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Tutkielman tavoitteena on tutkia englannin kielen vihollista tarkoittavien lähisynonyymien enemy ja foe käyttöä. 
Tarkoituksena on selvittää, minkälaisia eroja sanojen käytön väliltä löytyy tutkimalla sanojen esiintyvyyttä ja 
kollokaatioita eri englannin kielen varianteissa, verkon uutisteksteistä kootussa korpuksessa. 
Tutkimusmetodina toimii korpustutkimus ja taustateoriana lähisynonymia. Lähisynonyymien tutkiminen on 
tärkeää, jotta kieltä voidaan käyttää tarkasti tietäen mitä sanoja on usein tapana rinnastaa ja mitä kollokaatioita 
käytetään harvemmin. Tutkimuskysymyksinä, jotka ohjaavat tutkielman tekoa, toimii ensinnäkin kysymys siitä, 
minkälaisia säännönmukaisuuksia sanojen käytöstä voidaan löytää ja kuinka nämä säännönmukaisuudet 
eroavat sanojen välillä. Toinen kysymys, johon tutkielma pyrkii vastaamaan, on kysymys sanojen 
kollokaatioista. Mitkä sanat esiintyvät usein sanojen enemy ja foe kanssa, mitkä esiintyvät harvemmin ja kuinka 
sanat näin eroavat toisistaan ollen lähisynonyymejä ennemmin kuin synonyymejä. 

Tutkielmaa varten kerätty lähdemateriaali koostuu korpus- ja synonyymitutkimuksista sekä 
tutkimuksista kielen variaatiosta. Lähdemateriaali havainnollistaa jo tunnettua tutkimusta lähisynonyymeistä ja 
valaisee tutkimuksessa käytettyä terminologiaa. Taustamateriaali myös vahvistaa korpustutkimuksen 
aineistosta tehtyjen päätelmien yhtenevyyttä olemassa olevaan tutkimusmateriaaliin.  

Sanojen enemy ja foe käytön väliltä löytyy eroja siitä, kuinka sanoja kollokoidaan adjektiiveihin 
ja siitä missä asiayhteyksissä sanoja käytetään. Myös Covid19-pandemian vaikutus näkyy näiden 
lähisynonyymien lisääntyneenä käyttönä uutisoinnissa, sillä koronavirukseen viitataan uutisoinnissa usein 
”näkymättömänä vihollisena”. Sanojen käytön väliltä löytyy myös eroja eri englannin kielen 
varianteissa. Esimerkiksi Filippiinien uutisoinnissa sanalla foe on vakiintunut merkitys urheilussa. 
Samankaltainen ilmiö on merkittävä myös Yhdysvalloissa, jonka urheilu-uutisoinnissa foe on merkittävässä 
osassa ja enemy usein sidoksissa sotauutisointiin.  
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1. Introduction 
 

This thesis will study the words enemy and foe, which are considered to be synonyms and therefore 

carry the same meaning. According to Divjak (2010, 3) synonyms are words which can be replaced 

with each other without a decline in the truth-value of the sentence. This research aims to find out 

how the usage of enemy and foe differs, and in what sense they are similar and how they are different. 

The aim is to find out how close in meaning the words are by studying how they are collocated with 

adjectives, how they are used in different contexts and to find out if there exists regional variation in 

their usage. As AlAmro (2019, 122) notes, learning synonymy and being able to differentiate 

synonyms is important in language learning, to be able to understand context and collocations.  

 The topic was chosen, as studying a word pair is a suitable and an intriguing way to fill 

the research gap, as there was not existing research on the usage of these words. In addition, 

preliminary corpora queries made, when the subject was under consideration, showed patterns worth 

investigating in the use of enemy and foe. For example, in the Philippines section of the corpus, there 

was a high frequency in the use of foe and the collocation invisible enemy showed significant rise in 

frequency during 2020 especially in the United States section. 

