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Abstract 
 
This study discusses the degree of synonymy among the four synonyms accessory, accomplice, 
ally and associate through analysing the lexical and cultural definitions of the words in order to 
define the degree of synonymy, as well as analysing the synonymy through their respective 
antonyms and the difference in the relationship between the nouns and their antonyms. Further, 
the contextual use and emotive charge of the words are analysed through the collocates and 
connotations of the words. The etymology of the words and the hierarchical relationship between 
the words are also analysed. Finally, a possible alternative for how the words and their 
relationship should be presented in future dictionaries is suggested. 
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1 Introduction 
 
“It doesn’t make any sense.” 

“Of course it does! It’s smart! I used the the-saurus!” 

“On every word?” 

“Yep!” 

“Alright, what was this sentence originally?” 

“Oh, ‘They are warm, nice, people with big hearts’.” 

“And that became ‘they are humid prepossessing Homo Sapiens with full sized aortic 

pumps ...?” 

Friends (Klein, 2003) 

 

As is cleverly and humorously depicted in an episode of the hit television series 

Friends, synonyms can be a source of trouble. Wanting to assist his friends in their 

attempt to adopt a child, the character Joey decides to write a letter of recommendation. 

As he is not exactly what one would call a man of words, he is given the suggestion of 

using a thesaurus in order to find synonyms that can help him make his letter sound 

more formal and convincing. However, as the above conversation conveys, the result is 

both a linguistic disaster and completely incomprehensible, yet the predicament is 

understandable. Synonyms are considered words that can be used as substitutions for 

other words, whether due to wanting to use fancier or more formal language as in the 

introductory setting, or in order to avoid sounding repetitive in a longer text. This is of 

course because a synonym is considered a word that means the very same thing as at 

least one other word. When consulting a dictionary, synonyms to the sought entry are 

often listed as alternatives, and so it would be plausible to assume that these carry the 

exact same meaning and can be substituted for each other in any sentence.  

However, as the words listed as synonyms to dictionary entries are 

synonymous to a degree with the original entry rather than completely, the referencing 

to them as synonyms is a confusing practice. There is no clear indication of whether one 

of the suggested alternatives is a better or poorer example, or if one would commit a 

linguistic faux pas by replacing one suggested word for another. In the opening 

conversation, hearts and aortic pumps mean the same thing, but in the context, which is 
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to convey feelings of love, goodness and tenderness, the medical term is a poorer 

choice; still describing the same thing, but not quite suitable for the context. 

Additionally, the referencing which appears in dictionaries, where synonyms are often 

listed as each other’s synonyms, creates a circular exercise in futility as far as trying to 

grasp a contextual difference is concerned. One synonym leads to another, which in turn 

then leads back to the first, making it impossible to determine the correct use of a word 

or its synonyms in context simply by consulting a dictionary.  

This circular reference pattern occurs with the words that this study is 

concerned with: accessory, accomplice, ally, and associate. The aim is thus to study the 

degree of synonymy and interchangeability among them by looking at their lexical 

definitions, their antonyms and the synonymous relationship among these, as well as the 

emotive, social and contextual meanings. Finally, the hierarchical relationship between 

the four words will be examined, and an alternative solution will be suggested as to how 

the relationship between the words should be defined when presented in a dictionary. 
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2 Aim and research questions 
 
The aim of this study is to analyse the degree of synonymy among four nouns that have 

different lexical meanings, yet are still listed as synonyms of each other. The words 

chosen for analysis in this study are accessory, accomplice, ally and associate; here 

referred to as synonyms as they are defined as such by dictionaries, even though their 

lexical definitions vary. It is the aim of the present study to establish whether these 

words, despite their difference in denotation, can be deemed each other’s synonyms. All 

four words are listed as synonyms in several dictionaries, but there is suggested little or 

no previous research on the degree of synonymy among these particular words. This 

degree of synonymy is to be investigated and established through asking three sub-

questions, as listed below. 

 

• Do the words share antonyms or do these differ, and is the oppositional 

relationship mirrored from the antonyms’ perspective?  

 

• Are the words used in a positive or negative manner, and can any one of them be 

considered neutral? What are their collocations and how do these compare 

among the four synonyms?  

 

• Have the meanings of the words changed over time, and is this the reason they 

are still considered synonyms by dictionaries? 	  



8 
 
 

3 Theoretical framework 

3.1 Key notions 
 
The below definitions have been retrieved from the online version of the Oxford English 
Dictionary (hereafter referred to throughout by its abbreviation OED).  
 
Synonym 

Strictly, a word having the same sense as another (in the same language); but 
more usually, either or any of two or more words (in the same language) having 
the same general sense”, and further described as “By extension: a name or 
expression which involves or implies a meaning properly or literally expressed 
by some other; ‘another name for’. 

 

In short, a synonym is a word that carries the same or almost the same meaning as one 

or more other words. 

 

Antonym 

A term which is the opposite or antithesis of another, a counter-term. 

 

In other words, an antonym is a word that means the opposite of another word. 
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3.2 Synonymy 
 
Two or more words are thus considered synonyms if they have the same or very close 

lexical meanings. However, that two words explicitly mean the same thing is rarely, or 

perhaps even never, the case. Howard Jackson (1998:66) states that absolute synonyms, 

i.e. words of an absolute interchangeability, with the exact same meaning, are not only 

non-existent but also “a luxury which a language can afford to do without”, and 

therefore synonymy must be measured to a degree, rather than absoluteness. As the 

research in this study is intended to be performed according to this hypothesis, the term 

synonymy here refers to the degree of synonymy between two or more words in any 

context, i.e. the degree to which they are synonymous. 

Synonymy, as described by Jackson, “needs to be defined in terms of 

contexts of use: two words are synonyms if they can be used interchangeably in all 

sentence contexts.” (Jackson, 1998:65). According to Jackson, there are no two words 

that are mutually interchangeable in all contexts, and therefore there is no such thing as 

absolute synonyms. The amount of contexts in which words can be interchanged is the 

degree of synonymy between the two words. An example of this are the words keep and 

retain, which are interchangeable in the sense of Keep/retain your ticket for further 

inspection, but not in the sense of We keep the door locked all night, where retain 

would make the sentence incomprehensible (Jackson, 1998:65).  

Alan Cruse agrees with Jackson’s statement of there being no or very, 

very few absolute synonyms, and further states that there is a need to distinguish 

between three different types of synonymy; absolute, propositional and near-synonymy. 

Echoing Jackson’s thoughts on interchangeability, Cruse describes absolute synonymy 

as an absolute interchangeability in any and all contexts, and states that this type of 

synonymy is not only vanishingly rare but also not a feature of a natural vocabulary, as 

only one context in which the words differ is needed for the words in question to be 

disqualified as absolute synonyms (Cruse, 2004:157). 

Cruse moves on to describe propositional synonymy, which entails that 

two words can be substituted without altering or changing any truth-conditional 

properties in any context. That is, if the meaning of the sentence is not altered by the 
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substitution of the word for its synonym, but perhaps merely renders he sentence more 

appropriate for a different setting, the words are propositionally synonymous. As an 

example, he lists 

 

It was the first time they had had intercourse. 
It was the first time they had made love. 
It was the first time they had fucked. 

 

Cruse explains that all three of these example sentences mean the same thing, but are 

more likely to appear in different social or cultural settings; here, the first is more likely 

than the others in a court of law, for instance, whereas the second is perhaps the most 

neutral, and the third is more likely to be used in cheap novels (Cruse, 2004:159).  

Finally, Cruse writes of near-synonymy (Cruse, 2004:159), a concept not 

always easy to separate from non-synonymy as the borderline between the two cannot 

be said to be very clear. For instance, he gives the example of the words spaniel and 

poodle, which are semantically close as they are both breeds of dog, yet they are in no 

way synonyms. The main function of these two words is to distinguish a contrast 

between the two types of dog, and the main function of synonyms is not to contrast but 

to be possible substitutes. Synonyms may however contrast, and the example pair killed 

and murdered is given. The first pair both signify that someone lost their life, but 

murdered describes that another person had clear intent to take that life whereas killed is 

something one can be in an accident or by the hand of another alike. Thus, the words are 

near-synonyms as they describe the same thing, the act that lead to another person no 

longer being alive, but clearly differentiates between the different ways in which this act 

was performed or occurred.  

Elaborating on Cruse’s statement, in order to distinguish between ways 

this death may have occurred, one may also state that someone was crushed or shot and 

in such a way describe how this death may have occurred. However, much like the two 

breeds of dog, the main function of crushed or shot is to clearly establish a difference 

between the two ways of dying, and they are obviously not synonymous, whereas killed 

and murdered are near synonyms in that they describe the same thing; the distinction 

between the two is one of moral background and not meaning (Cruse, 2004:159-160). 
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3.3 Collocates and connotations 
 
In addition to this, Cruse refers to J.R. Firth’s famous quote “Words shall be known 

by the company they keep” (Cruse, 2004:99), meaning that the collocates, i.e. the 

words which tend to accompany a word, play a larger part in its true definition than its 

actual lexical meaning. This theory is made even clearer in the words of William Haas 

(quoted in Cruse, 2004:99) - “Don’t look for the meaning–look for the use”. For 

instance, if one is not wholly certain of the meaning of a word even after having read its 

definition in a dictionary, its collocates can shed further light on both lexical and 

contextual meaning. Since the four alleged synonyms of this study are assumed to have 

quite different lexical meanings, which would right from the beginning make one 

assume them improbable as synonymous, the “company they keep” may possibly prove 

to be the same, and could therefore be the reason they are considered synonyms. If the 

words, despite their different lexical denotations, are all used in the same fashion, 

frequent the same contexts and share collocates in language in use, referring to them as 

synonyms will be made somewhat more understandable. 

