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INTRODUCTION

The aim of this thesis is to examine two adjectives difficult and hard, which are generally regarded as synonyms. I will concentrate on the nouns the given adjectives co-occur with and form the noun phrases with. Although difficult and hard can be interchangeable in some contexts, there will be many examples where it is not possible. I will thus try to show in what aspects these so-called synonyms differ and what their collocational restrictions are. My research will be based on the British National Corpus (BNC). My thesis is divided into two parts. In the theoretical part, the first chapter is devoted to the notion of synonymy and its definitions created by various scholars. As synonymy is often held to be the sameness of meaning, I give account of what is to be understood under the terms ‘sameness’ and ‘meaning’. Then I deal with the degrees of synonymity and pay a special attention to the cognitive synonyms. The difference between difficult and hard is reflected mainly in the collocations they form. Therefore, the second chapter introduces the theory of collocations, provides their characterisation, explains what principle they are constructed on, lists their restrictions and considers their use in the teaching and learning of languages. Chapter 3 discusses the idea of corpus and concordance and describes the BNC and the website VIEW, which allowed me to conduct my research. In the practical part I analyse the differences in meaning between difficult and hard. First, I offer the definitions of the given adjectives taken from various dictionaries, and then I present the data from the BNC. I conclude my thesis by stating the differences between the two adjectives.

1.  THEORETICAL PART

1.1. SYNONYMY

Synonymy is the type of paradigmatic relationships and is seen as sameness of meaning. This concept is held by many scholars, among them by F. R. Palmer (1986: 88), who also notices that this sense relationship makes it possible for the dictionary-maker to define mavis as thrush. This fact enables Palmer to define synonymy as ‘symmetric hyponymy’. He, however, admits “that there are no real synonyms (and) that no two words have exactly the same meaning” (ibid. 89). 

Persson claims that “true synonyms differ from co-hyponyms in not having a relation of contrast. Their semantic relation may rather be called ‘mutual inclusion’, which is sometimes regarded as a special kind of hyponymy” (1990: 112). Nevertheless, Persson admits that “true synonyms, that is, the lexemes with completely identical meanings, are probably very rare, if they exist at all” (ibid. 110), and that the situation he describes concerns only an idealized situation because, normally, there will still be some kind of differentiation between the two synonyms. 

Cruse asserts that there is “no neat way of characterising synonyms” (1985: 266). He says that “synonyms must not only manifest a high degree of semantic overlap, they must also have a low degree of implicit contrastiveness” (ibid. 266). Synonyms are those lexical items “whose senses are identical in respect of ‘central’ semantic traits, but differ, if at all, only in respect of what we may provisionally describe as ‘minor’ or ‘peripheral’ traits” (ibid. 267). He supports his claim by two examples: truthful and honest have a high semantic overlap and can be, therefore, called synonyms; and alsation and spaniel that, although being closely related, are not synonyms because the traits which distinguish one from the other are somehow highlighted. Moreover, one of the rules valid for synonymy is: “denying one member of a pair of synonyms implicitly denies the other, too” (ibid. 266), which is not the case of the pair alsation – spaniel. Cruse also notices that synonyms occur together in certain types of expression. “A synonym is often employed as an explanation, or clarification, of meaning of another word” (ibid. 267). When synonyms are used contrastively, the difference is signalled by expressions such as more exactly, or or rather.

1. The definition of ‘sameness’ and ‘meaning’

As synonymy is considered to be sameness of meaning of different expressions, it is vital, before continuing with the theory of synonyms, to clarify the ‘sameness’ involved and the ‘meaning’ involved.

Harris (1973: 11) believes that there are at least four different kinds of ‘sameness’:

a) ‘type-1 sameness’ – the word ‘same’ is used “in connexion with various parts of the history of one continuous thing” (ibid. 11), for example, it does not matter what position the chair is moved to it is still regarded as ‘the same chair’

b) ‘type-2 sameness’ – there are “two or more instances of non-continuous things, as when we talk about ‘the same dance step’ or ‘the same experiment’, alluding to a repetition of previous actions” (ibid. 11)

c) ‘type-3 sameness’ – two or more coexistent copies of one thing are recognized the same, e.g. ‘the same newspaper’

d) ‘type-4 sameness’ – “at least two continuous things are the same in a given respect” (ibid. 11), for example, when someone is told to have ‘the same eyes’ as their father

Harris concludes his discourse on ‘sameness’ by claiming that if two expressions have the same meaning, then they are the same according to the ‘type-4 sameness’.


In one of his works John Lyons asserts that “the noun ‘meaning’ and the verb ‘to mean’ themselves have many distinguishable meanings” (1977: 1), i.e. it is possible to find several different types of meaning. The explanation of the term ‘meaning’ has been of great concern not only to linguists but also to philosophers, psychologists and anthropologists, and there is no doubt that linguists’ point of view was heavily influenced by all the three disciplines. I will give an account of the types of meaning some semanticists distinguish and will answer the question of what type of meaning synonyms have in common.


Leech (1981: 9) breaks down the meaning into seven different ingredients: 

1) ‘conceptual’ meaning (sometimes called ‘denotative’ or ‘cognitive’ meaning)

Conceptual meaning is assumed to be the basic meaning of a word and the central factor in linguistic communication. It is organized in agreement with two structural principles which form the basis of all linguistic pattering: the principle of contrastiveness (whether the meaning of a word possesses or not certain features) and the principle of structure (according to which larger linguistic units are built up out of smaller units). 

2) ‘connotative’ meaning

“Connotative meaning is the communicative value an expression has by virtue of what it refers to, over and above its purely conceptual content” (ibid. 12). Since connotations vary considerably according to culture, historical period and the experience of the individual, the connotative meaning is regarded as peripheral compared with conceptual meaning.

3) ‘social’ meaning

“Social meaning is that which a piece of language conveys about the social circumstances of its use” (ibid. 14). A reader is able to understand the social meaning of a text through his or her recognition of different dimensions and levels of style within the same language. There are to be found several dimensions of socio-stylistic variation, for example: variation according to dialect (e.g. the language of geographical region or social class), time (e.g. the language of the eighteenth century), province (e.g. the language of law), status (e.g. polite, colloquial, slang language), modality (e.g. the language of memoranda) and singularity (e.g. the style of Dickens).

4) ‘affective’ meaning

Language reflects personal feelings and speaker’s attitudes. Leech considers affective meaning to be a parasitic category because it is mainly through the conceptual and connotative content of the words used that this meaning can be communicated.

5) ‘reflected’ meaning

“Reflected meaning is the meaning which arises in cases of multiple conceptual meaning, when one sense of a word forms part of our response to another sense” (ibid. 16). Leech illustrates this point by synonymous expressions The Comforter – The Holy Ghost and says that “The Comforter sounds warm and comforting, while The Holy Ghost sounds awesome” (ibid. 16).

6) ‘collocative’ meaning

The meaning a word acquires through the associations with words which tend to occur in its environment is called collocative meaning. The adjective hard, for example, collocates with currency, copy and disc while the adjective difficult form collocations with behaviour, issue and position.

7) ‘thematic’ meaning

Thematic meaning is determined by the way a speaker or writer organizes the message. This type of meaning is connected with functional sentence perspective. Thus, it is possible to state the difference between an active sentence and its passive equivalent.

Moreover, Leech introduces the term ‘associative’ meaning that brings together the types of meaning with open-ended, variable character, which can be analysed in terms of scales and ranges: connotative, social, affective, reflected and collocative meaning. Finally, he claims “that whereas conceptual meaning is substantially part of the ‘common system’ of language shared by members of a speech community, associative meaning is less stable, and varies with the individual’s experience” (ibid. 19).


Other authors use a different classification of meaning. Although Hladký and Růžička adopted Leech’s classification in their study, they do not use the term ‘social meaning’ but employ ‘stylistic meaning’ instead (1998: 20). 


Lyons (1995: 44) draws a distinction between ‘descriptive’ (or ‘propositional’) and ‘non-descriptive’ (or ‘non-propositional’) meaning. He claims that descriptive meaning (its alternative terms are ‘cognitive’ or ‘referential’) is the meaning carried by descriptive statements, which are true or false according to whether the propositions that they express are true or false. Non-descriptive meaning (its equivalent terms are ‘affective’, ‘attitudinal’ and ‘emotive’) is more heterogeneous and includes an ‘expressive’ component. Furthermore, he talks about ‘lexical’ and ‘grammatical’ meaning: “Different forms of the same lexeme will generally, though not necessarily, differ in meaning: they will share the same lexical, but differ in respect of their grammatical meaning” (ibid. 52). While lexical items have both lexical and grammatical meaning, grammatical items contain only grammatical meaning, which is of three kinds: a) morphological meaning, b) the meaning of the minor parts of speech (e.g. subject-of), c) the meaning associated with sentence types (declarative, interrogative, imperative; 1968: 435).


Alexander (1969: 1-13) thinks that the communicative process has four distinguishable phases or senses of meaning. These are:

1) ‘intentional’ meaning – it is the meaning which is in the mind of the speaker when he is framing his message

2) ‘content’ meaning – it is the meaning of the message that the speaker intends to convey, and is further subdivided into ‘conceptual’, ‘emotive’ and ‘active’ meaning

3) ‘significative’ meaning – it is the meaning of the signs and symbols (including language) that the speaker or writer uses

4) ‘interpreted’ meaning – it is the meaning which is conveyed to the mind of the listener when he receives the message

According to Leech (1981: 14), hardly any words have both the same conceptual and the same stylistic meaning. This observation has frequently led linguists to declare that true synonyms do not exist. If synonymy is seen as complete equivalence of communicative effect, it is difficult to find an example that could disprove this statement. It is, therefore, necessary to restrict the term ‘synonymy’ to equivalence of one of the meanings mentioned. Since conceptual (cognitive) meaning is defined as the focal centre of understanding, many semanticists have based the criterion for selecting synonyms upon it.

Lyons (1968: 449) mentions two kinds of synonymy: ‘cognitive’ (later he introduces the term ‘descriptive synonymy’ for this type of synonymy; 1995: 63) and ‘non-cognitive’, and claims that the distinction between them is drawn in various ways by different authors. Nevertheless, “in all cases it is cognitive synonymy which is defined the first (and) no one ever talks of words as being emotively but not cognitively synonymous” (ibid. 449).

1. The scale of synonymity

It is often suggested that synonymy is a matter of degree. Cruse confirms this statement by saying that: “Within the class of synonyms some pairs of items are more synonymous than others, and this raises the possibility of a scale of synonymity of some kind” (1985: 267-8). Since complete equivalence of meaning, i.e. ‘absolute synonymy’, can be established with clarity, he chooses it as the zero point on the scale. The notion of ‘zero synonymity’, on the other hand, is not a unitary concept. Cruse gives examples of the pairs long – short and green – expensive which are both regarded as examples of zero synonymity but for different reasons. If the zero point on Cruse’s scale is absolute synonymy, then the first point is occupied by ‘cognitive synonymy’, and the notion of ‘plesionymy’ occurs on the second point.

