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Idioms, despite being known for their fixedness, are frequently used creatively (e.g. Moon 1998, Taylor 
2012, Wulff 2008). As part of our data-driven, contrastive, corpus-based study of creative uses of idioms 
in Korean, Japanese, and English, we have previously (Authors 2018, 2021, 2022, to appear) described a 
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markedly, and these two terms can sometimes be substituted for (such as in the two attested substitutions 
of mimi-kuso ‘ear wax’ for ‘nose boogers’): me-kuso(9) hana-kuso(10) o warau(44).  

Based on the results from studying our corpus of 11,409 creative uses of seven idioms in each of 
the three languages in which a lexeme from the dictionary form of the idiom is absent (“deleted” or 
replaced), we will argue that which elements are keepwords in each idiom depends on at least these factors: 
 
 
a. Whether the idiom is used in contracted form or full form but with lexical substitutes, and  
b. The linear order of the elements, and    
c. The related syntax in the language, and 
d. The part of speech of the element, and 
e. The semantic contribution of the element to the larger semantics of the idiom (based on the  

compositionality of the idiom, see Nunberg et al. 1994), and  
f. Whether the element is a content word or a grammatical word, and 
g. The collocational attraction or repulsion of the remaining lexemes, and 
h. The number of components in the idiom. 
 
Briefly explaining these (due to lack of space, few examples will be presented here): a) we observed this 
above; b) the first content word(s) of an idiom tend to be the keepwords, and otherwise, in most cases, the 
final content word(s) are the keepwords. We will discuss the exceptions in our data in detail, as they help 
clarify the remaining factors (c-h); c) in the Japanese idiom given in (1), the subject and object of the verb 
are contiguous, as is the unmarked order in the grammar of Japanese, and thus it is convenient to use them 
together as keepwords. It’s easy to imagine that such a situation might not hold in English, in which subject 
and object are separated by a verb, especially given the tendency in (d); d) Verbs tend to be far easier to 