In addition to collocates and contextual meaning, Jackson goes on to point 

out the linguistic significance of the connotations of a word, i.e. the cultural associations 

of words, in relation to their meaning; “Connotation relates to the association a word 

has over and above its denotation” (Jackson, 1988:58). He continues by citing caviar 

as an example; the lexical definition of caviar is “the roe of the sturgeon or other large 

fish obtained from lakes and rivers of the east of Europe, pressed and salted, and eaten 

as a relish” (OED), referring to the food item. However, the word itself means more 

than just a snack, even if it is a delicacy; it connotes luxury, fine dining and high living. 

Thus, the cultural meanings of a word are of equal if not greater importance than its 

lexical meaning when determining how it should be properly used. (Jackson, 1998:59).  

Thus, through analysing collocates and connotations, this study aims to 

investigate the interchangeability and through this the level of synonymy among the 

words accessory, accomplice, associate, and ally; words which have a shared sense but 

nonetheless have different lexical meanings, yet are still listed as synonymous to each 

other.  
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3.4 Cognitive linguistics 
 
Language users mentally sort words into different groups, and in cognitive linguistics 

these are referred to as cognitive categories. Ungerer and Schmid (2006:26) refer to 

Rosch’s 1975 study which contains the category BIRD, where a creature is defined as a 

bird if it has two wings, two legs, a beak, feathers and lays eggs, and these could thus be 

referred to as the attributes of a bird. However, this type of classification is quite 

limited, as any creature with these attributes is classified as a bird, and there is no clear 

definition of whether the creature is a good or bad example of a bird. For instance, most 

people would when hearing the word bird think of a winged, beaked creature which can 

fly. However, as all birds in order to qualify as birds have some shared attributes, the 

necessary features previously mentioned, they also have an overlap in meaning. This 

overlap is referred to as family resemblance by Wittgenstein, whose 1958 study Ungerer 

and Schmid go on to mention. Wittgenstein said of the category GAMES: 

 
Consider for example the proceedings that we call ‘games’. I mean board-games, 
card-games, ball-games, Olympic games, and so on. What is common to them 
all? – Don’t say: ‘There must be something common, or they would not be called 
“games” ‘ – but look and see whether there is anything common to all. – For if 
you look at them you will see not something that is common to all, but 
similarities, relationships, and a whole series of them at that. 

 

meaning that the activities we classify as games are quite different from each other, yet 

still grouped into one category. This category, he explains, includes not only card games 

but also tennis and children’s games such as ring-a-ring-a-roses, and explains this 

principle of family resemblance in a more concrete manner in the following model: 

 
Item Attributes Overlapping similarities 

1 AB A B    

2 BC  B C   

3 CD   C D  

4 DE    D E 

 

Figure 1. Wittgenstein’s model of shared attributes 
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To explain the model further, one may suppose, for instance, that attribute A is 

“competitive” and attribute B is “uses a ball”; attribute C is “amusing”, D is “uses a 

board” and E is “requires patience”. With this, item 1 could be a game of football, item 

2 a simple child’s game of bouncing his or her ball around; item 3 a game of Monopoly 

and item 4 a game of chess. In turn, chess can be said to have attribute A, tying it 

together with the 1st item, football, tying them all together through shared similarities, 

or attributes. All these games are included in the category GAME, despite the fact that 

there is no single qualifying attribute which all the members of this category must have; 

their shared attributes connects them. 

As Rosch stated, “each item has at least one, and probably several, 

elements in common with one or more items, but no, or few, elements are common to 

all items” (Rosch and Mervis (1975:575), quoted in Ungerer and Schmid, 2006:29) and 

this principle of overlapping similarities opens up the limited view of attributes having 

to be common to all category members, as Wittgenstein’s example of the category game 

shows. As it is difficult to find even a single category-wide attribute for the category, it 

depends on family resemblances of its members to describe itself. (Ungerer and 

Schmid, 2006:79) 
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4 Method and material 
 
In order to establish the degree of synonymy among the words, online dictionaries, an 

online thesaurus and an online corpus were used.  

Firstly, in order to determine whether the words share the same basic 

meaning, as synonyms per their definition ought to, the lexical definitions of all four 

synonyms were sought and retrieved from online dictionaries. To ensure a 

representative data set, three separate dictionaries were consulted for this purpose, 

consisting of the online versions of the Oxford English Dictionary (abbreviated as OED 

throughout), thesaurus.com and Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English. To 

further investigate the synonymy of the words by analysing their opposites, antonyms 

for each word were obtained in the same manner from thesaurus.com. As the historical 

definition and how the meaning and use of the words have possibly evolved was 

determined to be a possible clue in their supposed synonymy, etymological information 

was sought and collected from the Online Etymology Dictionary. The lexical definitions 

as well as the antonyms were then analysed for similarities and differences, as was the 

historical meaning of each word. 

As merely analysing lexical differences and counter-terms of words could 

not be considered enough to determine the true meaning of the words, examples of the 

words in context were required in order to obtain a satisfactory and representative data 

set. For this purpose, the words’ collocates were analysed. The collocates for the nouns 

central to this study were retrieved from the Corpus of Contemporary American 

English, referred to under its abbreviation COCA throughout, to clearly understand the 

contextual sense in which the words are used. The twenty most frequent collocates were 

then listed in order of frequency in COCA and compared among all four words. Finally, 

in order to establish the connotations of each word, example sentences were sought 

from COCA. All of the sample sentences are from US newspapers and were obtained 

from COCA. The example sentences are listed by the order in which they appear when 

sought in COCA. The search was performed by typing the relevant noun in the search 

field under the section Search string, furthest to the left in the browser window, 

followed by selecting newspaper from the list of sources in box 1 under the heading 

Sections, situated just below the search field, and then conducting the actual search by 
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going back to the search string section and clicking the search button. As the word then 

appeared in the column on the right hand side of the browser, it was clicked on and the 

example sentences were displayed in the bottom right section of the browser window. 

These sentences were then investigated in order to establish each words emotive charge 

and cultural value.  

The methodological core of the analyses performed in this essay is based 

on the previously described cognitive linguistics framework. 
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5 Results and analysis 
 
The data sets of this study are here presented and analysed under each parameter, or 
sub-question, individually. Firstly, the analysis of the lexical definitions will be 
presented, followed by the analyses of antonyms, collocates, connotations and 
etymology. 

5.1 Lexical definitions  
 
Accessory 

– person peripherally involved in illegal activity (thesaurus.com) 

– someone who helps a criminal, especially by helping them hide from the 

police (Longman) 

– A person who incites or assists someone to commit an arrestable offence, or 

who knowingly aids someone who has committed such an offence (opposed 

to principal). Also more generally: a person who accedes to an act or 

undertaking (usu. a harmful one); an adherent; an assistant (OED) 

 

Accomplice 

– helper, especially in committing a crime (thesaurus.com) 

– a person who helps someone such as a criminal to do something wrong 

(Longman) 

– 1. A partner in some undertaking; an associate. 2. A person who helps 

another commit a crime; a partner in wrongdoing. (OED) 

 

Ally 

– something united with another, especially by treaty (thesaurus.com) 

– 1. a country that agrees to help or support another country in a war. 2. 

someone who helps and supports you when other people are trying to 

oppose you (Longman) 

– 1. A person who helps or cooperates with another. 2. A person, state, 

military force, etc., united or associated with another by league or formal 

treaty, esp. for political or military purposes. (OED) 
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Associate 

– colleague (thesaurus.com) 

– someone who you work or do business with (Longman) 

1. One who is united to another by community of interest, and shares with 

him in enterprise, business, or action; a partner, comrade, companion. 2. A 

companion in arms, ally, confederate (OED) 

The lexical meanings of the words can be formulated as attributes, and are listed in the 

below table as such. 

 
Table 1. Table of attributes of nouns. 

accessory accomplice ally associate 
‘partnership’ ‘partnership’ ‘partnership’ ‘partnership’ 
‘subordinate 
partner’ 

‘equal partner’ ‘equal partner’ ‘equal partner’ 

‘criminal 
partnership’ 

‘criminal 
partnership’ 

‘political 
partnership’ 

‘business/general 
partnership’ 

‘negative 
connotations’ 

‘negative 
connotations’ 

‘positive 
connotations’ 

‘neutral 
connotations’ 

‘punctuality’ ‘punctuality’ ‘duration’ ‘duration’ 
‘resultative’ ‘resultative’ ‘non-resultative’ ‘non-resultative’ 

 

The lexical definitions of each of the words are fairly similar throughout all three 

dictionaries, though the level of detail in the descriptions varies. Regarding the lexical 

definitions of the words, there are indeed shared attributes throughout; all four words 

refer to a partner of some sort, someone who is on your side and/or a supporter. 

However, there are clear differences in the attributes of the of the partnerships; two 

refer to crime and law whilst one is associated with politics and military, and one to 

more general or professional contexts. Further, the two legal terms differ somewhat in 

meaning and severity as well, so they do not actually mean the same thing either. 