 According to Cruse (1985: 291), absolute synonyms are those lexical items that do not differ in respect of register or dialect, have the same expressive meaning and do not differ collocationally. It is, however, difficult for lexical items to comply with all the three conditions and thus it is not sure whether absolute synonyms exist at all. To be cognitive synonyms, a pair of lexical items must share certain semantic properties. Cruse defines cognitive synonymy as follows:

“X is a cognitive synonym of Y if:

i. X and Y are syntactically identical, and

ii. any grammatical declarative sentence S containing X has equivalent truth-conditions to another sentence S1, which is identical to S except that X is replaced by Y” (ibid. 88), for example, fiddle and violin in He plays the__ very well.
He continues specifying cognitive synonyms in terms of ‘semantic mode’, which is of two kinds: ‘propositional mode’ and ‘expressive mode’. “Propositional meaning depends partly on the propositional attitude expressed by the sentence in which it operates” (ibid. 271), i.e. whether it is a statement, question, command or exclamation, and can determine truth-conditions. On the other hand, expressed meaning conveys some sort of emotion or attitude and is valid only for the utterer, at the time and place of utterance. Cognitive synonyms hence must be identical in respect of propositional traits, but their expressive traits may be different. “Plesionyms are distinguished from cognitive synonyms by the fact that they yield sentences with different truth-conditions” (ibid. 285). It must be always possible to assert one member of a plesionymous pair, without paradox, while simultaneously denying the other. Cruse illustrates this fact by sentences: It wasn’t foggy last Friday – just misty., He is by no means fearless, but he’s extremely brave., She isn’t pretty, but in her way she is quite handsome. Plesionyms differ from cognitive synonyms also in that they collocate with the expressions not exactly and more exactly, and they shade slightly into non-synonymy.


Lyons (1995: 60) uses different terms for the points on the scale. He observes the notion of ‘absolute synonymy’ and lists three conditions which lexical items must satisfy if they are to be called absolute synonyms:

a) all their meanings must be identical

b) they must be synonymous in all contexts, i.e. they must have the same collocational ranges
c) they must be semantically equivalent on all dimensions of meaning, descriptive and non-descriptive

The words whose descriptive meaning is identical are called ‘descriptive synonyms’, for example, big and large in They live in a __ house. Lyons adds that if words share the same descriptive meaning, they almost always differ in respect of the degree or nature of their expressive meaning, and thus indicates that absolute synonyms are very rare. 

The other kinds of synonymy Lyons introduces are ‘partial synonymy’ and ‘near-synonymy’. Partial synonyms are those lexical items which meet the criterion of identity of meaning but which fail to meet the conditions of absolute synonymy. This implies that descriptive synonyms are part of the group of partial synonyms. As an example of near-synonyms, Lyons provides the pair mist – fog.

1. The division of cognitive synonyms

The way in which cognitive synonyms differ serves as the basis of Palmer’s (1986: 89-91) division of synonyms into five groups:

1) they belong to different dialects of the language – e.g. fall (USA) and autumn (GB)

2) they are words used in different styles – e.g. a nasty smell and an ’orrible stink
3) they differ only in their emotive or evaluative meaning – e.g. liberty and freedom
4) they are collocationally restricted – e.g. rancid occurs with bacon or butter but not with cheese
Palmer suggests that these words may be called ‘true synonyms’ because they differ only in that they are found in different environments.

5) synonyms as the words that are close in meaning, or whose meanings overlap – e.g. for mature possible synonyms are adult, ripe, perfect and due
Those words are synonymous in a loose sense of synonymy, which is the kind of synonymy that is exploited by the dictionary maker.

A looser sense of synonymy, along with a stricter sense of synonymy, was also recognized by Lyons (1968: 446). “According to the stricter interpretation two items are synonymous if they have the same sense” (ibid. 446). If a dictionary proposes many synonyms for a word, but each of them has a different ‘shade of meaning’ and could replace the particular word only in one particular context, then these words are synonymous under the looser interpretation of the notion of synonymy. Lyons demonstrates his idea with the word nice for which he found synonyms: savoury, discriminative, exact, good, pleasing, fastidious and honourable.

Cruse (1985: 283) based his division of cognitive synonyms upon register. According to him, register manifests three interacting dimensions of variation: ‘field’, ‘mode’ and ‘style’. Field is concerned with the topic or field of discourse, e.g. legal discourse, advertising language or cooking commentaries. Mode refers to “the manner of transmission of a linguistic message – whether, for instance, it is written, spoken, telegraphed, or whatsoever” (ibid. 284). The third dimension of register is style, which refers to language characteristics that indicate different relations between the participants in a linguistic exchange, for example, formal – informal dimension. Cruse emphasizes the importance of style because it is the producer of the greatest number of cognitive synonyms.

1. The test of synonymy

Bolinger asserts that “the measure of synonymy is replaceability” (1968: 123). Two lexical items may have many characteristics in common; however, they are not synonyms unless one can be used instead of the other. Palmer (1968: 91) confirms this rule and adds that as there are not true synonyms, which would be interchangeable in all their environments, this ‘test by substitution’ must be applied to the words which are interchangeable in certain contexts only. This can be exemplified by the adjectives difficult and hard that can be both used with times but only hard with drugs. In addition, Palmer offers another possibility for investigation of synonymy. If two words are to be called synonyms, it is necessary that they have the same opposites, i.e. antonyms. This time again, they have to be taken from the same environment, for instance, it is precisely the context in which hard and difficult are interchangeable that they have the antonym easy.

1.2. COLLOCATION

Both Palmer (1968: 76) and Bolinger (1968: 53) hold that ‘collocation’ means keeping company. Besides, Bolinger asserts that collocation, unlike idiom, is semantically transparent; knowing the parts of a collocation, one can deduce its meaning. This is completely in contrast to what Palmer says: “Collocation … cannot easily be predicted in terms of the meaning of the associated words” (1968: 76). He illustrates his view by the word blond, which can be used with hair but which is not appropriate for the description of door or dress.

Kjellmer defines the term ‘collocation’ as “a sequence of words that occurs more than once in identical form … and which is grammatically well-structured” (Aijmer, 1991: 128), and distinguishes several types of such combinations of words (ibid. 112-5):

The first type is called ‘fossilized phrases’ by reason that the occurrence of one word in such phrases suggests the occurrence of another. Kjellmer subdivides them into three categories:

a) ‘right-and-left predictive’ phrases – e.g. Anno Domini, Cocker Spaniel, nouveau rich
Variability in them is exceptional. The only kind of variability is represented by inflexional endings (Cocker suggests Spaniel or Spaniels). It is important to remark that the first word is as predictive as the last: Anno suggests Domini just as much as Domini suggests Anno.

b) ‘right-predictive’ phrases – e.g. ballpoint pen, bonsai tree, Morse code
The first element suggests the last but not vice versa: bonsai suggests tree but tree can suggest many other words with which it can co-occur, for instance, apple tree, lemon tree or pine tree.

c) ‘left-predictive’ phrases – e.g. ad infinitum, from afar, open sesame
This time the last element suggests the first, which can be, in return, followed by a number of different words.

In a second type of phrase, which is called ‘semi-fossilized’, one word predicts a very limited number of words – e.g. Achilles heel/Achilles tendon, by and by/by and large, inferiority complex/Oedipus complex/persecution complex. Semi-fossilized phrases are either right- or left-predictive. The variants of semi-fossilized phrase must form a lexically (rather than functionally) specifiable and highly restricted set of words. Thus, for example, the combinations blue book, blue car, blue shirt are not regarded as collocations.

The third group of collocations is composed of ‘variable phrases’. The key concept for their formation is tendency – “one word tends to co-occur with one or a few out of a great number of words that can co-occur with it” (ibid. 113). Kjellmer further subdivides variable phrases into two sets:

a) they consist of two or more lexical words and some of them also incorporate function words – e.g. glass of water, classical music, close friend, feel comfortable
b) they are sequences of one lexical word and one or more function words – e.g. a number of,  for a change, it is obvious that, to apply to
Kjellmer considers this set of combinations to be a vital part of lexicon, which must be mastered by every learner of the language primarily.

Kjellmer concludes his discourse on collocations by claiming that “a decisive characteristic of collocations is the predictable nature of their constituents: the presence of one of them will predict the presence of the other(s)” (ibid. 125).


Sinclair agrees with Kjellmer on “that the choice of one word affects the choice of others in its vicinity” (1991: 173) and calls this fact ‘the idiom principle’. Then he contrasts it with ‘the open-choice principle’, which treats words as independent items of meaning, and emphasises its predominance: “For normal texts, the first mode (of interpretation) to be applied is the idiom principle, since most of the text will be interpretable by this principle. Whenever there is good reason, the interpretive process switches to the open-choice principle, and quickly back again” (ibid. 114).
1.2.1. The parts of collocation

Sinclair (1991: 115) introduces terms for the parts of collocation. The word that is being studied is called ‘node’ and any word that occurs in the specified environment of a node is ‘collocate’. Consequently, each successive word in a text can be both node and collocate, though never at the same time. When word a is node and word b is collocate, such type of collocation is called ‘downward collocation’, i.e. collocation of a with less frequent word b. Collocation where b is node and a is collocate is ‘upward collocation’. In my research I shall deal with the downward collocations whose nodes are either difficult or hard.
1.2.2. Collocational restrictions
Palmer points out that “individual words or sequences of words will not collocate with certain groups of words” (1968: 78). Thus, although it is possible to say The rhododendron died, the clause The rhododendron passed away is not acceptable. From the example it is evident that some kind of restriction was imposed on the use of pass away. According to Palmer, the restrictions are a matter of range; an expression may occur only in a particular set of contexts. Palmer further claims that “we know roughly the kind of nouns with which a verb or adjective may be used. So we do not reject specific collocations simply because we have never heard them before – we rely on our knowledge of the range” (ibid. 79). He lists three kinds of collocational restrictions:

1) the restrictions are based wholly on the meaning of the item, thus the phrase green cow is considered unlikely

2) the restrictions are based on range – a word may be used with a whole set of words that share some semantic features, this condition accounts for the unacceptability of  The rhododendron passed away (pass away requires a human subject) or the pretty boy (pretty is used only with words denoting females)

3) the restrictions are collocational in the strictest sense, such as addled with eggs and brains
Cruse states that collocational restrictions “are irrelevant to truth-conditions – that is to say, those in respect of which lexical items may differ and still be cognitive synonyms” (1985: 279). In this way, he discovers the relation between collocational restrictions and cognitive synonymy.
1.2.3. Collocations and the language learner
Collocation is the most important unit of the vocabulary of every speaker. Kjellmer (1991: 124) compares the output of moderately fluent native speakers with that of moderately fluent learners of the same language, and says that while the native speakers make hesitation pauses between long sequences of words, the learners pause after every two or three words, which must be ascribed to a difference in the automation of collocations. In building his utterances, the native speaker makes use of large prefabricated sections and employs the pauses to plan one or more thought units ahead. “The learner, on the other hand, having automated few collocations, continually has to create structures that he can only hope will be acceptable to native speakers” (ibid. 124); he devotes his hesitation-pauses to decision-making at fairly trivial word-structure level. Anyone who happens to violate the collocational norm can produce perfectly grammatical but totally un-English sentences, and such manipulations are not normally tolerated, except for humorous or artistic purposes. If the learner’s problems are to be solved, a new approach to the teaching and learning of foreign languages has to be adopted: lexical items should not be learnt in isolation but in collocations they normally create.
1.3. CORPUS

Sinclair defines ‘corpus’ as “a collection of naturally-occurring text, chosen to characterize a state or variety of a language” (1991: 171). The principal aim of a corpus is to identify what is central and what is typical in the language. Therefore, if a realistic view of the way in which language is used is to be achieved, a corpus must record the usage of the mass of ordinary writers. Moreover, “a general reference corpus is not a collection of material from different specialist areas – technical, dialectal, juvenile, etc. It is a collection of material which is broadly homogeneous, but which is gathered from a variety of sources so that the individuality of a source is obscured” (ibid. 17). As for the size of a corpus, it should be as large as possible, and a corpus should keep on growing.
Sinclair (1991:171) distinguishes two kinds of corpora:

a) ‘sample corpus’ – it is a finite collection of texts that are often chosen with great care and studied in detail; once a sample corpus is established, it is not added to or changed in any way

b) ‘monitor corpus’ – this kind of corpus “re-uses language text that has been prepared in machine-readable form for other purposes – for typesetters of newspapers, magazines, books, and word-processors; and the spoken language mainly for legal or bureaucratic reasons” (ibid. 172)
To be investigated, a corpus has to use at least two analysis tools: ‘word list’ and ‘concordance’. A word list calculates the total number of words in a corpus, which is referred to as the total number of ‘tokens’. According to Sinclair (1991: 30-1), the words can be sorted in three different ways: in the order of their first occurrence, in their alphabetical order and in their frequency order. A concordance is an index to the words in a text; it allows the user to see a particular word in its immediate context. The best known computer-generated concordance is KWIC (Key Word In Context) in which the word under examination appears in the centre of each line, with extra space on either side.

