation like با سی ر  

ی  سی سبز با baasi roti (stale bread)و ٹی  baasisabzi (stale vegetable) but does not 
make a collocation with some uncooked edibles like گہیو ں   gehu (ghee) as با

 baasigehu making such structures unacceptable in the Urduسی گہیو ں 
language.  Rather, some words co-occur so frequently that they form a single 
entity syntactically and semantically. The node word "نظر " is restricted 
neither on semantic range nor or meaning but confined to one or two words 
only “e.g. “ سر ی  سر   or  ۔سطحی  

1.7 Types of Collocations in Urdu 
Collocations in the Urdu language may be described form the following 
perspectives. Firstly, some collocations in the Urdu language are 
unrestricted. This means that a node can occur with a wide range of lexical 
items (Romer, 2009). This involves core vocabulary of the Urdu language. 
For example,  نی پا (water) can collocate with a vast range of living and non-
living, concrete and abstract items: e.g. نا نی لگا  پا  (to water), پینانی  پا  (to drink 
water), لنا )ا  ڈنی  پا  to throw water), نا پا نی پلا   etc. However, there are some hazy 
areas between free combinations and idioms/collocations. The following 
concordance of the word  پا نیproves that it can occur unrestrictedly with a 
vast range of words. 
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Secondly are the collocations in the Urdu language that are semi-restricted. 
In these collocations, node allows comparatively determined options. For 
example, the possible combinations with the node آ سما نی   (heavenly) are not 
large in number, e.g.   آ سما نی کتب (heavenly books), آ سما نی ر حمتیں(heavenly 
blessings), آ سما نی آ فتیں       (heavenly sufferings). 
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Thirdly are the collocations in the Urdu language that are extremely 
restricted. These do not allow free combinations with the node. Rather, only 
one or two combinations are possible e.g.   و پ دھچلچلا تی (scorching sun), چکنی  

,(flattering words)چو پڑ ی  با تیں  ر نگ  گورا  (white color).  
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Lastly are the collocations in the Urdu language that are inherent. For 
example, some activities are specific with the human as و نا  ر (to weep) is 
purely a human phenomenon.  These types of collocation make them 
absolutely inherent.  

1.8 Lexical Collocations in Urdu 

1.8.1 Noun-Noun 
Like English, there are a few patterns of lexical collocations in the Urdu 
language. The first lexical pattern of Urdu collocations is Noun Noun 
collocation that is quite frequent.  

 

The above data shows that Urdu noun “صدر (president)" makes free 
combination with other Urdu nouns. The fact is also noteworthy that nouns 
occur in lot of combinations of lexical collocations in most of the languages 
of the world. Some compounds may also be distinguished from noun noun 
combinations and there needs an extreme caution on the part of Urdu 
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learners to comprehend the difference between the two. For example, 
 sounds more an Urdu compound owing (president of country) ”صدرمملکت“
to its comparative frozenness. According to Marchand (1969) a compound 
must be morphologically isolated from parallel syntactic group. 

1.8.2 Noun-Verb 
The second lexical pattern of Urdu collocation is Noun Verb that is also very 
common. 

 

Allerton (1984) asserts that in Noun verb collocations, noun carries the main 
information while verb is a part of the collocation structure. Urdu Nouns 
like other languages of the word cover the bulk of the Urdu language. It 
occurs with other parts of speech quite frequently, creating a rich source of 
Urdu collocations. The noun verb combination is as unrestricted as adjective 
noun combination in the Urdu language. 

 
1.8.3 Adjective-Noun 
Third combination of lexical collocation in the Urdu language is Adjective 
Noun. Urdu nouns are accompanied by typical adjectives. 
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The above combination is commonly found in the Urdu language due its 
structural looseness. The node “خوبصورت” is making free combinations with 
a lot of nouns like “عورت ,لڑکی ,مناظر, لباس  , etc. 