Additionally, accessory and accomplice both refer to a specific event or point in time, 

the crime, whereas ally and associate seem to have no time limitation at all, but 

represent partnerships that are continuous. This specific event or crime for the former 

two nouns also has an attribute of ‘resultative’; the partnership is created in order to 

commit a crime, the completion of which is the result of the partnership. Ally and 

associate do not have this resultative attribute – the partnerships are an on-going 

coalition without need for a specific purpose or event. 
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Hence, simply by looking at the lexical definitions of the words, it is evident that they 

do not have the same meaning, and that the shared general sense, as per the definition 

of a synonym in the OED (cf. pg. 8 above), is limited to a single attribute, namely 

‘partnership’. This limited shared sense, considering the vast difference in the other 

attributes of the words, could potentially indicate an insufficient commonality between 

these words, thus rendering them unsuitable as synonyms. 

 

5.2 Antonyms 
 
The word antonym is an antonym itself; it means the opposite of synonym. This study 

assumes that an antonym of any one word should be the same as or synonymous to the 

antonym of its synonym, i.e. the antonym of ally should be the same or synonymous to 

the antonym of accomplice, if ally and accomplice truly are synonyms. Logically, if two 

or more words truly carry the same meaning and are absolutely interchangeable, their 

opposites should reflect this and also carry the same meaning and interchangeability. If 

two words mean the exact same thing, their opposites should be the same or 

synonymous, i.e. sharing a general sense, as well; otherwise, the synonyms do not mean 

the same or generally the same thing. If the opposites are not synonymous, there must 

be some difference in the original synonyms causing this unequal relationship.  

Further, the oppositional relationship should be mirrored; the opposites of 

the opposites should by logic be the original synonyms, if they have the exact same 

meaning or a strong shared general sense. If this is not the case, there must be 

something separating the original synonyms from being the direct opposites of the 

words listed as their antonyms. Therefore, the antonyms of the four nouns chosen for 

analysis in this study are here presented, defined and analysed according to this 

assumption in order to establish whether the oppositional relationship affects the degree 

of synonymy between the four nouns accessory, accomplice, ally and associate. 

The antonyms of the words analysed in this study are, as listed on 

thesaurus.com: 
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Accessory – antagonist, enemy, foe, opponent, boss, leader, superior, 

principal 

Accomplice – antagonist, adversary, enemy, opponent  

Ally – antagonist, enemy, foe, opponent, detractor 

Associate – antagonist, enemy, foe, opponent, competitor, rival 

 

The above list of antonyms indicate that by merely looking at the opposites of the four 

synonyms of this study, they could indeed be synonyms, as they share not only 

synonymous, but exactly the same words, as antonyms. When investigating the 

antonyms, by means of searching for them in an online dictionary, here limiting the 

antonyms to the four identical words listed above (bolded), we see that all four are listed 

as synonyms to each other – with the exception of foe, which does not have opponent 

listed as a synonym. However, foe is lexically defined as an opponent, which for the 

purposes of this study is considered sufficient evidence of a synonymous relationship 

between the two. 

 

Lexical definitions of the antonyms, as listed on thesaurus.com: 

 

Antagonist 

 person causing problem 

 

Enemy 

someone hated or competed against 

 

Foe 

person who is an opponent  

 

Opponent 

person with whom one competes 

 

The synonyms listed for the antonyms, antagonist, enemy, foe and opponent are, as 

listed by thesaurus.com: 
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Antagonist 

adversary, enemy, foe, competitor, opponent, bandit, contender, match, 

oppose, rival, angries, bad person, crip, opposite number, oppugnant 

 

Enemy 

adversary, agent, antagonist, attacker, bandit, competitor, criminal, 

detractor, foe, guerrilla, invader, murderer, opponent, opposition, 

prosecutor, rebel, rival, spy, terrorist, traitor, villain, assailant, assassin, 

backbiter, betrayer, contender, defamer, defiler, disputant, emulator, 

falsifier, informer, inquisitor, revolutionary, saboteur, slanderer, traducer, 

vilifier, archenemy, asperser, bad person, calumniator, fifth columnist, 

other side, seditionist 

 

Foe 

adversary, antagonist, enemy, rival, anti, hostile party 

 

Opponent 

adversary, aspirant, candidate, challenger, competitor, enemy, foe, 

opposition, player, rival, antagonist, anti, assailant, bandit, bidder, con, 

contestant, disputant, entrant, litigant, match, opposer, counteragent, dark 

horse, dissentient, oppugnant 

 

Among them, the four antonyms list all the other antonyms as synonyms, i.e. one of the 

words listed as an antonym lists the other words as its synonyms – enemy lists 

antagonist, foe, and opponent, and opponent lists antagonist, enemy, and foe. The 

antonyms of the original four synonyms thus suggest that as accessory, accomplice, ally 

and associate all share the same opposites, they all mean the same thing and therefore 

are interchangeable. However, there are some interesting findings when analysing the 

antonyms of these antonyms, i.e. when investigating the words meaning the opposite of 

antagonist, enemy, foe and opponent. Logically, these should include accessory, 

accomplice, ally and associate, as these words are the origin of the discovery of 
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antagonist, enemy, foe and opponent, and the oppositional relationship would therefore 

be expected to be mirrored. 

However, antagonist, enemy, foe and opponent list the following as 

antonyms, as listed by thesaurus.com; 

Antagonist 

ally, assistant, friend, helper, associate, protagonist, supporter 

Enemy  

ally, associate, friend, helper, law, police, supporter, aide, assistant, 

confidante 

Foe  

ally, assistant, friend, helper, supporter 

Opponent 

 ally, assistant, friend, helper, associate, colleague 

 

For ease of reading, the below table summarises the synonyms, their antonyms and the 

reversed relationship between them. 

 
Table 2. Table of relationship between synonyms and antonyms 

Original 
synonyms 

Antonyms of 
synonym 

Antonyms of original 
antonyms (i.e. the 
antonymous 
relationship reversed) 

accessory, 
accomplice, 
ally, associate 

antagonist ally, associate 
enemy ally, associate 
foe ally 
opponent ally, associate 

 

Here, ally and associate are the only of the original four words that are listed. This 

indicates that they differ from accessory and accomplice, which are not present here, 

despite their listing antagonist, enemy, foe and opponent as antonyms. This, just as the 

lexical meaning of the words, indicates that they do not share the same meaning at all, 

but merely share the same sense of camaraderie; this would explain the shared 

antonyms indicating opposition, which is the opposite of partnership. However, as the 

criminal implications in the lexical definition of accessory and accomplice indicate that 

they refer to “bad” people, as people outside the law generally and simplified would be 
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defined as, they are not considered antonyms of enemy or foe, which in a general 

context also are considered negatively charged. An enemy of an accomplice or 

accessory, much as the other antonyms of enemy also suggest, must be the police, 

something generally perceived as a force of “good” and justice; making both 

accomplice and accessory inappropriate as antonyms of enemy, even though they mean 

the opposite in reference to collaboration, but still have the same negative association; 

neither is an applicable “counter-term” to enemy. In other words, the attributes 

‘criminal’ and ‘negative’ to the two nouns accessory and accomplice are found within 

enemy as well, whereas not with ally and associate. As an antonym is the opposite of a 

term, it should stand to reason that its attributes should also be oppositional. This also 

indicates that they are inappropriate as synonyms to enemy’s “good” antonyms ally and 

associate, even though these are also words referring to collaborations and share the 

sense of a supporter or partner. 

5.3 Collocates 
 
The collocates of a word are other words which frequently occur in connection to it, i.e. 

they are the context in which the word appears. The lexical definition of a word is often 

not enough to determine its true meaning, as it is also shaped by its environment. To 

establish the environments of accessory, accomplice, ally and associate, their most 

frequently occurring collocates were acquired from COCA. The list includes the 

collocates listed six words to the left and right of the words, i.e. the six words 

immediately preceding and immediately following the word. The result of such a search 

is a list of the one hundred most frequent collocates, which has here been reduced to the 

twenty most frequent collocates. COCA allows for searches up to nine words to both 

left and right, but in order to narrow down the results to the most relevant collocates and 

at the same time ensuring a representative data set, these nine were reduced to six. Any 

names which occurred in the list of collocates have been omitted as these were deemed  

redundant for the purposes of this study1.  

                                                
1 Accessory listed the names Malvo, Muhammad and Lee as the 13th, 17th and 23rd most frequent 

collocates, and ally listed McBeal as the second most frequent collocate. An was listed as the 2nd most 
frequent collocate of accomplice, but as the article was considered redundant for the purposes of this 
study it was omitted from analysis. 
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The collocates are presented by their occurrence in COCA, i.e. number 1 is the word 

which appears most frequently in conjunction with accessory in the corpus. Further, the 

Mutual Information Score between the words is listed, where a score of 3.0 or higher 

indicates a semantic bonding (COCA2) between the two words. Mutual information 

scoring is a concept within probability theory, and here it indicates how likely the words 

are to appear together – the higher the score, the more likely that the words appear 

together. For example, murder is the most frequent collocate of accessory in COCA, 

and appears a total of 29,497 times regardless of context and 58 times with accessory, 

which means that 0.20% of the times the word murder is used, it is in connection with 

accessory. Further, the words have a Mutual Information Score of 6, which according to 

COCA3 indicates that the words have a semantic bonding.  
 