As my research is based on the British National Corpus and the website VIEW, I would like to introduce them briefly. “The British National Corpus (BNC) is a 100 million word collection of samples of written and spoken language from a wide range of sources, designed to represent a wide cross-section of British English from the later part of the 20th century, both spoken and written” (<http://www.natcorp.ox.ac.uk/>). The website VIEW (Variation In English Words and Phrases) works with the BNC and enables anyone to search for the frequency of words and phrases in any combination of registers (e.g. spoken, news, academic), and to compare collocates of synonyms. It is just the comparison of the words with which the adjectives difficult and hard form collocations that reveals the differences in their ‘meaning’.

2.  PRACTICAL PART

2.1. DEFINITIONS OF DIFFICULT AND HARD
At the beginning of my research I will analyse the definitions of difficult and hard taken from various dictionaries. This allows me to find out what meaning they share, and in what ways they differ. The dictionaries I consult are:

Webster’s Encyclopedic Unabridged Dictionary of the English Language, 1996 (WEUDEL)

Cambridge International Dictionary of English, 1995 (CIDE)

Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary of Current English, 2005 (OALDCE)

Macmillan English Dictionary, 2002 (MED)

Collins Cobuild English Language Dictionary, 1987 (CCELD)

The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Current English, 1976 (CODCE)

Webster’s Seventh New Collegiate Dictionary, 1970 (WSNCD)

I mention only those definitions that are relevant to the purpose of my thesis.
2.1.1. Definitions of the adjective difficult
WEUDEL (552)

1. not easily or readily done; requiring much labor, skill, or planning to be performed successfully; hard: a difficult job
2. hard to understand or solve: a difficult problem
3. hard to deal with or get on with: a difficult pupil
4. hard to please or satisfy: a difficult employer
5. hard to persuade or induce; stubborn: a difficult old man
6. disadvantageous; trying; hampering: The operation was performed under the most difficult conditions.
7. fraught with hardship, esp. financial hardship: We saw some difficult times during the depression years.
CIDE (148)

1. needing skill or effort; not easy: a difficult problem/choice/task/language/book
2. His wife is a very difficult person. = behaves in a way that makes it not easy to have a relationship with her
OALDCE (405)

1. not easy; needing effort or skill to do or to understand: a difficult problem/task/exam
2. full of problems; causing a lot of trouble: to be in a difficult position/situation, My boss is making life very difficult for me.
3. (of people) not easy to please; not helpful
MED (384)

1. not easy to do, deal with, or understand: a difficult task/question
2. difficult conditions or situations cause a lot of problems and make it hard for you to succeed: a difficult childhood, be in difficult circumstances
3. someone who is difficult never seems to be happy or satisfied with anything: a difficult baby
CCELD (382)

1. something that is ‘difficult’ causes you a lot of problems, usually because it is not easy to do, understand, or solve: a difficult question
2. someone who is ‘difficult’ is not easy to like or to have a good relationship with, because they are unreasonable or unpredictable in the way they behave
CODCE (287)

Needing much labour to do or practise; troublesome, perplexing; unaccommodating, stubborn.

WSNCD (232)

1. hard to do, make, or carry out → arduous: a difficult climb
2. a) hard to deal with, manage, or overcome: a difficult child
b) hard to understand → puzzling: difficult reading

1. Definitions of the adjective hard
WEUDEL (870)

1. not soft; solid and firm to the touch; unyielding to pressure and impenetrable or almost impenetrable

2. firmly formed; tight: a hard knot
3. difficult to do or accomplish; fatiguing; troublesome: a hard task
4. difficult or troublesome with respect to an action, situation, person, etc.: a hard time
5. difficult to deal with, manage, control, overcome, or understand: a hard problem
6. involving a great deal of effort, energy, or persistence: hard labor; hard study
7. performing or carrying on work with great effort, energy, or persistence: a hard worker
8. vigorous or violent in force; severe: a hard rain; a hard fall
9. bad; unendurable; unbearable: hard luck
10. oppressive; harsh; rough: hard treatment
11. austere; severe: a hard winter, the hard times of the Great Depression
12. harsh or severe in dealing with others: a hard master
13. difficult to explain away; undeniable: hard facts
14. that can be verified; factual, as distinguished from speculation or hearsay: hard information
15. harsh or unfriendly; resentful; severe; bitter: hard feelings; hard words
16. of stern judgment or close examination; searching: a hard look
17. lacking delicacy or softness; not blurred or diffused; clear and distinct; sharp; harsh: a hard line; a hard, bright light; hard features; a hard face
18. (of a photograph) contrasty

19. severe or rigorous in terms: a hard bargain
20. sternly realistic; dispassionate; unsentimental: a hard, practical man; a hard view of life
21. incorrigible; disreputable; tough: a hard character
22. Scot. and North Eng. → niggardly; stingy

23. in coins and paper money as distinguished from checks, securities, promissory notes or other negotiable instruments

24. (of paper money or a monetary system) supported by sufficient gold reserves and easily convertible into the currency of a foreign nation

25. (of money) scarce or available at high interest rates: a hard loan
26. denoting assets with intrinsic value, as gold, silver or diamonds

27. (of alcoholic beverages)

a) containing more than 22.5 percent alcohol by volume, as whiskey and brandy as opposed to beer and wine

b) strong because of fermentation; intoxicating: hard cider
28. (of wine) tasting excessively of tannin

29. (of an illicit narcotic or drug) known to be physically addictive, as opium, morphine, or cocaine

30. (of water) containing mineral salts that interfere with the action of soap

31. (of bread and baked goods)

a) having a firm, crisp crust or texture: hard rolls
b) stale or tough

32. (of a fabric) having relatively little nap; smooth: Silk is a harder fabric than wool or cotton.
33. (of the landing of a rocket or space vehicle) executed without decelerating: a hard landing on the moon
34. (of a missile base) equipped to launch missiles from underground silos

35. (of a missile) capable of being launched from an underground silo

36. military → being underground and strongly protected from nuclear bombardment

37. agriculture → noting wheats with high gluten content, milled for a bread flour as contrasted with pastry flour

38. phonetics → a) fortis; b) of ‘c’ and ‘g’ pronounced as ‘k’ in ‘come’ and ‘g’ in go, rather than as in ‘cent’, or ‘beige’; c) (of consonants in Slavic languages) not palatalized

39. (in the making of rope) noting a lay having a considerable angle to the axis of the rope; short

40. physics → (of a beam of particles or photons) having relatively high energy: hard x-rays
CIDE (254)

1. not pleasant or gentle; severe

2. Our boss has been giving us all a hard time at work. = making our time at work difficult

3. hard luck – used to express sympathy for someone over a small misfortune

that’s your hard luck – it is their fault that something bad has happened to them

4. hard feelings = bad thoughts or feelings

5. the hard way means learning from unpleasant experiences rather that by being taught

6. a hard core of a group or the hard-core members of a group are the people who strongly believe in its principles and usually have a lot of power in it

7. hard-core can also mean showing sexual acts clearly and in detail = hard porn
8. hard-core music = very fast modern music in which drums and electric guitar are played very loudly

9. to have/to take hard knocks = be in situations which are not pleasant

10. hard labour = a punishment for criminals, esp. used in the past, which involves a lot of tiring and often useless physical work

11. hard-line = fixed, unwilling to change

12. a hard-luck story = a story or piece of information that someone tells you or writes about themselves which is intended to make you feel sad and sympathetic towards them

13. if someone is a hard case/nut, they are difficult to deal with and possibly angry and violent

14. hard rock = a type of rock music

15. if someone uses or tries the hard sell, they try to sell something to the buyer by being very forceful

1. OALDCE (679)

2. solid/stiff → solid, firm or stiff and difficult to bend or break: Diamonds are the hardest known mineral.
3. difficult → difficult to do, understand or answer: a hard question
4. full of difficulty and problems, esp. because of a lack of money

5. needing/using effort → needing or using a lot of physical strength or mental effort: hard work
6. (of people) putting a lot of effort or energy into an activity: a hard worker
7. done with a lot of strength or force: a hard punch
8. without sympathy → showing no sympathy or affection: My father was a hard man., She gave me a hard stare.
9. not afraid →  (informal) (of people) ready to fight and showing no signs of fear or weakness

10. facts/evidence → definitely true and based on information that can be proved: hard evidence, hard facts
11. weather → very cold and severe: a hard winter, a hard frost
12. drink → strongly alcoholic: hard liquor, the hard stuff = a strong alcoholic drink

13. water → containing calcium and other mineral salts that make mixing with soap difficult: hard water
14. consonants → (phonetics) used to describe a letter ‘c’ or ‘g’ when pronounced as in ‘cat’ or ‘go’, rather than as in ‘city’ or ‘giant’

MED (648)

1. stiff, firm, and not easy to bend or break: hard wooden benches
2. difficult to do; involving a lot of effort: hard questions, a hard day
3. unpleasant and full of problems: a hard life/time
4. strong and not easily frightened: He likes to pretend he’s hard, but he’s really soft underneath.
5. unkind and cruel: She was deeply hurt by his hard words.
6. using a lot of physical force: a hard shove
7. hard water does not mix easily with soap because it contains a lot of minerals

8. a hard winter is a very cold winter; a hard frost is very severe

9. hard facts are certain and can be proved

10. do sth the hard way = to have a bad experience doing something, often when this is your own fault

give sb a hard time = to be unpleasant to someone or criticize them a lot

hard going = very difficult and needing a lot of effort

hard luck = a) used for saying that you feel sympathy for someone because something bad has happened to them; b) used for saying that you do not feel any sympathy about something bad that has happened to someone

hard right/left = a turn directly to the right or left

the hard stuff = strong alcoholic drinks

learn the hard way = to learn how to do something by trying to do it and making a lot of mistakes

no hard feelings = used for telling someone that you are not angry with them after an argument or disagreement

take a hard line = to deal with something in a very firm or strict way and refuse to change your opinion or decision

CCELD (646)

1. something that is ‘hard’:

a) is very firm and stiff rather than soft to touch, and usually not easily bent, cut, or broken; solid

b) is very difficult to do or understand

2. something that is ‘hard’ involves a lot of work and effort; exhausting: a long hard day
3. to move or push something with a lot of force: a hard push
4. someone who is ‘hard’ shows no kindness or sympathy towards other people

used of a person’s facial expressions; cold: a hard, ironic smile
5. a life or period of time that is ‘hard’ is difficult and unpleasant because you have so many problems that you need to struggle constantly to succeed or survive: be through hard times
6. the weather or a season that is ‘hard’ is very cold and severe

7. something such as a colour or sound that is ‘hard’ is harsh or bright and often unpleasant to see or hear: a hard blue
8. hard evidence or facts are definitely true and do not need to be questioned

9. hard water contains a lot of lime so that it leaves a whitish coating on kettles and soap does not lather well in it

10. hard drugs are very strong illegal drugs such as heroin or cocaine

11. a hard sound in phonetics is one such as the letters ‘c’ or ‘g’ as they are pronounced in the words ‘cat’ or ‘give’, and not in the words ‘cinema’ or ‘gin’

CODCE (489)

1. firm, unyielding to pressure, solid, not easily cut; (of data etc.) reliable; (of radiation) highly penetrating; hard facts = not disputable like opinions etc.