The research was conducted as a corpus study using News on the Web-corpus (referred 

to as NOW-corpus). Using this corpus, it is possible to study real news language compiled across the 

Internet. In addition to the corpus data, the dictionary entries of the words are studied to see how the 

words are defined and if these definitions describe accurately the real-life use of the words. 

Background literature is used to define terminology, give overall picture of studying language 

variation and to discuss corpus data. 
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The research questions are following: 

 

1. What type of patterns can be found in the use of enemy and foe? 

2. What type of patterns can be found in the collocation of enemy and foe in different 

varieties of English?   

 

 

2. Background 
 

No existing research was found on the word pair enemy and foe. The background material consists of 

dictionary entries to find out how the words are defined and to examine how dictionary entries differ 

compared to each other and how intricately they define the words. In addition to the dictionaries, 

background material includes articles on synonymy and near synonymy, collocation, language 

variation and semantics, the material being chosen for this thesis to define terminology, and to give 

an insight on existing studies on near synonymy and language variation. In addition, background 

material is used to support the findings of the thesis and to see if the findings connect with previous 

research on near-synonymy.  

 

 

2.1 Synonymy and Near-Synonymy 
 

Synonymy is often divided into two sections: near-synonymy and absolute synonymy. Edmonds and 

Hurst (2002, 107) assert that absolute synonymy is rare if it exists at all. They define absolute 

synonymy as follows: “Absolute synonyms would be able to be substituted one for the other in any 

context in which their common sense is denoted with no change to truth value, communicative effect, 

or “meaning” (however “meaning” is defined).” They state that words are usually near synonyms 
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rather than absolute synonyms, because their meanings are usually not identical, and they cannot be 

substituted with each other directly without a change in meaning: “Usually, words that are close in 

meaning are near-synonyms (or plesionyms) — almost synonyms, but not quite; very similar, but not 

identical, in meaning; not fully intersubstitutable, but instead varying in their shades of denotation, 

connotation, implicature, emphasis, or register” (Edmonds and Hirst 2002, 107). 

Divjak (2010, 1-3) gives a similar note on near synonymy and says that near synonyms 

are not in free variation or complementary distribution. Divjak also states that understanding near 

synonymy is of vital importance to make the right decision when choosing a word in communication. 

Not knowing the difference between similar words could be problematic if one uses vocabulary that 

is usually not considered standard in certain situation. The message will not therefore come out as 

effective or the meaning could be completely lost. As is stated in Schubert and Sanchez-Stockhammer 

(2016, 2-3), using the right register is not a marginal phenomenon in language use, rather than a 

prerequisite for successful communication in various situations. They also state that fluent speakers 

can “fine-tune” their “linguistic choices according to their intended contextual functions”. This also 

makes studying near synonymy and differences in register important. When meaning is better 

understood, as stated before, communication becomes more effective.  

In addition to what was mentioned before, Divjak (2010, 3) talks about synonymy by 

referring to Cruse (2000) who introduces the concept of dividing synonyms into two sections 

propositional synonyms and near synonyms. Divjak calls them cognitive synonyms and plesionyms. 

In short, propositional synonyms differ in stylistic differences. Divjak gives an example die, pass 

away and kick the bucket. These words are similar in truth-conditions, but they differ in expressive 

conditions. Plesionyms on the other hand are what Cruse (2000) calls (and are called in this thesis) 

near-synonyms. Cruse (2000, 158-161) states that the line between near-synonyms and non-

synonyms is not perfectly clear. Sentences with near-synonyms differ in truth-conditions, but not so 

much to eliminate the synonymy between the words. In other words, replacing near-synonyms with 
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each other changes the truth-condition of a sentence but these words can still be considered similar 

in meaning. Divjak (2010, 3) gives an example of fog and mist. 

 

 

2.2 Collocations 
 

Among researchers, there is no clear agreement or consensus on the definition of collocation. 