Table 3. Table of collocates for accessory 

accessory 
Frequency Collocate Frequency with 

accessory 
Total frequency % of total 

frequency 
Mutual Information 

Score 
1 Murder 58 29,497 0.20 6.00 

3 Fact 50 164,700 0.03 3.31 

5 Crime 19 40,013 0.05 3.95 

6 Charged 18 10,975 0.09 4.80 

11 Accessory 14 1,189 1.18 8.58 

18 Guilty 10 19,971 0.05 4.03 

35 Robbery 7 3,276 0.21 6.12 

39 Convicted 7 10,445 0.07 4.45 

41 Partner 7 25,399 0.03 3.17 

85 Murders 4 5,015 0.08 4.70 

88 Suspicion 4 5,841 0.07 4.48 

90 9/11 4 7,526 0.05 4.11 

 

Problematic for the purposes of this study is that accessory is not only defined as a 

person but also as a decorative, additional item of fashion, clothing or furniture. Thus, 

there are fewer words left for comparison than with the three others, as there is no 

                                                
2 http://corpus.byu.edu/coca/help/display_table_simple_e.asp?h=y 
3 http://corpus.byu.edu/mutualInformation.asp 



24 
 
 

possibility of making the corpus differentiate between the two definitions when 

retrieving collocates. Likewise, associate is a verb as well as a noun, and COCA 

unfortunately does not distinguish between these either. Most of the collocates listed by 

COCA refer to the use of the noun accessory as an item of fashion or design, as COCA 

does not differentiate between the different uses of the nouns. In the data collected for 

this study, only twelve out of the one hundred collocates retrieved could be considered 

to be relevant for the use of the noun associate as a partner. Thus, attempting to retrieve 

a total of twenty collocates representing this form of the noun was deemed an 

overwhelming task in relation to the time available for this study, and the twelve 

relevant collocates found in the initial search were deemed sufficient for the purposes of 

analysis. This, however, unfortunately renders most of the total collocates redundant for 

the aim of this study, and all irrelevant collocates have been disregarded in Table 3, 

presented above4. 

However, the relevant collocates, which do refer to the noun accessory as 

a partner in some endeavour speak for themselves; the 1st, collocate, with a quite high 

Mutual Information Score of 6, is murder. The 3rd collocate, fact, is most likely present 

due to the use of the phrase after the fact, a term used to describe how a person is 

related to a crime after the actual crime has taken place; i.e. was not partaking in the 

crime at the time of the endeavour, but incriminated themselves after it, for instance by 

withholding information or handling stolen goods. 

 Moreover, the 5th and 6th collocates, crime and charged, clearly indicate 

legal matters and correlate to the lexical definition of accessory as someone affiliated 

with criminal endeavour. The 35th collocate, robbery, clearly indicates crime, as does 

the 85th, murders, the plural form of the 1st collocate murder, indicating the same type 

of context. 

In addition to this, the 18th collocate guilty, along with number 39, 

convicted, and 88, suspicion, not only confirms the legal connection of crime and 

charged, but also gives a negative charge to the word; especially as the antonym of 

guilty, innocent, is not present. The final collocate is the 90th, 9/11, which is the date of 

the terrorist attacks on the Word Trade Center in New York in 2001, further indicating 

criminal or hostile intentions and/or behaviour. 

                                                
4 A full list of the one hundred most frequent collocates for accessory is available in the Appendix.  
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Table 4. Table of collocates for accomplice 

accomplice 
Frequency Collocate Frequency with 

accomplice 
Total 

frequency 
% of total 
frequency 

Mutual Information 
Score 

2 Murder 34 29,497 0.12 6.02 

3 Alleged 19 10,070 0.19 6.73 

4 Willing 19 34,150 0.06 4.97 

5 Male 18 43,940 0.04 4.53 

6 Fled 17 6,969 0.13 7.78 

7 Rape 16 9,993 0.16 6.49 

8 Crime 14 40,013 0.03 4.30 

9 Unwitting 13 467 2.78 10.61 

10 Charged 12 20,975 0.06 5.01 

11 Gunman 11 1,824 0.60 8.41 

12 Victim 11 18,158 0.06 5.09 

14 Convicted 9 10,445 0.09 5.60 

15 Arrested 9 15,103 0.06 5.07 

16 Prison 9 30,963 0.03 4.03 

18 Guilty 8 19,971 0.04 4.50 

19 Named 8 42,899 0.02 3.39 

20 Accomplice 7 689 1.02 9.16 

21 Robbery 7 3,276 0.21 6.91 

22 Charges 7 26,378 0.03 3.90 

24 Pedestrian 6 1,813 0.33 7.54 

 

Table 4, presenting the collocates for accomplice, lists words predominately associated 

with crime, such as murder (2th), and rape (7th), crime (8th) and robbery (21st) as well as 

legal matters, such as alleged (3rd), charged (10), victim (12th) and convicted (14th). It is 

also evident that an accomplice is something one can become without intending to do 

so; the 9th collocate unwitting indicates no intention of malice from the accomplice’s 

side. The high percentage of 2.78 and Mutual Information Score of 10.61 indicate that 

this is something that is somewhat frequent, at least in language. To the contrary, the 4th 

collocate willing tells of the very opposite – that an accomplice can choose to be such 

on purpose as well. Waiting, the 13th collocate, indicates that the accomplice is 

elsewhere or performing an associated or connected task of the crime or endeavour. 

There are no positive indications among the collocates, and much like in the lexical 
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definition the collocates describe a person committed to another in wrongdoing, 

something inherently negative and bad. The 18th collocate guilty cements this negative 

charge, as just as with accessory, there is no mention of innocence. 

 
Table 5. Table of collocates for ally 

ally 
Frequency Collocate  Frequency with 

ally 
Total 

frequency 
% of total 
frequency 

Mutual Information 
Score 

1 States 230 219,149 0.10 3.05 

3 United 218 177,817 0.12 3.27 

4 U.S. 203 184,566 0.11 3.11 

5 Close 187 103,662 0.18 3.83 

6 Israel 154 41,364 0.37 4.87 

7 Friend 136 72,325 0.19 3.89 

8 Key 113 64,520 0.18 3.78 

9 Pakistan 94 14,419 0.65 5.68 

10 Closest 91 8,598 1.06 6.38 

11 Iraq 83 72,037 0.12 3.18 

12 Ally 78 4,922 1.58 6.96 

13 Longtime 78 8,413 0.93 6.19 

14 Powerful 77 37,736 0.20 4.00 

15 Turkey 75 18,450 0.41 5.00 

16 NATO 58 11,694 0.50 5.29 

17 Strategic 58 14,401 0.40 4.99 

18 Enemy 55 17,170 0.32 4.66 

19 Iran 54 25,933 0.21 4.03 

20 Region 51 45,551 0.11 3.14 

21 Russia 50 27,912 0.18 3.82 

 

In Table 5, consisting of the collocates for ally, there is a clear majority of political and 

positive collocates. The 1st and 3rd collocate, United and States, are here most likely 

connected as in the name of the country, also represented in the 4th collocate, U.S.. 

Further, several other nations are mentioned, such as the 6th, Israel, the 9th, Pakistan, 

and the 11th, Iraq, which indicate political and military relationships. The 16th collocate 

NATO is another typical example of this. Further, an interesting aspect is the adjectives 

key (8th) and strategic (17th), which further indicate politics and military.  
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Additionally, the positive adjective powerful (14th) indicates a positive emotive charge 

and that the word is generally seen as something strong and something to rely on. The 

13th collocate longtime indicates that an ally is such during an extended period of time; 

you do not have an ally for an evening or a day, but years or decades. 

Moreover, the noun friend (7th) further highlights the positive associations 

of ally, along with the 5th and 10th, close and closest, which both signal trust and 

reliability. 

 
Table 6. Table of collocates for associate 

associate 
Frequency Collocate  Frequency with 

associate 
Total frequency % of total 

frequency 
Mutual Information 

Score 
1 Professor 2,771 46,410 5.97 7.45 

2 Editor 1,365 41,158 3.32 6.61 

3 Director 1,277 81,232 1.57 5.53 

4 University 974 146,084 0.67 4.29 

5 Research 642 143,987 0.45 3.71 

6 Senior 459 44,021 1.04 4.94 

7 Degree 446 36,671 1.22 5.16 

8 Dean 337 16,910 1.99 5.87 

9 Department 335 85,699 0.39 3.52 

10 Dr 299 92,557 0.32 3.25 

11 Ph. D 253 8,677 2.92 6.42 

12 Science 211 68,492 0.31 3.18 

13 Medicine 198 26,920 0.74 4.43 

14 Affiliation 186 11,780 1.58 5.53 

15 Institute 179 34,335 0.52 3.94 

16 Clinical 177 16,882 1.05 4.94 

17 Justice 175 49,593 0.35 3.37 

18 Author 172 53,313 0.32 3.24 

19 M.D. 170 5,509 3.09 6.50 

20 Psychology 149 5,777 1.02 4.91 

 

Associate is surrounded mostly by professional terms, as shown in Table 6, suggesting 

that ‘professional’ is a main attribute for this type of partnership, something that speaks 

for the neutral nature of the word, as well as its general use as a partner or person part of 

something larger, such as an organisation. For instance, the variety among the 
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collocates, for instance among professor (1st), editor (2rd), justice (17th), author (18th), 

and M.D (18th) indicates that associate has no clear majority in any particular field, but 

remains a neutral option suitable for all or at least most areas, here including academic, 

business, legal, literature and medical professions. There are no clear positive nor 

negative collocates such as some of the adjectives found with the other nouns 

investigated. With the search yielding essentially only professional terms, it is likely 

that an associate is a generally used as neutral word for a partner, with no particular 

positive or negative association attached to the word itself. However, as associate is so 

commonly used in professional titles, such as associate professor being similar to 

docent, denoting “a recognized teacher or lecturer not on the salaried staff; usually a 

post-graduate student who is allowed to lecture in some special branch” (OED), the 

attribute of ‘partnership’ is not generally applicable in its everyday use; the excessive 

use of the term in titles has somewhat made it lose its meaning. This is something 

potentially problematic for the purposes of studying the meaning of associate through 

its collocates, as these consist almost entirely of titles or professional roles. 