2. difficult to understand or explain: hard question
(of person or conduct) unfeeling, harsh

involving undue or unfair suffering: hard luck
stingy

3. difficult to bear: hard life/times
(of season or weather) severe, esp. frosty

(of bargain) without concession

harsh or unpleasant to eye or ear: hard colours/voice
4. (of liquor) alcoholic

(of drug) potent and addictive

(of water) difficult to use soap with, owing to its mineral salts

(of markets and prices) high, unyielding

5. (of pornography) highly obscene

6. phonetics → surd (‘k’, ‘t’ and ‘p’, are hard as opposed to ‘g’, ‘d’ and ‘b’); guttural (‘c’is hard in ‘cat’, and ‘g’ in ‘go’)

7. strenuous: a hard drinker/fight/worker
hard row to hoe = difficult task

do thing the hard way = by one’s unaided efforts or bitter experience

8. hard case = a) instance of hardship, b) intractable person, c) (Austral. and N.Z.) amusing person

hard cash = a) coins as opp. paper money, b) money as opp. mere promises of payment

hard coal = anthracite

hard copy = legible permanent record of matter stored on microfilm etc.

hard core = irreducible nucleus of resistance etc.; heavy material forming foundation of road etc.

hard court = lawn-tennis court made of asphalt

hard cover = stiff durable binding-case of book

hard currency – not likely to depreciate suddenly or fluctuate greatly in value

hard hat = a) bowler hat, b) protective headgear worn on building-sites etc., c) reactionary person

hard labour = stone-breaking etc. by prisoners; compulsory labour by prisoners, with loss of privileges during first few weeks of sentence

hard landing – in which spacecraft etc. is destroyed on impact

hard line = unyielding adherence to firm policy

hard money = coins

hard pad = form of distemper of dogs etc.

hard palate = front part of palate

hard pan = firm subsoil of clay etc., hard unbroken ground

hard roe (of female fish)

hard rubber = ebonite

hard sauce – of butter and sugar, often with brandy etc. added

hard sell = aggressive salesmanship

hard set – (of egg) that has been subjected to incubation; (of person) hungry

hard shoulder = hardened land beside motorway for vehicles to leave road in emergency

hard soap – made with sodium compounds

hard swearing (euphemism) = unabashed perjury

hard tack = ship biscuit

hard wheat – with hard grain rich in gluten

hard words = a) words difficult to understand, b) angry talk

WSNCD (379)

1. not easily penetrated, not easily yielding to pressure

2. a) (of liquor) having a harsh or acid taste; having an alcoholic content of more than 22.5 percent

b) characterized by the presence of salts that prevent lathering with soap: hard water
3. a) of or relating to radiation of relatively high penetrating power: hard X rays
b) having or producing relatively great photographic contrast:  a hard negative
4. a) metallic as distinct from paper: hard money
b) (of currency) convertible into gold, stable in value

c) being high and firm: hard prices
5. a) tight: hard yarns
b) napless: hard woolens
6. a) physically fit: in good hard condition
b) hardy

c) free of weakness or other flaw

7. a) firm, definite: hard agreement; factual, actual: hard evidence
b) close, searching: hard look

c) free from sentimentality or illusion, realistic: good hard sense

d) obdurate, unfeeling: hard heart
8. a) difficult to bear or endure: hard luck, hard times; oppressive, unjust: hard greedy landlord
b) incorrigible, tough: hard gang
c) harsh, severe, or offensive in tendency or effect: said some hard things; resentful: hard feelings; strict, unrelenting: drives a hard bargain
d) inclement: hard winter
e) intense in force, manner, or degree: hard blow; arduous, strenuous: hard work; performing or carrying on with great energy, intensity, or persistence: hard worker
9. a) characterized by sharp or harsh outline, rigid execution, and stiff drawing

b) sharply defined, stark: hard shadows
c) lacking in shading delicacy, or resonance: hard singing tone
d) sounding as in ‘arcing’ and ‘geese’ respectively – used of ‘c’ and ‘g’

10. difficult to accomplish or resolve, troublesome: hard problem; difficult to comprehend or explain: hard words
1. Dictionary analysis

Analysing the dictionary entries, I discovered that the adjective difficult has always connection with labour, effort, or hardship. When it is applied to people, one is always forced to overcome some obstacles to please, persuade, or get on with them. The primary meaning of hard seems to be “having a texture or consistency that resists deformation” (The Merriam-Webster Pocket Dictionary of Synonyms – MWPDS: 149). However, the adjective hard is also employed in many other contexts where it could have a great number of different meanings, for example: severe, factual, clear and distinct, alcoholic and addictive, and it may be found in some specialist disciplines, such as phonetics and physics, to denote special properties of certain entities. Besides, it is interesting to notice that the widely known collocations of the adjective hard, such as hard copy/core/currency/disc/rock, create new entries in many dictionaries. Nevertheless, two of the dictionaries I quoted above make an exception to this rule: the CIDE and CODCE. In both of them the collocations of hard are not given the separate entries but are listed under the entry hard.

The meaning both the adjectives share is ‘not easy; demanding effort or skill’. It is thus clear enough that this is the meaning in which difficult and hard are to be called synonyms. However, the MWPDS suggests that whereas “difficult commonly implies the presence of obstacles to be surmounted or of complications to be removed and is likely to suggest a calling upon special qualities (as skill, knowledge, or endurance) if success is to be attained” (MWPDS: 173), hard is the general word. To say that something is difficult, a speaker must put a lot of effort into it, which he or she does at the expense of something else. As the native speakers I talked to confirmed, it is possible to regard difficult as the ‘stronger’ or ‘more intense’ term. The greater intensity that difficult conveys is noticeable particularly in emotive contexts. This point may be related to the fact that phrases containing difficult entail otherwise identical phrases containing hard. It is due to the perception of difficult as ‘wider’ or ‘more inclusive’ term of the two adjectives. Thus the statement It is a difficult question entails the statement It is a hard question but not vice versa. The observed relation of unidirectional entailment implies a relationship resembling hyponymy rather than synonymy.
Another difference between the two adjectives reflected in the dictionaries is that difficult is more restricted as to collocability than hard, since it appears to be combined with abstract nouns only (when it is employed to denote people (as non-abstract collocates) it should suggest that their (difficult) character makes it uneasy to get along with them), whereas hard can collocate with concrete (drugs, money, rain) as well as abstract nouns (feelings, luck, study). As the primary meaning of hard refers to solid and not easily penetrable materials, it is appropriate to regard hard in all its abstract uses as a ‘metaphor’ based on the notion of ‘hardness’.

1. CORPUS ANALYSIS

In this chapter I will examine the occurrence of the adjectives difficult and hard in the BNC. I will be especially interested in their frequency in various registers: spoken, fiction, news, academic and non-fiction; moreover, I will search for the nouns they most often co-occur with.

1. Occurrence

The following tables deal with the frequency of the adjectives difficult and hard in the BNC. Since the purpose of my thesis is to investigate adjective-noun collocations, the tables give account of the adjectives difficult and hard which are part of those co-occurrences. The column ‘TOKENS’ stands for the number of occurrences and ‘PER MIL’ is the normalized frequency (per million words) in different registers.

a) difficult
	REGISTER
	TOKENS
	PER MIL IN REG.

	all registers

(100,000,000 words)
	3,674
	36.74

	spoken

(10,334,947 words)
	312
	30.19

	fiction

(16,194,885 words)
	330
	20.38

	news

(10,638,034 words)
	470
	44.18

	academic

(15,429,582 words)
	624
	40.44

	non-fiction

(16,634,076 words)
	624
	37.51

	other

(28,387,787 words)
	1,314
	46.29


b) hard
	REGISTER
	TOKENS
	PER MIL IN REG.

	all registers

(100,000,000 words)
	6,985
	69.85

	spoken

(10,334,947 words)
	609
	58.93

	fiction

(16,194,885 words)
	1,383
	85.40

	news

(10,638,034 words)
	958
	90.05

	academic

(15,429,582 words)
	396
	25.66

	non-fiction

(16,634,076 words)
	893
	53.68

	other

(28,387,787 words)
	2,746
	96.73


From the tables it is apparent that the adjective-noun collocations containing the adjective hard are more frequent than the adjective-noun collocations containing the adjective difficult. Whereas the collocations of the adjective hard are found in large numbers in all registers, with the exception of the academic register, the collocations of the adjective difficult are not so common. The only register in which the collocations of the adjective difficult outnumber those of the adjective hard is academic. Therefore, it is possible to assume that the adjective difficult tends to collocate with intellectual nouns and occur in intellectual contexts. Stylistically, difficult may be regarded as more formal and elevated than hard. However, if those hypotheses are to be confirmed, it is necessary to check them in the corpus. That is why I return to this point later.

1. The most frequent collocations

The following tables provide the thirty most frequent adjective-noun collocations of the adjectives difficult and hard, and show their frequency in various registers. The numbers in brackets indicate the occurrence of those collocations in all registers. The numbers of the three most frequent collocations of a given register are highlighted in bold.

a) difficult
	difficult
	spoken
	fiction
	news
	academic
	non-fiction

	
	tokens
	per mil
	tokens
	per mil
	tokens
	per mil
	tokens
	per mil
	tokens
	per mil