Ahmadian and Darabi list numerous different definitions that researchers have given to collocation 

during the years (Ahmadian and Darabi 2012, 180). Even though they introduced many definitions 

they say that the following is the most commonly accepted one: "the tendency of one word to co-

occur with one or more other words in a specific field". This thesis will use this definition as the 

foundation of the concept of collocations.  

 

2.3 Collocations and Near-synonymy 
 

When combining different lexical items, words that were previously considered as synonyms may 

show their true nature, them being near-synonyms rather than absolute synonyms. Even though many 

words may share a similar denotative meaning, their collocational behaviour is different (Ahmadian 

and Darabi 2012, 180). Edmond and Hirst (2002, 111) give an example using words task and job. 

The words seem like they are very close in meaning, but they differ in collocational patterns. One 

might face a daunting task but not *a daunting job. They call this “lexical restriction”, which means 

that the acceptable objects are restricted or chosen semantically, not lexically. Ahmadian and Darabi 

(2012, 180) give a similar example saying that tea is often described as strong, but one never describes 

tea with an adjective powerful. 

Therefore, in the light of these examples it is safe to assume that studying collocations 

is of vital importance when studying near-synonyms. It is important to understand how two words 
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may seem very identical in surface, but they may be used in different ways in different situations and 

their meaning may change when collocated with different lexical items.  

 

 

 

2.4 Dictionaries 
 

To discuss the meaning of the words examined, two dictionaries are consulted to get definitions for 

the words enemy and foe. MacMillan dictionary defines the words enemy and foe as follows: Enemy 

(Noun, Countable): someone who is opposed to someone else and tries to do them harm; a country 

that is fighting another country in a war; relating to a country’s enemy; something that harms or 

threatens someone or something. Foe (Noun, Countable, Literary): an enemy. The Cambridge 

dictionary gives following definitions: Enemy (Noun, Countable): a person who hates or opposes 

another person and tries to harm them or stop them from doing something; a country, or the armed 

forces of a country, that is at war with another country: Foe (Noun, Countable): an enemy. 

It is noticeable that MacMillan dictionary and the Cambridge dictionary give definition 

for the word foe via the word enemy. However, in both dictionaries the word foe is marked with a 

“literary” label, whereas the word enemy is not. Consequently, the dictionaries make a difference 

between the registers of the words.  

Xiao and McEnery (2006, 109) argue that dictionaries tend to ignore the different 

semantic prosodies of the near-synonyms they examined (result, outcome, consequence and 

aftermath). They say that this is misleading, and near-synonyms acquire their meaning via word 

forms, contexts and genres. Considering enemy and foe, the dictionaries examined, gave little 

information on the word foe. However, they stated that the word is indeed literal, so it is not an 

absolute synonym of enemy.  
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Even though Macmillan dictionary and the Cambridge dictionary define foe as an 

enemy, The Merriam-Webster dictionary has a broader definition on the word foe. The Merriam-

Webster dictionary defines foe as follows: 1. one who has personal enmity for another, 2. a) an enemy 

in war, b) ADVERSARY, OPPONENT, a political foe 3. one who opposes on principle 4. something 

prejudicial or injurious.  

As is visible in dictionary definitions, foe is considered to be literary and formal whereas 

enemy is not. However, this register difference may not make itself visible in news language, and the 

results will be discussed in the section where corpus data is analysed.  

 

 

3. Methods  
 

The research was conducted using corpus linguistics as the method of choice. Corpus linguistics is a 

suitable method for studying occurrences of different words, as large bodies of texts can be analysed 

(Jones and Waller 2015, 8-9). Kayaoglu (2013, 142) proved in a study that using corpora is an 

effective way in distinguishing differences between near synonyms. This study takes a descriptive 

approach to language study, by examining how language is used in real life, therefore corpora offer 

a suitable possibility to study vast amounts of real-life language online. Most results will be drawn 

by studying adjectival collocations and frequencies, in addition to studying context how the words 

are used.  