 

5.4 Connotations 
 
Whilst investigating the words with which the nouns most frequently appear, the use of 

the words in a larger context than that of their immediate collocates is also a factor in 

their meaning; particularly their emotive charge and cultural associations. Knowing the 

associated words gives some clarity; however, simply analysing them without seeing 

them in actual sentences and thus seeing their contextual relationship with the nouns 

gives a limited understanding. For instance, the word balloon yields the collocates air 

(1st) , hot-air (2nd), helium (5th) and angioplasty (11th)5. All the collocates are words 

which describe different sorts of balloons used for different purposes. However, there is 

not real difference in the noun balloon as there is with the two different uses of 

accessory, and therefore by looking only at the collocate words and not the actual 

sentences, it may be assumed that a balloon which uses hot air, one which uses helium, 

and one used for surgery is one and the same. With the lexical meaning of balloon being 

                                                
5 COCA search for collocates of balloon, set to six words preceding and six following the sought noun. 



29 
 
 

“a ball or spherical object” (OED), and commonly understood as inflatable, the social 

context of how the word is used still plays a part in determining its meaning, suggesting 

that merely analysing the associated words is not enough to understand the complete 

meaning of a word.  

For the nouns investigated in this study, the social context plays a large 

part in establishing their interchangeability and thus also the degree of their synonymy. 

To determine the cultural meaning of each word and establish whether they carry a 

positive or negative emotive charge, seven example sentences for each word were 

analysed. All of the sample sentences are from US newspapers and were obtained from 

COCA. The example sentences are listed by the order in which they appear when sought 

in COCA. The search was performed by typing the relevant noun in the search field 

under the section Search string, furthest to the left in the browser window, followed by 

selecting newspaper from the list of sources in box 1 under the heading Sections, 

situated just below the search field, and then conducting the actual search by going back 

to the search string section and clicking the search button. As the word then appeared in 

the column on the right hand side of the browser, it was clicked on and the example 

sentences were displayed in the bottom right section of the browser window. For 

accessory, example sentences 3-13 as well as 16-20 and 22-24 use the word in the sense 

of a fashion accessory, and have therefore been disregarded.6 

As seen in the example sentences, the cultural associations of the words 

not only reflect but also highlight the general sense indicated by the collocates. 

Accessory refers in all instances to someone affiliated with a crime. The 1st and 2nd 

sentences, life in prison with hard labor. Michael was convicted of being an accessory 

and after the Kray trial (Kray was acquitted of murder but convicted on accessory to 

murder), refer to accomplices being convicted, and the 3rd sentence, held on $250,000 

bail on charges of manslaughter and being an accessory to a crime, mentions 

manslaughter and bail, as in the amount charged to release a person from jailed custody 

when awaiting trial.  

Further, the 4th sentence, of being retried, Auman was allowed to plead 

guilty to being an accessory to murder and burglary, mentions pleading guilty, and the 

                                                
6 Any sentences that occurred more than once have only been listed once. A full list of the example 

sentences as well as details of the excluded doubles is available in the appendix. 
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6th, Gustavo Silva, 23, who was jailed on suspicion of being an accessory after a crime, 

being jailed. Sentence 5, he said, only half in jest. Not every furniture designer is an 

accessory to assault, speaks of a person being an accessory to assault, and accessory is 

used almost humorously as the perpetrator here is a designer, which the expression “half 

in jest” indicates. The 7th sentence, home in Union City on Saturday, also on suspicion 

of being an accessory, introduces the term suspicion, which indicates criminal and legal 

matters. Moreover, sentences 2-5 all mention at least one crime.  

Similarly, accomplice also occurs only in association with unlawful 

events. The 1st sentence, brother and father, Laura is unwittingly enlisted as an 

accomplice in a powerful drug cartel, speaks of a drug cartel, something undoubtedly 

illegal, and the 2nd, A man snatched a female's iPhone. He fled with an accomplice. A 

man, 42, was arrested, and 3rd, armed with a weapon robbed a person of property, then 

fled with a male accomplice, of robbery. The 2nd also mentions a person being arrested. 

Sentences 4, three men had participated in the sexual assault and that there was a 

fourth accomplice, and 6, not to prosecute Dalene Walker, who had been charged as an 

accomplice to one of the rapes, mention sexual assault and rape, and the latter also 

refers to the accessory being charged and prosecuted.  

Moreover, the 5th sentence, interviews and DNA evidence. They also knew 

the fourth man, the accomplice, who was in prison on another charge, tells of 

interviews, evidence and prison. The last sentence, the more modest presences of 

Catherine Wethington as Monica, Baba's daughter and accomplice, unfortunately says 

very little of the word accomplice, other than its general reference to a partnership. 

However, if the relationship between parent and child was of a friendly or professional 

nature, it would hardly be described with the use of accomplice. The attribute of 

‘criminal partnership’ strongly suggests that even though there is no mention of 

unlawful behaviour or crime in the sentence, the very use of accomplice signals 

criminality. 

Ally frequents sentences of a political nature, as can be seen in all seven 

example sentences. The 1st sentence, Could Israel really surprise Washington, its main 

ally and protector, with a military move, refers to Israel, the USA and mentions military 

actions, the 2nd, from a firm Arab ally of Saddam Hussein into a vital counterterrorism 

ally of the United States, to antiterrorism, Saddam Hussein and the United States, and 
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the 3rd, defense officials warn that Syria, a close Iranian ally, is believed to possess 

GPS-guided missiles, to officials, a title associated with government, along with nations 

Syria and Iran. The 3rd also mentions missiles, which clearly indicates armed conflict.  

Sentence 4, Interior Minister Claude Gueant, a close Sarkozy ally, said 

some 200 investigators have been assigned to the case, mentions an Interior Minister7 

and French politician Sarkozy, which strongly indicates that this sentence also refers to 

politics. Similarly, sentence 5, China, North Korea's main political and economic ally, 

supported the passage of the Security Council resolution, mentions China and North 

Korea, as well as explicitly mentioning the words economic and political in connection 

with ally. It also mentions the Security Council, one of the organs of the United 

Nations, which cements the political indications of the sentence. The 6th and 7th 

sentences, The draft proposed by Russia, Syria's closest ally, would immediately 

establish the 300-strong force, and getting Russia to back the monitoring mission, but 

Syria's ally continues to resist more forceful measures, both mention Syria and Russia, 

and also refer to forces and a monitoring mission, which indicates military operations. 

As for associate, the sentences are a bit more varied. The 1st sentence, 

plan to wreak havoc was proceeding as hoped: An al-Qaida associate handed him an 

automatic weapon, refers to a member of al-Qaida, i.e. a person involved in terrorism 

and armed conflict, whereas the 2nd, gain credibility with your peers, he says. Dina 

Mayzlin, an associate professor of marketing at Yale University, mentions a faculty 

member at Yale University, clearly a different field of operations completely.  

The 3rd sentence, not an animal or human issue per se,“ said Dr. Tom 

Chiller, associate director for epidemiologic science, speaks of a person in charge of 

epidemiology, i.e. a scientist, and the 4th, a former Republican Senate aide and one-time 

Abramoff associate, pleaded guilty to using wire communications, of a person formerly 

involved in business and politics. The latter also mentions legal implications; however, 

the use of associate in the sentence is in order to describe a professional relationship the 

person in the sentence had in the past, and so the term associate is not used in 

connection with any crime per se.  

Further, the 5th sentence, really made it clear, said Phil Sparks, former associate 

director of the bureau and now co-director, mentions a person employed at a bureau, 

                                                
7 Ministre de l'Intérieur in French; also referred to as Home Secretary in English. 
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indicating some form of governmental or other official work, and the 6th, at the end of 

the day, Ann Sherman, an IPO expert and associate finance professor at DePaul 

University said, another University employee. Finally, the 7th sentence, his company 

must pay $16 million to a former business associate, refers to a person involved in 

business. Thus, we see that associate, in contrast to accessory, accomplice and ally 

moves fairly freely between contexts, appearing with politicians, businessmen, 

educators and criminals alike.  

5.5 Etymology 
 
The historical definitions and timelines for when the words first came into use in the 
English language are listed below, as retrieved from the Etymological Dictionary. 
 
Accessory 

used since the early 15th century as “that which is subordinate to 

something else”, in a criminal sense as “one aiding in crime”. Adopted 

into English from the Late Latin accessorius. 

 

Accomplice 

used since the 1580’s, evolved from complice (late 15th century) meaning 

“confederate”. Adopted into English from the Old French complice, in 

turn originating from the Late Latin compliciem. 