	task (204)
	10
	0.97
	10
	0.62
	22
	2.07
	50
	3.24
	45
	2.71

	time (139)
	11
	1.06
	22
	1.36
	40
	3.76
	3
	0.19
	14
	0.84

	question (118)
	20
	1.94
	8
	0.49
	6
	0.56
	42
	2.72
	19
	1.14

	times (115)
	11
	1.06
	14
	0.86
	23
	2.16
	9
	0.58
	10
	0.60

	situation (101)
	20
	1.94
	6
	0.37
	14
	1.32
	15
	0.97
	19
	1.14

	questions (88)
	2
	0.19
	3
	0.19
	6
	0.56
	36
	2.33
	22
	1.32

	problem (77)
	5
	0.48
	2
	0.12
	5
	0.47
	22
	1.43
	26
	1.56

	job (71)
	16
	1.55
	7
	0.43
	18
	1.69
	5
	0.32
	9
	0.54

	problems (69)
	1
	0.10
	-
	-
	3
	0.28
	29
	1.88
	17
	1.02

	thing (69)
	24
	2.32
	6
	0.37
	4
	0.38
	7
	0.45
	10
	0.60

	decision (68)
	4
	0.39
	5
	0.31
	20
	1.88
	1
	0.06
	12
	0.72

	decisions (68)
	7
	0.68
	-
	-
	11
	1.03
	10
	0.65
	15
	0.90

	circumstances (66)
	3
	0.29
	1
	0.06
	9
	0.85
	9
	0.58
	18
	1.08

	year (66)
	10
	0.97
	-
	-
	19
	1.79
	-
	-
	6
	0.36

	position (64)
	8
	0.77
	16
	0.99
	5
	0.47
	4
	0.26
	13
	0.78

	part (56)
	4
	0.39
	9
	0.56
	6
	0.56
	7
	0.45
	7
	0.42

	situations (53)
	6
	0.58
	3
	0.19
	3
	0.28
	13
	0.84
	10
	0.60

	period (46)
	2
	0.19
	1
	0.06
	6
	0.56
	2
	0.13
	8
	0.48

	cases (43)
	-
	-
	1
	0.06
	1
	0.09
	22
	1.43
	14
	0.84

	conditions (42)
	-
	-
	3
	0.19
	7
	0.66
	5
	0.32
	8
	0.48

	trading (40)
	-
	-
	-
	-
	14
	1.32
	-
	-
	2
	0.12

	area (38)
	4
	0.39
	-
	-
	3
	0.28
	9
	0.58
	9
	0.54

	areas (31)
	4
	0.39
	1
	0.06
	1
	0.09
	6
	0.39
	4
	0.24

	market (31)
	2
	0.19
	1
	0.06
	8
	0.75
	-
	-
	2
	0.12

	things (31)
	5
	0.48
	6
	0.37
	3
	0.28
	1
	0.06
	3
	0.18

	issues (29)
	1
	0.10
	1
	0.06
	3
	0.28
	12
	0.78
	7
	0.42

	years (28)
	2
	0.19
	3
	0.19
	4
	0.38
	2
	0.13
	6
	0.36

	issue (27)
	6
	0.58
	-
	-
	1
	0.09
	10
	0.65
	3
	0.18

	tasks (25)
	1
	0.10
	-
	-
	-
	-
	9
	0.58
	4
	0.24

	choice (25)
	2
	0.19
	3
	0.19
	4
	0.38
	4
	0.26
	4
	0.24


The most frequent collocations are difficult task, difficult time and difficult question, each of which appears in all registers in fairly large numbers. The nouns the adjective difficult collocates with can be divided into three groups: the nouns denoting intellectual matters (e.g. task(s), question(s), problem(s), circumstances, issue(s), cases), the nouns occurring in emotive contexts (e.g. time(s), thing(s), year) and the ‘neutral’ nouns, which may be used in both intellectual and emotive contexts (e.g. job, decision(s), position, part, situation(s), period, conditions, area(s), years, choice).

The table shows that in the spoken register the emotive and neutral nouns predominate. In the fiction the situation is more complicated. Its collocations are mostly taken from emotive contexts and some of its most frequent phrases (not included in the table) occur in other registers only marginally, if at all: difficult man (occurrence in all registers: 17, in fiction: 10) and difficult age (occurrence in all registers: 7, in fiction: 6). This fact may be ascribed to the author’s invention of new and novel word combinations. In the news all the three groups of nouns are approximately equally represented. The collocations of the academic register and non-fiction are, in the majority of cases, composed of the nouns denoting intellectual matters. Moreover, the nouns which do not directly fall within intellectual framework, such as behaviour, children, customer and pupils (not mentioned in the table), are also frequent in the phrases of those two registers:

	collocation
	tokens

	
	all registers
	academic
	non-fiction

	difficult behaviour
	19
	10
	7

	difficult children
	12
	2
	8

	difficult customer
	7
	5
	-

	difficult pupils
	6
	3
	-


It is so due to the use of difficult as euphemism for an offensive expression:

(1) Parents’ giving in to avoid a fight reinforces the child’s difficult behaviour next time this same situation occurs and can also be dangerous… (BNC: CGT)

(2) However, only one in five had had experience of handicapped or difficult children. (BNC: CMU)
(3) …exasperated by a difficult customer complaining that his french fries were not sliced thinly enough cut the potatoes paper thin… (BNC: EEA)
(4) … teachers considered reasoning with pupils outside the classroom setting as the most effective strategy for dealing with difficult pupils. (BNC: AN5)

As the academic register and non-fiction are the greatest sources of collocations, it is certain that difficult belongs to intellectual contexts and formal style. However, difficult also collocates with emotive nouns (e.g. time, times, thing, year) but these could be examples of phrases conveying the ‘really intense’ sense of difficult (this point was already mentioned in 2.1.3.). Such emotive collocations are not usually found in the academic register or non-fiction; instead, they form an essential part of the spoken, fiction, news and other (including advertisements, biographies, e-mails, essays and letters) registers. Their emotional charge is often reinforced by an intensifier:

(5) … although he must be sixty odd erm and it’s obviously a very difficult time for him. (BNC: KC0)
(6) Both the children have brought me through extremely difficult times when I could easily have given up. (BNC: CBC)
(7) I think it’s a terribly difficult thing to do, but I’d like to have a go at it in the following way… (BNC: KRL)
(8) Mr Owen-Jones said it had been a particularly difficult year in Britain where sales had fallen 12 p.c. compared with a worldwide increase of 10 p.c. (BNC: AKL)

b) hard

	hard
	spoken
	fiction
	news
	academic
	non-fiction

	
	tokens
	per mil
	tokens
	per mil
	tokens
	per mil
	tokens
	per mil
	tokens
	per mil

	work (1,226)
	186
	18.00
	178
	10.99
	240
	22.56
	46
	2.98
	144
	8.66

	disk (425)
	10
	0.97
	-
	-
	3
	0.28
	7
	0.45
	59
	3.55

	times (202)
	11
	1.06
	26
	1.61
	51
	4.79
	9
	0.58
	34
	2.04

	time (195)
	23
	2.23
	54
	3.33
	32
	3.01
	5
	0.32
	30
	1.80

	currency (178)
	-
	-
	3
	0.19
	20
	1.88
	8
	0.52
	86
	5.17

	copy (169)
	-
	-
	3
	0.19
	-
	-
	11
	0.71
	6
	0.36

	way (144)
	23
	2.23
	21
	1.30
	26
	2.44
	2
	0.13
	14
	0.84

	core (115)
	10
	0.97
	12
	0.74
	25
	2.35
	30
	1.94
	16
	0.96

	disc (101)
	2
	0.19
	-
	-
	11
	1.03
	1
	0.06
	11
	0.66

	labour (97)
	4
	0.39
	19
	1.17
	3
	0.28
	13
	0.84
	36
	2.16

	day (96)
	6
	0.58
	30
	1.85
	18
	1.69
	1
	0.06
	5
	0.30

	water (94)
	7
	0.68
	1
	0.06
	1
	0.09
	1
	0.06
	1
	0.06

	case (91)
	-
	-
	1
	0.06
	2
	0.19
	4
	0.26
	1
	0.06

	evidence (83)
	-
	-
	13
	0.80
	7
	0.66
	16
	1.04
	24
	1.44

	look (71)
	3
	0.29
	24
	1.48
	11
	1.03
	19
	1.23
	13
	0.78

	man (71)
	7
	0.68
	36
	2.22
	13
	1.22
	1
	0.06
	2
	0.12

	drive (67)
	9
	0.87
	-
	-
	-
	-
	1
	0.06
	16
	0.96

	line (67)
	4
	0.39
	20
	1.24
	8
	0.75
	11
	0.71
	11
	0.66

	rock (65)
	-
	-
	3
	0.19
	13
	1.22
	3
	0.19
	7
	0.42

	life (63)
	7
	0.68
	16
	0.99
	11
	1.03
	1
	0.06
	8
	0.48

	shoulder (63)
	12
	1.16
	12
	0.74
	34
	3.20
	1
	0.06
	1
	0.06

	luck (59)
	22
	2.13
	15
	0.93
	11
	1.03
	-
	-
	4
	0.24

	men (56)
	1
	0.10
	9
	0.56
	29
	2.73
	2
	0.13
	1
	0.06

	surface (55)
	3
	0.29
	9
	0.56
	2
	0.19
	3
	0.19
	8
	0.48

	cash (54)
	6
	0.58
	6
	0.37
	12
	1.13
	3
	0.19
	12
	0.72

	facts (52)
	5
	0.48
	8
	0.49
	8
	0.75
	12
	0.78
	7
	0.42

	cases (36)
	2
	0.19
	1
	0.06
	4
	0.38
	22
	1.43
	3
	0.18

	ground (35)
	1
	0.10
	13
	0.80
	8
	0.75
	-
	-
	2
	0.12

	decisions (35)
	3
	0.29
	2
	0.12
	5
	0.47
	5
	0.32
	5
	0.30

	hat (32)
	1
	0.10
	17
	1.05
	2
	0.19
	-
	-
	4
	0.24


The fact that the adjective hard is the word with many different meanings is reflected in the table. The occurrence of the adjective-noun collocations of the adjective hard depends on whether a particular phrase refers to a concrete object, or whether it denotes an abstract entity. Thus, for example, it is almost impossible to find the collocations that denote concrete things (and that usually require specific contexts), such as hard disk/disc, hard currency, hard copy, hard water and hard drive, in the fiction. Nevertheless, if the author intends to depict a scene precisely, the collocations indicating concrete things are involved in his description:

(1) The national six o’clock news had just begun when the blue transit van pulled into one of the numerous lay-bys on the hard shoulder of the southbound ringroad. (BNC: ECK)
(2) “Bastards,” howled Perdita, sitting on the painfully hard ground, and bashing it with her stick… (BNC: CA0)
(3) Fearon, his swarthy face as white as a ghost beneath the tan, removed his hard hat slowly… (BNC: CEB)

In the spoken language the situation is similar. With the exception of few collocations (e.g. hard disk, hard water and hard drive), which mostly occur in instructions and explanations (examples below), the spoken register lacks the phrases denoting concrete objects.

(4) Right switch on round the back at the left push the disk in if it’s a floppy disk version, if you haven’t got a floppy disk er it’s got its own hard disk, you don’t need a floppy no don’t press anything we’re ahead of everyone. (BNC: KP6)
(5) … let me er try and explain, what the what the two are. I’ve got er a file named A B C dot dot U K One on a disk so it could be a hard disk or a floppy disk it doesn’t matter… (BNC: HDV)
(6) Now, Mm. twelve point seven, because it’s in hard water, it’s covered with scale, calcium carbonate. (BNC: FMR)

(7) … that if you’re working on a floppy drive it’s still better to have your log drive as a hard drive. (BNC: H61)

On the other hand, the collocations requiring specific contexts are frequent in the academic register and non-fiction. In the news the number of collocations containing concrete nouns is more or less comparable to that of collocations containing abstract nouns.