 

3.1 News on the Web Corpus 
 

The corpus chosen for this research is News on the Web corpus (referred to as NOW corpus). The 

corpus is a collection of news texts from the Internet, including newspapers and magazines from 2010 

to the present date. The corpus consists of 12.1 billion words (Davies 2016-) The corpus was chosen 
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as news texts are supposed to use correct and elaborate language. News context gives information on 

more formal language use than spoken language for example. The corpus also contains news from 

various countries so regional differences are easy to examine. As NOW corpus is updated every day, 

the frequencies and results found from the corpus will vary slightly as time goes on. The results on 

this thesis are results from March to May 2021, the dates of queries are indicated next to the examples 

and tables. However, the variation of results due to the corpus growing in size during the writing of 

this thesis is small. 

 

4. Results 
 

The results of corpus data will be presented in this chapter. At first, the data from the United States 

section and the Great Britain section are presented. Later this data will be compared to some other 

countries whose use of these words is different compared to British and American English, and the 

reasons for deviating frequencies in these countries will be discussed.  

 

4.1 Usage in British English and American English 
 

The Great Britain section and the United States section are large sections in the NOW corpus. These 

were selected for closer study as the amount of data is large in the corpus, and the usage of enemy 

and foe varies between different regional variants. Limiting the first analysis of collocations to only 

British English and American English gives clearer results of how the words are used and how their 

differences make themselves visible when examining collocations and frequencies. Smaller variants 

will be discussed later in the thesis. 

Between British English and American English, there is no great difference how often 

the words enemy and foe are used. However, enemy is used more often in Great Britain than in the 

United States. The frequencies per million words were 18.09 in The United States and 24.29 in Great 
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Britain. Foe has little variance in terms of frequency between these countries. The frequencies per 

million words are 2.77 in the United States and 2.71 in Great Britain. It is noticeable that the word 

enemy is 6.5 times more common than foe in the United States and 9 times more common in Great 

Britain. In the dictionaries, the word foe was listed with a literary label, which in this case seems to 

be visible in the frequencies, literary words being in smaller usage. These frequencies were gathered 

on April 22nd, 2021, using chart queries “enemy” and “foe”, and the results were listed as “frequencies 

by country”. It is worth noting that there were rare instances where foe was used as a word denoting 

other meaning than the meaning discussed in this thesis, for example, the Marc Vivien Foe prize. 

However, these false results were rare and do not affect the results of the thesis.  

 

4.2 Collocations  
 

As is stated in previous chapters (2.2 and 2.3), studying collocations often reveals differences between 

words that are considered to be synonyms. The following chapter presents the data of adjectival 

collocates of enemy and foe in British and American English. 

The following table shows the most common adjectives collocated with enemy. This list 

is from query ADJ + enemy, and it was filtered to either the United States section or the Great Britain 

section in NOW corpus. The data was gathered on April 8th, 2021.  

Table 1. Adjectives collocated with enemy 

the United States Frequency Great Britain Frequency 

1. Public 2545 1. Public 1057 

2. Worst 1462 2. Worst 738 

3. Invisible 1340 3. Common 485 

4. Common 1256 4. Old 402 

5. New 508 5. New 320 

6. Biggest 475 6. Invisible 199 

7. Real 377 7. Real 188 

8. Greatest 337 8. Sworn 184 

9. Sworn 261 9. Arch 177 

10. Mortal 258 10. Biggest 152 
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The query revealed that the most common adjectives with enemy are quite similar between British 

English and American English. There are still some minor differences as invisible is more common 

in American English, and common is more frequent in British English. Old is not in the 10 most 

frequent collocations in the United States as it is in the Great Britain section.  

The following table presents the most common adjectives collocated with foe. The 

query used was a collocational search using the query ADJ + foe. First in the United States section 

on NOW-corpus and then in the Great Britain section. The query was made on April 8th, 2021.   