 

Ally 

used since the 14th century in the meaning of relative or kinsman; since the 

mid 15th century in the sense “one united with another by treaty or 

league.” Adopted into English from the Old French alier, in turn 

originating from the Latin alligare. 8  

 

                                                
8 The former use of ally, as in a relative or family member, is nowadays considered mainly archaic and is 

no longer used. However, this metonymic drift from a family member (by blood) to a party of mutual 
interest and/or understanding is a possible reason for the understanding of an ally as something 
positive, genuine and maintained for a long period of life. The new sense developed indicates that an 
attribute of agreement gained more importance than that of biological unity, yet the aspect of a family 
relationship remains implied through its emotive charge. 
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Associate 

used since the 1530’s, meaning “allied, connected, paired”. Adopted into 

English from Latin associatus. 

 

Taking these older definitions of the words into consideration, the reason for their 

supposed synonymy becomes somewhat clearer. Interestingly enough, all the words 

seem to have been introduced into the English language at approximately the same time 

– the exception being ally, which is considered to have been taken up a hundred or so 

years prior to the other three. However, as described in the above dictionary excerpt, the 

use of ally as a partner made by choice rather than a blood relative is contemporary with 

the introduction of the other three nouns. Moreover, as well as having been introduced 

somewhat simultaneously, all the nouns originally stem from Latin, which may explain 

the quite formal settings in which they are found today, as words of Latin origin are 

typically found in formal and academic contexts (Crystal, 2003:124-127).  

All four were when assimilated into English, and still are, examples of 

confederacies; people joining together, uniting. However, accessory stands out as being 

the only word with a negative emotive meaning, emphasizing that the confederacy is 

operating outside of the law. With accomplice, ally, and associate, the confederacy is 

neutral, suggesting neither breaking nor following any law. Further, these three suggest 

a partnership on an equal level, where the joined parties are of equal standing, whereas 

accessory clearly states itself as indicating a person subordinate to another.  
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6 Summary and discussion 
 

The nouns analysed in this study have shown to have not only different lexical 

meanings, but also significantly different contextual and cultural aspects. Therefore, 

referring to these words as synonyms is quite strange as well as confusing. As they 

cannot be substituted for each other in any context without violating the truth conditions 

of the sentence, they cannot be deemed absolute nor propositional synonyms. The 

words are indeed similar and refer to a partner, as seen in the results of this study, but it 

is questionable whether they can be deemed even near-synonyms, as they do not 

actually describe the same thing; going back to Jackson’s 1998 and Cruse’s 2004 

theories, they are all along the lines of both spaniel and poodle – their contextual and 

cultural associations clearly make them contrast each other and render them 

inappropriate as substitutions for each other – however they are also similar to killed 

and murdered in the aspect that they are still partnerships. Further, just as kill is a 

hyperonym of murder, associate is a hyperonym of the other three nouns discussed in 

this essay. They are different types of partners or confederates, just as spaniel and 

poodle are different breeds of dog, but they rarely indicate or refer to the same type of 

partner, confederate or dog.  

True as it is that much like killed and murdered have the death of another 

as an end result, accessory, accomplice, ally, and associate share the similarity of 

collaboration and partnership, and despite the contrast in their different meanings it is 

possible to consider them near-synonyms. However, as associate is a neutral word, this 

could in fact be considered a propositional synonym for the three others, as they could 

be exchanged with associate without compromising the general meaning of the sentence 

in which they occur. However, associate as the superordinate or hyperonym cannot be 

substituted by any of the others. As the superordinate word is more general and 

constitutes the linguistic category in which the other words are found and the 

subordinates more specific, the synonymous relationship is strictly one-way. As an 

example, the same goes for kill and murder – kill is the superordinate category of 

murder, and murder can thus be substituted with the word kill. Kill, however, which has 

a more general meaning and is on a higher, less specified level than murder, cannot be 

substituted with murder. Kill ‘contains’ murder, as well as other scenarios of death and 
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thus cannot be limited to murder alone. As for accessory, accomplice and ally, the 

overlapping meaning of partnership is potentially of equal pairing with the contrasts, 

which makes them possible near-synonyms; the general sense of the sentence would be 

conveyed, but it could possibly be perceived and interpreted differently. Referring to 

somebody as a political accomplice would imply an involvement in some sort of 

supposed dishonest activity. Likewise, referring to an ally to murder would imply that 

the killing was in some form honourable, as ally has a clear positive emotive charge. 

The general sense of the sentence is conveyed, but there are new truth conditions in 

both sentences. As accessory is of a lower standing in a partnership and not an equal, 

substituting it with either ally or accomplice would elevate the status of the accessory to 

one of equal pairing, which changes the sentence entirely. 

Further, the subordinate quality of accessory, along with the difference in 

the meaning of the words as defined today, suggest that they themselves have an 

unequal relationship. Even in the collocates which were out of scope for the purposes of 

this study, the definition of accessory as something which complements something else, 

and is therefore not of an equal standing, is evident. As the other three nouns suggest a 

partner of equal standing, this rules out accessory as an appropriate synonym simply on 

the basis of the degree of the partnership itself. 

With accessory and accomplice having a strong connection to criminal 

endeavours, as well as carrying negative emotive senses and cultural values, and ally 

having a strong political connection and general positive emotive and cultural 

associations, it is evident that whilst they all represent partnerships, they are 

partnerships of different sorts. Accomplice has for instance been shown to be a partner 

made either by choice or accident, whereas ally is one made by treaty or agreement.  

Associate, however, has a fairly neutral emotive and social charge, and can refer to 

sinners and saints alike – still similar in the sense of referring to a partnership, but more 

overlapping and general. Hence, it is not only possible but also plausible to define 

accessory, accomplice and ally as subordinates of associate; an ally is always an 

associate, but an associate is not always an ally; it can also, as has been seen, be an 

accomplice or an accessory. Thus it is clear that the words are not equals hierarchically. 

As associate can refer to a person in both “good” and “bad” partnerships, it is perhaps 



36 
 
 

more suitable as a superordinate to the others than as a synonym. This hierarchical 

relationship is illustrated below in the below figure. 

 

Associate 
 
 
 

Ally   Accessory Accomplice 
 

Figure 2. Hierarchical relationship of nouns 
 

Here, associate functions as a group name or heading for the others, as a superordinate 

term, as its neutrality is able to encase both its good and bad linguistic relatives. It is 

thus the category to which the others belong, and they are in turn subordinates in that 

category, with their own different, contrasting features to the other subordinates. In 

future dictionaries, conveying this superordinate/subordinate relationship in the entry 

for associate is something that could possibly be beneficial to language users. 

All four nouns share the general sense and attribute of ‘partnership’. The 

below table lists the attributes associated with each word individually, (cf. pg. 15 above) 

with the addition of the discovered attribute relating to voluntariness.  

 
Table 7.Updated table of attributes of nouns 

accessory accomplice ally associate 
‘partnership’ ‘partnership’ ‘partnership’ ‘partnership’ 
‘subordinate 
partner’ 

‘equal partner’ ‘equal partner’ ‘equal partner’ 

‘criminal 
partnership’ 

‘criminal 
partnership’ 

‘political 
partnership’ 

‘business/general 
partnership’ 

‘negative 
connotations’ 

‘negative 
connotations’ 

‘positive 
connotations’ 

‘neutral 
connotations’ 

‘punctuality’ ‘punctuality’ ‘duration’ ‘duration’ 
‘resultative’ ‘resultative’ ‘non-resultative’ ‘non-resultative’ 
‘voluntary 
partner in a 
partnership’ 

‘involuntary or 
voluntary partner 
in a partnership’ 

‘voluntary partner 
in a partnership’ 

‘voluntary partner 
in a partnership’ 

 

The shared attribute of all words is ‘partnership’, which has been thoroughly discussed 

throughout this study. However, that is the only attribute shared throughout the nouns. 



37 
 
 

As mentioned above, an accessory is a person subordinate to the other partner whereas 

the other three nouns are on an equal standing with their partners. Further, accomplice 

separates itself as the only one of the nouns indicating something which one can 

become unknowingly or involuntary, which was suggested through its collocate 

unwitting.  

Much like Rosch’s birds (cf. p.12 above) had shared essential attributes, 

the four nouns, though having different meanings, share the aspect of partnership and 

union, which semantically connects them. Category belonging of these nouns does thus 

not rely on family resemblance as Wittgenstein’s GAME, as there is a clear qualifying 

attribute with this partnership. However, as there are clearly shared attributes 

throughout the nouns, a superordinate cognitive category such as GAME could be 

defined according to these even if the attribute ‘partnership’ was disregarded. This is 

presented in the below figure, based on Wittgenstein’s model previously discussed. The 

overlapping attributes are abbreviated for illustration purposes, with P standing for the 

shared ‘partnership’ attribute. The attributes that do not overlap have not been 

abbreviated but are merely shown under the heading attributes, as they are not relevant 

for the comparison but are what separates the nouns from each other. 

 
Item Attributes   Overlapping similarities 

Accessory Subordinate, Criminal, Negative, Voluntary    P    C     N    V     

Accomplice Equal, Criminal, Negative, In-/Voluntary    P    C     N    V     E                

Ally Equal, Political, Positive, Voluntary    P                   V     E    

Associate Equal, Business/General, Neutral, Voluntary          P                   V     E    

 

Figure 3. Model of shared attributes 

 

The model clearly shows how the words, even if disregarding the qualifying attribute of 

‘partnership’, share attributes which connects them semantically in a fashion of family 

resemblance; the exception from the elaboration of the category GAME, in which all 

items in theory could connect in a circular pattern, being that there is no attribute 

besides the partnership which connects accessory and associate directly. However, 

according to Wittgenstein’s theory, this is not a requirement in order for them to share a 

category as they are connected through the other members. 
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Moreover, as associate is the only one out of the four without a clear or specified 

emotive and cultural charge and refers to a party that a person or an entity is in 

collaboration or shares an interest with; an associate can be either good or bad, so to 

speak, it could as previously mentioned be considered a superordinate category to the 

other three, rather than being a synonym or member of the category. This also indicates 

that associate is the only of the four words that could be considered a possible 

propositional synonym for either of the others, as its neutrality and superordinate 

aspects make it interchangeable with the others.  