In intellectual contexts hard does not generally convey the meaning ‘not easy; demanding effort or skill’. The following table shows the twenty most frequent collocations of the academic register and non-fiction. It is evident that hard, in the majority of collocations (in bold), cannot be a synonym for difficult:

	academic
	non-fiction

	collocation
	tokens
	collocation
	tokens

	hard work
	46
	hard work
	144

	hard core
	30
	hard currency
	86

	hard cases
	22
	hard disk
	59

	hard look
	19
	hard labour
	36

	hard parts

	16
	hard times
	34

	hard evidence
	16
	hard time
	30

	hard labour
	13
	hard evidence
	24

	hard facts
	12
	hard ecu
	21

	hard line

	11
	hard core
	16

	hard copy
	11
	hard drive
	14

	hard times
	9
	hard way
	14

	hard currency
	8
	hard look
	13

	hard disk
	7
	hard cash
	12

	hard data
	5
	hard disc
	11

	hard decisions
	5
	hard line
	11

	hard time
	5
	hard life
	8

	hard case
	4
	hard surface
	8

	hard rocks
	4
	hard facts
	7

	hard rock
	3
	hard disks
	7

	hard edges
	3
	hard rock
	7


However, hard is synonymous with difficult in emotive contexts (although difficult carries an extra emotional charge). The occurrence of intensifiers before hard is not as common as before difficult (in all registers an intensifier before hard occurs in 265 cases and before difficult in 566 cases):

(8) He really had a hard time and suffered a great deal over the years from the wounds he received back then. (BNC: CLV)
(9) I’m very fond of Mel, although he’s given me some hard times. (BNC: CH8)
(10) I grinned, thinking Mr Gibbon would have a hard job finding a convincing embellishment for Ash’s uncommon monicker. (BNC: G0A)
(11) Having to make hard decisions involving people is the only thing that gives Haslam sleepless nights. (BNC: A6L)
(12) In hard cases, on the other hand, the negative part holds the stage. (BNC: JXJ)

1. Comparison

In the table below I compare the fifty most frequent adjective-noun collocations containing the adjective difficult with the fifty most frequent adjective-noun collocations containing the adjective hard. 

	the most frequent collocations of difficult
	the most frequent collocations of hard

	collocate
	tokens
	collocate
	tokens

	
	difficult
	hard
	
	difficult
	hard

	task
	204
	25
	work
	10
	1,226

	time
	139
	195
	disk
	-
	425

	question
	118
	6
	times
	115
	202

	times
	115
	202
	time
	139
	195

	situation
	101
	1
	currency
	-
	178

	questions
	88
	12
	copy
	-
	169

	problem
	77
	2
	way
	3
	144

	job
	71
	31
	core
	-
	115

	problems
	69
	3
	disc
	-
	101

	thing
	69
	17
	labour
	7
	97

	decision
	68
	13
	day
	4
	96

	decisions
	68
	35
	water
	1
	94

	circumstances
	66
	-
	case
	21
	91

	year
	66
	14
	evidence
	-
	83

	position
	64
	-
	look
	-
	71

	part
	56
	29
	man
	17
	71

	situations
	53
	-
	drive
	-
	67

	the most frequent collocations of difficult
	the most frequent collocations of hard

	collocate
	tokens
	collocate
	tokens

	
	difficult
	hard
	
	difficult
	hard

	period
	46
	1
	line
	7
	67

	cases
	45
	36
	rock
	1
	65

	conditions
	42
	2
	life
	6
	63

	trading
	40
	-
	shoulder
	-
	63

	area
	38
	3
	luck
	-
	59

	areas
	31
	-
	men
	2
	56

	market
	31
	2
	surface
	-
	55

	things
	31
	9
	cash
	-
	53

	issues
	29
	-
	facts
	1
	52

	years
	28
	11
	cases
	45
	36

	issue
	27
	-
	ground
	9
	35

	tasks
	25
	-
	decisions
	68
	35

	choice
	25
	7
	hat
	-
	32

	concept
	22
	1
	drugs
	-
	31

	terrain
	21
	2
	edge
	-
	31

	case
	21
	91
	job
	71
	31

	behaviour
	19
	-
	winter
	5
	30

	process
	19
	-
	part
	56
	29

	ones
	19
	16
	disks
	-
	28

	birth
	18
	-
	graft
	-
	28

	days
	18
	11
	body
	-
	27

	people
	17
	5
	worker
	-
	27

	man
	17
	71
	feelings
	1
	27

	aspects
	16
	1
	act
	1
	26

	choices
	15
	15
	ecu
	-
	25

	game
	15
	18
	slog
	-
	25

	matter
	14
	1
	news
	1
	25

	exercise
	14
	4
	task
	204
	25

	business
	14
	5
	cheese
	-
	24

	aspect
	13
	-
	data
	-
	22

	subject
	13
	-
	fact
	-
	21

	children
	12
	-
	parts
	10
	21

	negotiations
	12
	1
	bargain
	-
	20


Since the adjectives difficult and hard are synonymous only in the meaning ‘not easy; demanding effort or skill’, it is necessary to compare those collocations in which difficult and hard have this very meaning. This implies that about half of the collocations of the adjective hard cannot be taken into consideration (in the table the collocations concerned are those whose noun part can never be combined with difficult).

a) collocations in which difficult is more frequent than hard
difficult task x hard task

As the noun task comes under the nouns denoting intellectual matters, the collocation difficult task is thus very frequent in intellectual contexts. The collocation hard task, on the other hand, occurs mostly in the news (tokens: 7) and other miscellanies (tokens: 10).

(1) And that involves the enormously difficult task of allocating resources which are limited among competing claims. (BNC: ASK)

(2) George knew that it was going to be a long hard task keeping Lennie out of trouble and looking after him. (BNC: KA1)

difficult question x hard question
Difficult question occurs predominantly in the academic register (cf. table on page 27). Hard question, on the other hand, appears three times in the spoken language and three times in the other registers (once in commerce and twice in pop lore).

(3) To what extent students on such a degree would also need to read poetry in another language is a difficult question. (BNC: A1A)

(4) Presented with a hard question, she’ll blush, stare at her feet and finally mumble her answer (BNC: HSJ)

difficult situation x hard situation

Whereas the collocation difficult situation is distributed more or less equally in all registers, the collocation hard situation occurs in the BNC in one example only.

(5) It will serve only to complicate further an already very difficult situation. (BNC: A15)

(6) In situations of conflict, we often have to ask ourselves, “Why do I find this such a hard situation to manage?” (BNC: CGE)

difficult questions x hard questions

The phrase difficult questions is the most frequent in the academic register and non-fiction (cf. table on page 27) and the phrase hard questions occurs four times in the fiction, four times in the non-fiction and four times in the other miscellanies.

(7) But it is at this point that an Aristotelian-type argument fails to be able to deal with the most difficult questions about autonomy. (BNC: ECV)

(8) Many young people are asking hard questions about spirituality and the bomb, spirituality and sex, spirituality and politics (BNC: B05)

difficult problem x hard problem

The noun problem is characteristic of intellectual contexts; therefore, the collocation difficult problem is used mostly in the academic register and non-fiction (cf. table on page 27). The phrase hard problem is not common; in the BNC it appears in two examples only (once in the spoken register and once in the non-fiction).

(9) The second, more difficult problem is that of ensuring that your reader understands what your technical terms mean. (BNC: HXH)

(10) … it’s a notoriously hard problem, which nobody really knows how to solve in the principle way. (BNC: HE0)

(11) I do not deal with the equally hard problem of the patient who is admitted unconscious to hospital after a suicide attempt… (BNC: ASK)

difficult job x hard job

Except for the academic register, both the collocations are quite frequent in all registers. Since difficult is regarded as more intense term, it is possible to assume that difficult job requires more effort than hard job.

(12) Bringing up children is a difficult job and parents work very hard at it. (BNC: ALH)

(13) I do not envy his successor, because he has a hard job in trying to follow him. (BNC: HHW)

difficult problems x hard problems

The situation is the same as for the collocations containing the noun problem in singular. The phrase hard problems appears once in the news and twice in the non-fiction.

(14) The origin of the sexual process remains one of the most difficult problems in biology. (BNC: AE7)

(15) The hard problems are often those of control and communication. (BNC: AE7)

difficult thing x hard thing

Both the phrases occur mostly in the spoken language (tokens – difficult: 24, hard: 9) and other miscellanies (tokens – difficult: 18, hard: 4). The reason why those collocations are not found in intellectual contexts consists in the nature of the word thing, which is used when an activity or situation cannot be referred to in a more specific way.

(16) Often the most difficult thing to decide about your bathroom is the colour of the sanitaryware. (BNC: G2F)

(17) Finding the pressure on the ground, under my feet, is a very hard thing to do. (BNC: KNY)

difficult decision x hard decision

Difficult decision belongs to the ten most frequent collocations of the adjective difficult of the news and other miscellanies. The phrase hard decision is equally distributed in the fiction, news, non-fiction and other miscellanies; on the other hand, it does not occur in the spoken or academic register.

(18) Laing pauses to collect his thoughts when considering what was perhaps the most difficult decision of his long career. (BNC: A6L)

(19) He made the hard decision to abandon the Old World. (BNC: CM1)

difficult decisions x hard decisions

Although neither collocation normally appears in the fiction, difficult decisions and hard decisions are otherwise distributed in all registers, particularly in the non-fiction and other miscellanies (cf. tables on pages 27 and 30).
(20) Difficult decisions have to be made in the rationing of scarce resources. (BNC: B01)
(21) … you may find it easier to sit down and talk reasonably and quietly about some of the hard decisions that have to be made. (BNC: BLW)

difficult year x hard year

Both the phrases occur predominantly in the news (tokens – difficult: 19, hard: 4) and other miscellanies (tokens – difficult: 31, hard: 7). Moreover, it is interesting that the collocation hard year is not employed in the spoken register.

(22) In a very difficult year for the carpet yarn industry, considerable effort was invested in the areas of management, supervision and shift structures… (BNC: HRX)

(23) … six women laugh, work, flirt and fight their way through a long hard year of farmwork. (BNC: B29)

difficult part x hard part

Both the collocations occur mostly in other miscellanies (tokens – difficult: 23, hard: 11). The only register in which hard part outnumbers difficult part is spoken.

(24) However, the most difficult part was keeping campaigners interested. (BNC: CFB)

(25) Then the really hard part is persuading the public to listen… (BNC: G03)

difficult period x hard period

The phrase difficult period appears mostly in other miscellanies (tokens: 27). Hard period is used in the BNC only once – in the academic register.

(26) The incoming government faces a very difficult period, with Albania’s economy in shreds. (BNC: AJU)

(27) This was a hard period for the Prime Minister --; she lost the confidence of senior colleagues… (BNC: A6F)

difficult cases x hard cases

Even though I expected the collocation difficult cases to be found mostly in the academic register, interestingly enough, the phrase hard cases also occurs predominantly in this register. In addition, both the collocations have the same number of tokens – 22. The academic register indicates that the phrase hard cases differs from difficult cases in being always connected with legal matters.

(28) In difficult cases ambulatory electroencephalography and special electrodes may be helpful. (BNC: FT3)

(29) So the decision a judge must make in hard cases is discretionary in this strong sense… (BNC: JXJ)

difficult conditions x hard conditions

The collocation difficult conditions is the most frequent in the other miscellanies. The phrase hard conditions occurs in the BNC only twice – in the academic register and non-fiction.

(30) In this way he acquired an unusually wide experience of railway engineering and management under difficult conditions. (BNC: GT2)
(31) The distinction is blurred by species that grow periodically in hard conditions and aperiodically where they are protected. (BNC: G1E)

(32) Hard conditions were not necessarily a bar to enjoying hostel life as Martha Levy discovered (BNC: BNN)

difficult area x hard area

With the exception of the fiction, the collocation difficult area occurs in all registers. It is used predominantly in the meaning ‘a subject or activity which is difficult to deal with’; however, in three examples difficult area refers to a part of the Earth’s surface whose natural conditions are difficult. Hard area appears in the BNC three times and in each case it has a different meaning: in the news hard area denotes a part of town where it is hard to maintain order, in the academic register this phrase refers to a subject which is hard to cope with, and in the other miscellanies it indicates a firm part of an object.

(33) For those who are aware of child abuse issues, working with young children is an extremely difficult area. (BNC: FT6)

(34) In Kent the tunnels continue landward some 5 miles to Cheriton through the geologically difficult area of Castle Hill… (BNC: BMJ)

(35) It is a hard area to police. Sara Riley, a sixth form student who lives in Stainton Village. The policing here is not so bad. I come to town quite often at the weekends, when a lot of trouble is expected (BNC: K54)

(36) To many psychologists psychobiology is the epitome of a hard area, a reputation based on the belief that the psychology is underwritten by a solid body of biological fact. (BNC: CMH)

(37) Heel: Tremendously powerful; the entire force of your movement is concentrated into the small hard area of your shoe heel. (BNC: CDT)

difficult market x hard market

The collocation difficult market is found mostly in the news (tokens: 8) and other miscellanies (tokens: 18). Hard market occurs in the BNC in two examples, both of which belong to the other miscellanies.