1.8.4 Adverb-Adjective 
The Fourth possible pattern of lexical combination in the Urdu language is 
Adverb Adjective. This pattern of lexical collocation is not as frequent as the 
rest of lexical patterns of Urdu collocations.  
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The above concordance shows the limited number of lexical combinations of 
adverb and adjective in the Urdu language. Some other lexical patterns of 
collocations in the Urdu language may be found but their frequency is very 
restricted as no general structure of lexical pattern can be determined. 

2. Discussion 
Structurally, Urdu is a different language from English. The significance of 
such descriptive studies becomes all the more important when the non-
native learners of the Urdu language constantly make comparisons of the 
target language with their mother tongue. Realistically, such convergence of 
the target language and the mother tongue is not potential as the Urdu 
collocation “ مسیحیسوع  ” and “Jesus Christ” have difference of meaning when 
used in their respective cultures. Conversely, these attempts of convergence 
by English learners may lead to unsuccessful handling of the Urdu language. 

Predictably, Urdu collocations described in the above section, can be 
classified the most frequent as they have been retrieved from large corpus 
data. Without considerable awareness of collocations, as supported by Lewis 
(2004), it is difficult to handle overall language skills of Urdu. These are the 
collocations that shape the linguistic expressions of non-native learners, 
natural and fluent even though they lack grammatical strength sometimes. 
However, it is an established fact that Urdu as L1 and as L2, lexical 
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development differs significantly. The first difference in the case of Urdu as 
L2 is the poverty of input of the word combinations in terms of quality and 
quantity that make the bulk of Urdu lexicon.  

The L2 learners of Urdu have to face lack of contextualized data that can 
only be presented in the form of lexical collocations. This situation puts 
foreign learners of Urdu language in an extremely difficult position to create 
syntactic, semantic and morphological harmony among word associations 
of Urdu language and they are at a loss to integrate words into acceptable 
combinations. Learners of Urdu as a foreign language usually focus on the 
single words items and disregard their association and context. They try to 
learn lexical collocations of Urdu as separate words rather than in chunks. 
Consequently, they often refer to their mother tongue to produce word 
combinations in the target language that results in unacceptable lexical 
choices. 

Summing up the corpus data, it can be safely claimed that Urdu is a very 
rich language. Its lexicon structure is very diverse. Urdu language offers 
many word combinations of lexical collocations. The corpus data of Urdu 
lexical collocation can be very useful in the description of Urdu language at 
the level of lexis. Apart from helping the foreign language learners (Kunin, 
2005), descriptive studies help the translators to translate books for the 
foreign learners with lexical sensitivity, for the grammarians who intend to 
publish books on lexis and in language teaching for native speakers as well 
as for the foreign learners of the language.  

3. Concluding Remarks 
The undertaken research has investigated multi-word lexical items in the 
Urdu language.  The real motive behind this lexical study of the Urdu 
language is to examine the Urdu lexis from lexicological point of view. As, 
there is a dearth of lexical work in the Urdu language, it was the need of the 
hour to carry out this research to facilitate the teachers, learners, and the 
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lexicologists. However, a general lexical study may be useful in various 
fields of linguistic research (Haspelmath, 2002).  

The present study aims to analyse the lexicology of Urdu in terms of 
multiword items. The usefulness of the present study lies in the fact that it 
can be employed in various fields like semantics, sociology of language, 
stylistics, compiling dictionaries, teaching of Urdu as a second language 
(TUSL) and preparing materials for different levels i.e. primary, secondary 
and tertiary levels. The undertaken research will help the lexicologists of the 
Urdu Language to understand the nature and the formation of the Urdu 
lexis. It will also be a source of inspiration for Urdu lexicographers to look 
at the nature of Urdu lexis in detail before compiling an Urdu monolingual 
or bilingual dictionary involving the Urdu language as the source or the 
target language.  

In the end all the dimensions of Urdu idioms and collocations may not have 
been investigated. However, the research can be taken as a point of 
departure and motivates the Urdu lexicologists and lexicographers to 
further explore Urdu idioms and collocations as a rich linguistic resource of 
the Urdu language. 
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