Analysis of the antonyms suggests that the words do indeed mean the 

same thing, as they share the exact same antonyms, with a few additions. However, by 

further analysing the opposites it is evident that these shared antonyms are due to the 

general sense of partnership alone; the relationship is not mirrored, i.e. when looking at 

the antonyms of the antonyms, they do not equal the words with which the search 

started. Accomplice, as seen, lists enemy as an antonym, yet enemy does not list 

accomplice as an antonym in return; ally, however, also lists enemy as an antonym and 

is in turn listed as the antonym of enemy, thus mirroring the antonymous relationship. It 

would be plausible to assume that the opposite of the opposite is the starting point, 

however in this case, only two of the original four nouns are referred to, which indicates 

that the studied four nouns indeed are different from each other.  

The words are indeed not absolutely interchangeable and thus not 

absolutely synonymous, regardless of the aspect of partnership. This is further proven 

by their use in context; the words cannot always be substituted for each other because 

they do not mean the exact same thing. All the words have their own, clear definition – 

not the least accomplice and accessory, being legal terms – and the essence, if not the 

entire meaning, of the sentence in which they appear would be lost if they were to 

replace each other; therefore, these words are not propositional synonyms. Additionally, 

the positive and negative charge of each word makes them unsuitable as substitutions 

for each other. Even if they were to mean the same thing, a word that culturally denotes 

someone of ill intent functions poorly as a synonym for a word that denotes a person of 

good intentions. 
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7 Conclusion 
 
The conclusion to draw from this study is that the words accessory, accomplice, ally, 

and associate are not absolute synonyms. Associate could be a propositional synonym 

to the other three, as it is a superordinate to all three and could be considered the 

superordinate cognitive category to which the other three belong. With that said, the 

relationship is not mirrored; accessory, accomplice and ally cannot substitute associate 

in a sentence, further illustrating their status as subordinates to associate. Accomplice 

and ally could be considered near-synonyms, as they can be substituted for each other 

and still convey the general sense intended, but not without changing the truth 

conditions of the sentence, however. Accessory, however, is the word that is the least 

synonymous to the others, as it refers to a partner of a lower standing and not one of 

shared status. Whilst it is true that all four words represent a partner, the enemy of an 

enemy is not by default a friend, and a partner in crime and a business partner are not by 

default the same. 

The results of this study would suggest that these words should no longer 

be listed as synonyms in dictionaries, as they clearly do not share sufficient lexical or 

contextual meaning. However, associate could very well list its former equals as niched 

alternatives or as subordinate terms, and explain their specific uses in context, but 

associate could be considered more of an appropriate synonym of partner. Further, this 

could possibly lead to the three subordinate nouns being referred to, as more niched 

alternatives, or subordinates, to partner as well as associate, for instance, in order to 

properly convey their respective meaning, both lexical and cultural.  

Moreover, the results of this study also suggest that the words should, 

when looked up in a dictionary, be found with an accompanying explanation in context 

and example sentences of them in use, in order to provide their contextual meaning and 

their relationship towards each other. This information would enable language users to 

avoid making the likely mistake of assuming the words are absolute synonyms. Without 

such a description, these nouns should, for the ease and simplicity of said language 

users, not be incorrectly listed as synonyms in dictionaries, the purpose of which are to 

facilitate learning, using and understanding language. 
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However, as the words have been shown to share varying degrees of synonymy, it is 

possible that it is the definition of the general conception of what a synonym is that 

needs to be challenged; that the concept of synonymy and how it is measurable to a 

degree as well as the different types of synonyms should be taught as part of the 

standard curriculum in English. Such a reform, which seems one of far less magnitude 

that re-evaluating every dictionary for every set of synonyms, could result in language 

users not only understanding the concept of synonymy better, but the entire vast and 

complicated nature of words and language as a whole. 
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9 Appendix 

9.1 Complete list of collocates for accessory 
Table of one hundred most frequent collocates of the noun accessory in COCA 
 
 CONTEXT FREQ  ALL % MI 

1 MURDER 58  29497 0.20 6.00 
2 FASHION 56  22571 0.25 6.34 
3 FACT 50  164700 0.03 3.31 
4 NASAL 19  3065 0.62 7.66 
5 CRIME 19  40013 0.05 3.95 
6 CHARGED 18  20975 0.09 4.80 
7 CAVITY 17  2059 0.83 8.07 
8 MUST-HAVE 15  433 3.46 10.14 
9 APARTMENTS 15  4660 0.32 6.71 
10 PERFECT 15  40460 0.04 3.59 
11 ACCESSORY 14  1189 1.18 8.58 
12 FAVORITE 13  36359 0.04 3.54 
13 OPTIONAL 12  4840 0.25 6.34 
14 CLOTHING 12  14104 0.09 4.79 
15 BELT 11  12890 0.09 4.80 
16 BAG 11  31689 0.03 3.50 
17 LEATHER 10  12773 0.08 4.67 
18 GUILTY 10  19971 0.05 4.03 
19 PACKAGE 10  20230 0.05 4.01 
20 STORES 10  24079 0.04 3.76 
21 ITEMS 10  34033 0.03 3.26 
22 CAMERA 10  39557 0.03 3.04 
23 DESIGNER 9  10683 0.08 4.78 
24 BOAT 9  27542 0.03 3.41 
25 WEAR 9  27748 0.03 3.40 
26 MOUNT 8  13724 0.06 4.25 
27 FURNITURE 8  13924 0.06 4.23 
28 ULTIMATE 8  14107 0.06 4.21 
29 UNITS 8  18903 0.04 3.78 
30 ESSENTIAL 8  21831 0.04 3.58 
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31 LATEST 8  31029 0.03 3.07 
32 NOSTRIL 7  398 1.76 9.16 
33 INDISPENSABLE 7  2015 0.35 6.82 
34 CHIC 7  2758 0.25 6.37 
35 ROBBERY 7  3276 0.21 6.12 
36 FILTER 7  5632 0.12 5.34 
37 KIT 7  6264 0.11 5.19 
38 TUBE 7  10133 0.07 4.49 
39 CONVICTED 7  10445 0.07 4.45 
40 ENGINE 7  19421 0.04 3.55 
41 PARTNER 7  25399 0.03 3.17 
42 DRESS 7  27471 0.03 3.05 
43 SUPERNUMERARY 6  68 8.82 11.49 
44 SCARF 6  3144 0.19 5.96 
45 PORTABLE 6  4996 0.12 5.29 
46 TRAY 6  5237 0.11 5.22 
47 LENS 6  6467 0.09 4.92 
48 REPAIR 6  9286 0.06 4.40 
49 TIE 6  15246 0.04 3.68 
50 MIRROR 6  19158 0.03 3.35 
51 WIGGINS 5  581 0.86 8.13 
52 MEADE 5  856 0.58 7.57 
53 ACCESSORIES 5  3335 0.15 5.61 
54 DECORATIVE 5  3434 0.15 5.57 
55 HOTTEST 5  3487 0.14 5.55 
56 JEWELRY 5  7657 0.07 4.41 
57 SHOE 5  7687 0.07 4.41 
58 IMPROVEMENTS 5  8308 0.06 4.29 
59 TELESCOPE 5  10389 0.05 3.97 
60 MAINTENANCE 5  11457 0.04 3.83 
61 MERE 5  11885 0.04 3.78 
62 CAMERAS 5  12295 0.04 3.73 
63 GEAR 5  13138 0.04 3.63 
64 BAGS 5  15452 0.03 3.40 
65 TOOL 5  16231 0.03 3.33 
66 PACK 5  17234 0.03 3.24 
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67 POCKET 5  18637 0.03 3.13 
68 REFLECTANCE 4  150 2.67 9.76 
69 PIGMENTS 4  776 0.52 7.39 
70 PRADA 4  1046 0.38 6.96 
71 GUCCI 4  1069 0.37 6.93 
72 TRIPOD 4  1307 0.31 6.64 
73 COUTURE 4  1318 0.30 6.63 
74 MOUNTS 4  1469 0.27 6.47 
75 CD-ROM 4  1831 0.22 6.15 
76 NYLON 4  2295 0.17 5.83 
77 STRAP 4  2612 0.15 5.64 
78 FOLDS 4  2616 0.15 5.64 
79 CONSOLE 4  3036 0.13 5.42 
80 PAMELA 4  3397 0.12 5.26 
81 PLEADED 4  4168 0.10 4.97 
82 PLUG 4  4387 0.09 4.89 
83 COSTUME 4  4390 0.09 4.89 
84 OPTICAL 4  4815 0.08 4.76 
85 MURDERS 4  5015 0.08 4.70 
86 FOLD 4  5339 0.07 4.61 
87 OBSERVING 4  5449 0.07 4.58 

88 SUSPICION 4  5841 0.07 4.48 

89 GLOVES 4  7439 0.05 4.13 

90 9/11 4  7526 0.05 4.11 

91 FUNCTIONAL 4  7884 0.05 4.05 

92 SILK 4  8173 0.05 3.99 

93 SHOPS 4  9669 0.04 3.75 

94 RETAIL 4  10630 0.04 3.62 

95 MONITORING 4  10716 0.04 3.60 

96 SLIDE 4  10778 0.04 3.60 

97 RECOMMENDED 4  13070 0.03 3.32 

98 LETS 4  13305 0.03 3.29 

99 BATHROOM 4  15373 0.03 3.08 

100 VN 3  40 7.50 11.25 
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9.2 Complete list of example sentences  
Example sentences as obtained from COCA. Example sentences 3 and 4 as well as 5 
and 6 for the word accomplice are identical, and therefore the latter of both pairs have 
been excluded. The 2nd and 3rd example sentence for ally are also identical, and for 
associate the same occurred with example sentences 1 and 2. Again, the latter of both 
pairs was excluded. Finally, the 4th example sentence for associate uses the word in the 
verb form and not as a noun, and has thus been excluded, as the verb form is not 
relevant for the purposes of this study. 
 