(38) In normal or difficult market conditions, the agent is probably able to serve his client well by such introductions and contacts… (BNC: FYS)

(39) Specialising pays off in a hard market Courtaulds Engineering, based in Coventry continues to win multi-million pound contracts during the recession despite fierce competition. (BNC: K9D)

(40) It is a hard market at the moment. There is work about but it is bid very competitively and margins are under pressure. (BNC: K9D)

difficult things x hard things

Both the collocations appear mostly in the fiction (tokens – difficult: 6, hard: 3) and other miscellanies (tokens – difficult: 13, hard: 4); on the other hand, they do not usually occur in the academic register (tokens – difficult: 1, hard: 1) or non-fiction (tokens – difficult: 3, hard: 1).

(41) Technically, it’s one of the most difficult things I’ve had to do because his music is based on repeating rhythms that lock together to create composite melodies. (BNC: C9J)

(42) Anyway, the Bible tells us to do good, even if other people hurt us. Sometimes you have to put up with some hard things in life. (BNC: FR6)

difficult years x hard years

Whereas the collocation difficult years is distributed in all registers, the collocation hard years never occurs in the academic or, what is more surprising, spoken register.

(43) The bond between grandparents and grandchildren can remain strong during the difficult years of adolescence. (BNC: BLW)

(44) Britain was still recovering from the long hard years of the second World War… (BNC: ADR)

difficult choice x hard choice

Difficult choice is found in approximately the same numbers in all registers. Hard choice occurs once in the news, twice in the non-fiction and four times in the other miscellanies.

(45) … then clearly we are faced with a more difficult choice: either to tolerate the existence of both wealth and poverty, or to aim at abolishing poverty, in which case we have no option but to attack wealth. (BNC: EVP)

(46) … then had to face a hard choice between his parents’ wishes that he return to work in the family businesses and his own strong interest in chemistry. (BNC: CER)

difficult concept x hard concept

As the noun concept is characteristic of intellectual contexts, the collocation difficult concept appears mostly in the academic register (tokens: 6) and non-fiction (tokens: 6). Hard concept occurs in one example only.

(47) Imaginary time is a difficult concept to grasp, and it is probably the one that has caused the greatest problems for readers of my book. (BNC: FYX)

(48) Nevertheless, it is a hard concept to grasp while you’re perched on the side of a rubber paddle-boat in the middle of Granite Rapid. (BNC: FBM)

difficult terrain x hard terrain

The collocation difficult terrain denotes a series of rock formations which is difficult to cross, a geographic area where living conditions are difficult, or a subject which is difficult to deal with. It occurs only in the academic register, non-fiction and other miscellanies. Hard terrain is found in the BNC twice – first, in the meaning ‘hard subject’ and second, in the meaning ‘broken terrain’. 

(49) … Louis’s autumn campaign against him had to be fought in difficult terrain: this part of Aquitaine was a region of hills and crags… (BNC: HPT)

(50) With a difficult terrain and scattered population, the provision of essential infrastructure like education and health services is obviously a problem. (BNC: AL9)

(51) Assuming that a path can be found through the sometimes difficult terrain of the language… (BNC: CKU)

(52) … is to be found not in the hard terrain of contracts or duties of justice or obligations of fair play that might hold among strangers… (BNC: BNE)

(53) … but flying across the middle of the island we disproved the theory that a floatplane’s motor might go into auto-rough over hard terrain. (BNC: BNV)

difficult ones x hard ones

Whereas, in the majority of cases, the collocation difficult ones refers to abstract items, the collocation hard ones generally stands for concrete objects. Except for the news, the collocation difficult ones occurs in all registers. The phrase hard ones predominates in the spoken language (tokens: 11).

(54) Again the simple principle is to start with easier tasks and progress to more difficult ones. (BNC: UB1)

(55) … listed some two hundred kinds of stone, including oxides, suggesting that friable ones be reduced to powder for taking internally and hard ones worn as amulets. (BNC: FBA)

difficult days x hard days

Both the collocations are the most frequent in the other miscellanies. Difficult, however, stresses the intensity of the phrase.

(56) … the grieving person has survived these especially difficult days. (BNC: ADE)

(57) And the few shillings earned was more than welcome in those hard days. (BNC: BN3)

difficult people x hard people

The collocation difficult people is distributed in all registers. The phrase hard people occurs twice in the news and once in the fiction, non-fiction and other miscellanies; on the other hand, it does not appear in the spoken or academic register.

(58) Artists are terribly difficult people for us ordinary mortals to deal with. (BNC: FAT)

(59) And of course he cried, as any child might cry, taken from his mother. The Gotobeds weren’t hard people, the young ladies gave him sweets and toys… (BNC: EFJ)

difficult aspects x hard aspects

The noun aspects refers to intellectual matters; therefore, the collocation difficult aspects occurs mostly in the academic register (tokens: 7) and non-fiction (tokens: 5). The phrase hard aspects is found in the BNC once – in the academic register.

(60) The development of the Cabinet is one of the most obscure and difficult aspects of British history in this period. (BNC: H8C)

(61) The SDA was given (and has retained) wide powers over both the hard and soft aspects of economic development. Hard aspects include land assembly, property development and management and environmental improvements. (BNC: B1U)

difficult choices x hard choices

Both the phrases have the same number of occurrences and appear mostly in the other miscellanies (tokens – difficult: 6, hard: 5).

(62) Debtors have difficult choices about whom to pay first; often they will pay the person at the door at the time. (BNC: BPH)

(63) … many firms have had to face up to hard choices of priority about where to concentrate their efforts. (BNC: EEF)

difficult game x hard game

Of these two collocations, which mostly occur in the news (tokens – difficult: 6, hard: 12), hard game is more frequent. It denotes not only an activity (e.g. sport) which is hard to perform but also a sport containing a lot of cruelty. In addition, neither of the phrases is usually found in the academic register (tokens – difficult: 0, hard: 1) or non-fiction (tokens – difficult: 0, hard: 0).

(64) But it will be a very difficult game, because they are good at putting teams under pressure. (BNC: K4T)

(65) Hartlepool was always going to be a hard game, but it’s even harder after we lost the other night. (BNC: K52)

(66) Football is a hard game for hard men. (BNC: FR9)

difficult matter x hard matter

Difficult matter occurs in the academic register, non-fiction and other miscellanies. Hard matter appears in the BNC only once – in the academic register.
(67) Where a new company is used and both of the merging companies are listed, it is not usually a difficult matter to arrange for a listing of the new company’s shares to take effect upon completion of the merger. (BNC: J7E)

(68) There is no question here of what may be called sentimental damage bereavement or pain and suffering. It is a hard matter of pounds, shillings and pence, subject to the element of reasonable future probabilities. (BNC: J6W)

difficult exercise x hard exercise

In the collocation difficult exercise the noun exercise occurs in two meanings; it denotes either a physical activity or a task requiring a lot of effort. Hard exercise, on the other hand, refers to a physical activity only. While difficult exercise appears in the spoken language, academic register and other miscellanies, the phrase hard exercise is found once in the fiction, once the non-fiction and twice in the other miscellanies.

(69) Push-ups on one arm: this is a difficult exercise and should only be tried by the more experienced. (BNC: GVF)

(70) Forecasting employment land requirements over a period of fifteen years is of course a difficult exercise at any time. (BNC: JAC)

(71) I say “could”, because running and hard exercise can do wonders for body, mind and spirit without any New Age-type influence. (BNC: B2G)

difficult business x hard business

Difficult business occurs in all registers; hard business, on the other hand, appears only in the fiction and other miscellanies.

(72) Why the Romans threw themselves into the difficult business of absorbing the culture of one foreign nation… (BNC: H0K)

(73) … the hard business of actually selling things, specific products, to industrial customers. (BNC: FR3)

difficult negotiations x hard negotiations

Except for the fiction, the collocation difficult negotiations is found in all registers. The phrase hard negotiations occurs in the BNC only once – in the other miscellanies.

(74) … as it prepares for difficult negotiations with the government over the issue of privatisation of the national network. (BNC: CHA)

(75) … they and the British runners became bargaining counters in hard negotiations across Europe… (BNC: BMM)

In this list I have not included the nouns circumstances, position, situations, trading, areas, issues, issue, tasks, behaviour, process, birth, aspect, subject and children for those never collocate with hard. The phrases difficult circumstances, difficult situations, difficult areas, difficult issue(s), difficult tasks, difficult behaviour, difficult process, difficult aspect and difficult children are used mostly in the academic register and formal texts. The phrases difficult situation and difficult birth are more or less equally distributed in all registers, the collocation difficult trading occurs, in the absolute majority of cases, in the news and other miscellanies, and difficult subject is found in all registers, with the exception of the news and academic register.
b) collocations in which  hard is more frequent than difficult
difficult work x hard work

Except for the news, difficult work occurs in all registers at least in one example. Hard work is used mostly in the spoken language (cf. table on page 30) and informal texts. At this point, however, it is interesting to deal with the question of why hard forms such a strong collocation with work while difficult collocates with the same noun only marginally. To answer this question, I looked up the definition of work in dictionaries. Its primary meaning is ‘an activity that involves physical or mental effort’. Hard in the sense ‘not easy; demanding effort or skill’ underlines the effort one has to put into the work; therefore, difficult would perhaps uselessly exaggerate it.

(76) But every time I wanted a piece of wood, I had to cut down a tree. It was long, slow, difficult work, and during the next months I learnt to be very clever with my tools. (BNC: FRX)

(77) … but after a while when it became a duty, yeah it was hard work getting up on a winter’s morning… (BNC: HUY)

difficult times x hard times

Both the phrases are found mainly in the news and other miscellanies (cf. tables on pages 27 and 30). Difficult, however, may lay emphasis on intensity of the collocation.

(78) … it is doubtful if there will ever be such a long line of devoted, generous and hardworking people as those who served the Club so enthusiastically in immensely difficult times… (BNC: AMY)

(79) When his reign ends, they could fall on hard times. (BNC: ABF)

difficult time x hard time

Neither collocation usually occurs in the academic register; on the other hand, both of them are more likely to be found in the fiction, news and other miscellanies (cf. tables on pages 27 and 30).

(80) We thank you for the patience and good humour you have all shown during a difficult time. (BNC: KAJ)

(81) Farmers are going through a hard time, especially those on small acreage. (BNC: C88)

difficult way x hard way

Whereas the phrase difficult way has only three occurrences in the BNC, all of which in the other miscellanies, hard way is very frequent, particularly in the spoken language, fiction, news and other miscellanies.

(82) This may seem to be a difficult way of creating a tapestry or some embroidery… (BNC: CE4)

(83) The townspeople had learned the hard way that curiosity killed the cat (BNC: H9N)

difficult labour x hard labour

The collocation difficult labour is not common; if used, it is mostly associated with childbirth. Hard labour, on the other hand, occurs in large numbers and often denotes a kind of punishment for some crime.

(84) … had sent Lady Ely, one of her ladies-in-waiting, to be present at the birth. In the event, Eugénie had a long and difficult labour --; over 12 hours… (BNC: ANR)

(85) But the hard labour for criminals which replaced judicial execution was so appalling that it was in effect a living death. (BNC: H8C)

difficult day x hard day

Difficult day appears in the BNC four times – once in the spoken register, once in the fiction, once in the news and once in the other miscellanies. Hard day is the most frequently used in the fiction and other miscellanies.