Accessory 

1 2012 NEWS AssocPress sentenced to life in prison with hard labor. Michael was convicted of being an accessory. # Three years into Lindy's prison sentence, Azaria's jacket was foun 
2 2012 NEWS NYTimes , and after the Kray trial (Kray was acquitted of murder but convicted on accessory to murder), they moved to New York in 1969. # Around that time 
3 2012 NEWS SanFranChron in back is the sole reference to a traditional trench. This is an eye-catching accessory you wouldn't dream of taking off at a cocktail party. # Ditto Burberry 
4 2011 NEWS Chicago of confidence that the world truly got the point. The iPad was no mere accessory to a desktop and while it certainly earned best-in-class honors as a reader, 
5 2011 NEWS SanFranChron " We use an exception to the code, which is creating a structurally detached accessory building. " # It took some tricky design to make that accessory buildi 
6 2011 NEWS SanFranChron structurally detached accessory building. " # It took some tricky design to make that accessory building look like an extension. The cottage was stripped an 
7 2011 NEWS SanFranChron called " Flood-Proof Prototype, " on the Studio Peek Ancona website, shows the accessory building standing in the water. The main house has disappeared a 
8 2011 NEWS Denver the area, according to Boulder County. Residents have filed 11 applications to restore accessory structures such as garages and studios. Forty such properti 
9 2011 NEWS NYTimes like Backyard Bill. And that made sense. A beard was the perfect retro-sportsman accessory to go with a scratchy wool plaid shirt and knit cap, a perfect iro 
10 2011 NEWS NYTimes people still recognize you. A beard is a mask as much as a fashion accessory, hiding the " you' that everyone knows as you and replacing it with 
11 2011 NEWS Chicago swung from a long chain as he walked about the town. # The gruesome accessory was meant to provoke conversation about Rave's campaign against anim 
12 2011 NEWS USAToday were. " # An Entertainment Tonight reporter deemed the new undergarment a " must-have accessory, " and the product was featured on Live with Regis & 
13 2011 NEWS SanFranChron best of both methods with a device that is sure to become the new must-have accessory among the collectible set. Not for young bottles - but when that 19 
14 2011 NEWS Denver , who is being held on $250,000 bail on charges of manslaughter and being an accessory to a crime, ask the Colorado Supreme Court to remove 18th Judici 
15 2011 NEWS Denver # Instead of being retried, Auman was allowed to plead guilty to being an accessory to murder and burglary. She was sentenced to 20 years, and, with 
16 2011 NEWS Atlanta and received a degree in art history. After graduating, she worked as an accessory buyer for a British fashion chain and became a regular at royal events, e 
17 2010 NEWS USAToday data bank. # Toyota has identified its main problem as floor mats -- usually accessory mats not designed for specific Toyota and Lexus models -- that, the c 
18 2010 NEWS Atlanta rule that applies to any repair job: Don't force it. If an accessory card or a memory chip doesn't seem to fit, muscling it into place 
19 2010 NEWS Atlanta useless junk. # Finally, check with the manufacturers of your PC or the accessory card to make sure you are adding something that is compatible with your 
20 2010 NEWS USAToday votes next month on a zoning code that for the first time would allow " accessory dwelling units, " including detached cottages, in some residential areas. # 
21 2010 NEWS NYTimes he said, only half in jest. # Not every furniture designer is an accessory to assault, in Mr. Hannah's estimation. A classic Nakashima table is practically 
22 2010 NEWS WashPost accessory Tabloids 
23 2010 NEWS USAToday world's first consumer 3-D video camera from Panasonic, along with a 3-D lens accessory that fits onto a conventional 2-D Panasonic still camera. Roxio Cre 
24 2010 NEWS USAToday interact with virtual pets via Kinect for Xbox 360 ($149.99), a clever accessory that allows you to control games using your body and voice instead of pressi 
25 2010 NEWS SanFranChron Barrientos was Gustavo Silva, 23, who was jailed on suspicion of being an accessory after a crime. Both men were expected to be moved north and arrive in 
26 2010 NEWS SanFranChron at a home in Union City on Saturday, also on suspicion of being an accessory. Alameda County jail records identify her as 40-year-old Antoinette Marie Agui 

 
Accomplice 

1 2012 NEWS Houston money to help her younger brother and father, Laura is unwittingly enlisted as an accomplice in a powerful drug cartel. She loses her friend and is plant 
2 2012 NEWS Chicago May 31. A man snatched a female's iPhone. He fled with an accomplice. A man, 42, was arrested. # 600 block, 2:30 to 
3 2012 NEWS Chicago armed with a weapon robbed a person of property, then fled with a male accomplice. # 500 block, 7:45 a.m. May 22. A man demanded property 
4 2012 NEWS Chicago armed with a weapon robbed a person of property, then fled with a male accomplice. # Washington Grove Lane, 500 block, 7:45 a.m. May 22. 
5 2011 NEWS Houston knew three men had participated in the sexual assault and that there was a fourth accomplice. But only Green and another innocent man were charged 
6 2011 NEWS Houston he wasn't home free. Could Green have been the fourth man, the accomplice? # To find out, O'Neill and Freeze continued the interviews that took them 
7 2011 NEWS Houston perpetrators from interviews and DNA evidence. They also knew the fourth man, the accomplice, who was in prison on another charge. During an inter 
8 2011 NEWS Atlanta , prosecutors agree not to prosecute Dalene Walker, who had been charged as an accomplice to one of the rapes. # # How we got the story # Reporter 
9 2011 NEWS WashPost overwhelmed the more modest presences of Catherine Wethington as Monica, Baba's daughter and accomplice, and of John Danley, Katherina Acosta a 

 
Ally 

1 2012 NEWS AssocPress behind it all does not. # Could Israel really surprise Washington, its main ally and protector, with a military move that could affect America itself, in an 
2 2012 NEWS AssocPress of internal conflict. The 69-year-old leader may have transformed himself from a firm Arab ally of Saddam Hussein into a vital counterterrorism ally of the U 
3 2012 NEWS AssocPress have transformed himself from a firm Arab ally of Saddam Hussein into a vital counterterrorism ally of the United States, but even Washington doesn't want 
4 2012 NEWS AssocPress fuel another exodus. # Israeli defense officials warn that Syria, a close Iranian ally, is believed to possess GPS-guided missiles and chemical weapons. Hezbo 
5 2012 NEWS AssocPress the first shootings on March 11. # Interior Minister Claude Gueant, a close Sarkozy ally, said some 200 investigators have been assigned to the cases, thoug 
6 2012 NEWS AssocPress breach was under way. # China, North Korea's main political and economic ally, supported the passage of the Security Council resolution banning the provisi 
7 2012 NEWS AssocPress large mission to deploy. # The draft proposed by Russia, Syria's closest ally, would immediately establish the 300-strong force without any conditions, thoug 
8 2012 NEWS AssocPress 's diplomacy succeeded in getting Russia to back the monitoring mission, but Syria's ally continues to resist more forceful measures. # Another difference in 
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Associate 
1 2012 NEWS AssocPress Amine El Khalifi's plan to wreak havoc was proceeding as hoped: An al-Qaida associate handed him an automatic weapon to kill security officers inside the 
2 2012 NEWS AssocPress knew as Hussien to meet a person who was introduced to him as an al-Qaida associate, authorities say. He told the man, Yusuf, that he planned to 
3 2012 NEWS AssocPress to gain credibility with your peers, he says. # Dina Mayzlin, an associate professor of marketing at Yale University, refers to this dynamic as " social signalin 
4 2012 NEWS AssocPress himself has been implicated in covering up abuse, said all of Ireland's bishops associate themselves with the Vatican investigators " sense of pain and sham 
5 2012 NEWS AssocPress not an animal or human issue per se, " said Dr. Tom Chiller, associate director for epidemiologic science at the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. " 
6 2012 NEWS AssocPress $500 fine. # James Hirni, a former Republican Senate aide and one-time Abramoff associate, pleaded guilty to using wire communications to defraud taxpa 
7 2012 NEWS AssocPress from the 1940 effort that really made it clear, said Phil Sparks, former associate director of the bureau and now co-director of The Census Project, which ad 
8 2012 NEWS AssocPress price toward the end of the day, Ann Sherman, an IPO expert and associate finance professor at DePaul University, said that even the best stocks can be ov 
9 2012 NEWS NYTimes a federal jury decided that his company must pay $16 million to a former business associate. # After a little more than an hour of deliberation, the jury in 

 
 