(86) I can raise a smile --; even on a difficult day (BNC: CDK)
(87) But none of the employees are expected to take on extra duties after a hard day in the shop. (BNC: A6L)

difficult water x hard water

In this case the phrases do not have the same meaning. While difficult water indicates a place where it is difficult to fish, hard water is a special kind of water which contains a lot of mineral salts.

(88) When you decide to practise, do not choose a difficult water, or difficult fish, where you are likely to have to wait a long time for a bite. (BNC: B0P)

(89) As we saw earlier, hard water is high in the material calcium bicarbonate, which is a pH buffer, and acts against processes which try to change the pH. (BNC: C97)

difficult case x hard case

The noun case is used in the collocations above in several different meanings. While in the phrase difficult case the noun denotes a legal matter or situation, in hard case it stands mainly for a container and only in eight examples it indicates a legal matter. Thus, it is clear that the adjectives can be regarded as synonyms only in those collocations where case has the meaning ‘legal matter’. Both the collocations referring to legal proceeding occur predominantly in the academic register (tokens – difficult: 8, hard: 4).

(90) There was evidence before the justices as to the local authority’s aims and objectives in this difficult case which the justices had to assess. (BNC: FBX)

(91) It was at this point that he began to realize what a very bizarre and difficult case he had fallen into. (BNC: H85)

(92) GIBSON Hummingbird acoustic, early’70s, excellent condition, brilliant tone, original hard case, £495. (BNC: C9H)

(93) The third example is the hard case. The distribution of points in it contains quite a lot of information, but the basic clustering algorithm will lose it… (BNC: FNR)

difficult man x hard man

Both the collocations are used mostly in the fiction (tokens – difficult: 10, hard: 36) and scarcely occur in the academic register (tokens – difficult: 0, hard: 1) or non-fiction (tokens – difficult: 2, hard: 2). Whereas the phrase difficult man denotes a person who is difficult to have a relationship with, please or satisfy, hard man could be both someone who is not easy to like and someone who is strong enough to overcome difficulties. 

(94) He was a passionate, combative, choleric, and difficult man, frequently embroiled in legal disputes. (BNC: GTE)

(95) Of course Jeeves would disapprove: but then he is a hard man to please. (BNC: AJ8)

(96) He played the hard man and pretended he was beyond fear, but that was nonsense. (BNC: CD9)

difficult line x hard line

The word line is used in these collocations in several different meanings. While in difficult line the noun denotes a dangerous path, or an imaginary border, which is difficult to draw, in hard line it has at least three meanings: an imaginary border, a strict policy and a long thin mark.

(97) The frequent snowfalls meant the party was unable to try a new, technical difficult line on Khan Tengri’s marble face. Instead, climbing as two pairs… (BNC: CG2)
(98) … the extent to which you define them as green field or brown field sites becomes a very subjective one and I I think it’s a very difficult line to draw. (BNC: HVG)
(99) You can’t draw a hard line between international and national politics not these days. (BNC: HR4)
(100) In recent weeks Ankara has taken an increasingly hard line against Syria over the 5,000 Kurdish guerrillas in camps in the Syrian-controlled valley in Lebanon. (BNC: AJU)
(101) Sergeant Joe didn’t quite, but he looked as if he did, his eyes like gimlets, his mouth a hard line beneath his moustache. (BNC: CKE)

difficult rock x hard rock

Difficult rock occurs in the BNC in one example (in the academic register) and denotes a rock which is difficult to climb. Although the expression hard rock, in the majority of cases, refers to a special type of music, it may be also used for denoting a rock which is hard to climb.

(102) A flow-chart for the process (Fig. 4.3) shows stages at which section-making can be simplified for less exacting requirements, or where special techniques can be followed for difficult rock types. (BNC: H9S)
(103) Leppard influenced guitarist seeks other musicians to form commercial hard rock band, commitment important. (BNC: C9H)
(104) Its overhanging walls provide a number of hard rock climbs. (BNC: A15)

difficult life x hard life

Both the collocations occur mostly in emotive contexts where difficult is considered to be more intense than hard.

(105) Ishmael had been reared experiencing a hard life in the desert, suffering from hunger, thirst, loneliness (BNC: HD6)
(106) … it was not often she expressed affection or even concern, she was a hard woman who had lived a difficult life but now and then a little softness crept into Win Morgan’s eyes that betrayed the real woman beneath the stern exterior… (BNC: CKD)

difficult men x hard men

Whereas the phrase difficult men is found in the BNC only twice – once in the spoken language and once in the fiction, the collocation hard men is quite frequent, particularly in the news and other miscellanies (cf. table on page 30). Unlike hard man (with the noun in singular), the collocation hard men is used for denoting only those who are strong enough to overcome difficulties and not those who are not easy to satisfy.

(107) … and generally the most difficult men to deal with, I find, are men who for whatever reason, are actually inadequate… (BNC: FL7)
(108) The Scots lords are difficult men. Some were friends, some were enemies, but they changed all the time. (BNC: FRD)
(109) For Gavarnie is the old headquarters of mountaineering in the Pyrenees, a centre not only for excursionists but for the hard men, aiming for dangerous ascents of the rocks. (BNC: FA2)

difficult facts x hard facts

The phrase difficult facts appears in the BNC only once – in the academic register. The collocation hard facts, on the other hand, occurs in every register at least in five examples.

(110) … whether “my” story is based on hard facts or has simply been made up, it is all “true”. (BNC: A18)
(111) It might be appropriate to make such a program interactive, allowing it to interrogate its user on difficult facts concerning expressions. (BNC: G3N)

difficult ground x hard ground

All the examples of the corpus lead to the conclusion that in these collocations the adjectives difficult and hard are not synonyms. Whereas difficult ground denotes either a part of the Earth’s surface which is difficult to cross or a difficult subject, hard ground is used to indicate a solid layer of land.

(112) The loose scree is very difficult ground for anyone trying to climb back to the path. (BNC: CLK)
(113) You say as we might, what is the opportunities of employing the workforce? Well we merge here on difficult ground, and I'm not erm competent. (BNC: KRE)
(114) Falling on grass or hard ground can be dangerous. (BNC: AAE)

difficult winter x hard winter

All five examples of the phrase difficult winter come from the other miscellanies. The collocation hard winter is quite frequent and appears in all registers.

(115) The seeds of the last two years have endured a difficult winter, a very cold and wet spring, but the shoots are strong. (BNC: HCW)
(116) … and cattle can be housed during the hard winter weather. (BNC: AP8)

difficult feelings x hard feelings

Whereas the phrase difficult feelings occurs in the BNC only once, the collocation hard feelings is found in all registers; it, however, predominates in the fiction (tokens: 11) and news (tokens: 10).

(117) … repairing a bit of the past, perhaps finding a new way of handling difficult feelings and making them less dangerous. (BNC: BNF)
(118) Only hard feelings are created by challenging the under rater’s unrealistic view of himself. (BNC: AYJ)

difficult act x hard act

Difficult act is found in the BNC in one example only. Hard act appears mostly in the news (tokens: 12) and other miscellanies (tokens: 14).
(119) … the conscious act of sitting down to meditate --; in the accepted way of the word --; an exceedingly difficult act. (BNC: B19)
(120) McCoist has already scored 46 Rangers goals, eight more than last year, and three for Scotland. Last season’s total of 38 seemed like a hard act to follow… (BNC: K5J)

difficult news x hard news

The phrase difficult news is not common; it appears in the BNC only once. The collocation hard news, on the other hand, is quite frequent, particularly in the news (tokens: 8) and other miscellanies (tokens: 11), but never occurs in the fiction or academic register.

(121) The prime minister warned MPs that the Gulf war would not be “an easy or painless business” and readied them for “difficult news” to come. (BNC: ABH)
(122) So desperate were we for hard news on our fellow hostages, and indeed for ourselves, that Brian and I found this very trying. (BNC: FS0)

difficult parts x hard parts

Whereas the phrase difficult parts refers to something which is difficult to deal with, the collocation hard parts denotes solid pieces, usually of some animal. Thus, it is evident that in these phrases the adjectives difficult and hard are not synonyms.

(123) The fact is that most parents find discipline one of the most difficult parts of their job; not a few find it an impossible task --; especially at particular periods of their children’s lives. (BNC: B10)
(124) Bat droppings are tiny, and comprise only the wings and hard parts of the insects which bats eat. (BNC: K5B)

CONCLUSION

In this thesis I analysed the so-called synonyms difficult and hard in the adjective-noun collocations they form. I discovered that the adjective hard has many more meanings than the adjective difficult, which is always employed in the situations that necessitate a lot of effort or skill if they are to be surmounted (e.g. a difficult job/problem/task/exam/question). The adjective hard has its primary meaning ‘firm and solid’ (e.g. Diamonds are the hardest known mineral, hard wooden benches) from which many other meanings originated, for example: severe, factual, clear and distinct, alcoholic and addictive. Therefore, hard in all those meanings can be regarded as a metaphor based on the notion of ‘hardness’. I also noticed that whereas difficult is, in the majority of cases, combined with abstract nouns (e.g. task, time, question, situation, problem), hard has strong connections with both abstract (e.g. work, time, labour, day, life) and concrete nouns (e.g. disk, currency, copy, cash, drugs).

The meaning the two adjectives share is ‘not easy; demanding effort or skill’; however, even in this meaning they reveal several differences. While difficult mostly occurs in intellectual contexts (whether it collocates with nouns denoting intellectual matters, such as: task, question, problem, issue, concept and aspects, or is used as euphemism, in, for instance, difficult behaviour, difficult children, difficult customer and difficult pupils), hard is found in emotive contexts (e.g. hard time(s)/day/life). The native speakers confirmed that difficult which is used to indicate emotive states and attitudes is generally ‘stronger’ or ‘more intense’ than hard. Difficult thus brings into the emotive collocations an extra emotional charge, which is often reinforced by an intensifier. However, this rule is not valid for the noun work for it does not usually collocate with difficult. It appears that the notion of ‘effort’ is already incorporated into the meaning of work and hard seems to be sufficient for its intensification.

Looking at the examples of the noun phrases containing the adjectives difficult and hard (employed in the same meaning) in the BNC, I discovered that difficult is stylistically more formal than hard. If a noun can collocate with both the adjectives, it is always the collocation of difficult which is used in the academic register and non-fiction (e.g. difficult task, difficult question and difficult problem). The only exception to this rule is the collocation hard cases that has the same number of tokens in the academic register as the collocation difficult cases. On the other hand, the collocations of the adjectives hard predominate in the spoken language, particularly in conversation, and fiction (e.g. hard time, hard way and hard man). It is thus possible to state that hard belongs to informal or conversational style.

To sum up, the meaning that the adjectives difficult and hard share and that can be thus called ‘cognitive’ (or ‘conceptual’) is ‘not easy; demanding effort or skill’. However, the observations reported in this thesis indicate that difficult and hard differ in respect to the other meanings. There are nuances in their affective meaning (difficult is regarded as more intense), stylistic meaning (difficult is more formal) and collocative meaning (e.g. unlike difficult, hard does not collocate with the noun issue). Thereby, it is evident that the pair difficult – hard falls within the group of cognitive synonyms. 
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� All the examples of the corpus confirm that hard is used here in the sense ‘firm, solid’.


� Here in the sense ‘lacking delicacy or softness; clear and distinct; sharp; harsh (strict policy)’.
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