 

Table 2. Adjectives collocated with foe 

The United States Frequency Great Britain Frequency 

1. Formidable 281 1. Old 346 

2. Familiar 239 2. Formidable 79 

3. Political 201 3. Familiar 59 

4. Old 197 4. Biggest 53 

5. New 124 5. Common 50 

6. Common 116 6. New 50 

7. Greatest 112 7. Greatest 37 

8. Longtime 108 8. Political 34 

9. Geopolitical 79 9. Long-time 31 

10. In-state 69 10. Dangerous 28 

 

Similarly to enemy, there are differences between the variants, but overall the most frequent collocates 

used are quite similar. Most notable differences being that in the Great Britain section the most 

frequent collocate old is over 4 times more frequent than formidable in the second place. In the United 

States section, the differences in the frequencies are distributed more evenly.  

 

 

4.3 Differences in Collocation Between Enemy and Foe 
 

Even though there are also similarities, it is evident that enemy and foe are often collocated with 

different adjectives. Some of these frequent collocates form fixed expressions and therefore they 
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appear high on frequency. The most common adjective collocation of enemy is public enemy in both 

variants examined. Public enemy is a frequent collocation that, according to online Merriam-Webster 

dictionary, means “one that constitutes a menace to society”. It is also listed as public enemy number 

one in Macmillan Dictionary. As this collocation is also listed in dictionaries, it can be regarded as a 

fixed expression. This is also visible when looking at the frequencies. Public enemy has considerably 

larger frequency, especially in the United States than other collocations. Public foe on the other hand 

is not an expression that is used commonly. In the whole NOW corpus, public enemy yielded 6743 

results, while public foe 10 results. This phenomenon, where certain words can be collocated which 

each other, but some not, is called lexical restriction (Edmond and Hirst 2002, 111). Another example 

of the same phenomenon is worst enemy, which yielded 6043 results in Now Corpus and is used 

across varieties. Worst foe had 8 results in the corpus.  

This same phenomenon appears with collocates of foe, although not as radically as with 

enemy. The most common adjective with foe in the United States section of the corpus is formidable. 

This is also the second most common collocate in the Great Britain section. However, formidable is 

28th in the Great Britain section (frequency 72) with enemy and 25th in the United States section 

(frequency 34). Formidable foe is clearly a collocation that is favoured over formidable enemy. In the 

whole NOW corpus, formidable foe yielded 852 results, and formidable enemy 263. 

When the collocates are examined further, it appears that invisible enemy has gained its 

position as a frequently used phrase in 2020. The phenomenon presents itself when the frequencies 

of invisible enemy are sorted by year and the frequencies are compared. Table 3 presents the results 

from the whole corpus, without filtering any specific country, however, it is worth noting that 

invisible enemy is more common in the United States section than in British section. Frequency of 

invisible enemy was 1340 in American section and 199 in the British section. The results are presented 

from 2016 to 2020, as this time frame represents the growth accurately. This data was retrieved on 
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March 17th, 2021. The query used was a chart query Invisible enemy and the results were sorted by 

year and later by month. 

 

Table 3. 

Invisible enemy frequency by year: 

Year Frequency 

2016 62 

2017 47 

2018 31 

2019 28 

2020 2604 

 

When analysed in detail, it is visible that the frequency grew enormously in 2020. These are the 

frequencies of invisible enemy by month in 2020. 

 

Table 4. Invisible Enemy frequency by month in 2020 

Month Frequency 

January 3 

February 5 

March 319 

April 874 

May 440 

June 280 

July 199 

August 185 

September 95 

October 73 

November 36 

December 92 

 

The rise in frequency started in March. When the data from March was analysed, it became evident 

that out of the latest 100 results the corpus had collected in March 2020, 99 cases of 100 were related 

to COVID19 as the virus was referred to as invisible enemy. For example: 

1) …wage war against an invisible enemy, coronavirus. (NOW, Mar. 28, 2020, Aljazeera.com) 
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2) We're facing an invisible enemy that has affected every American in one way or another. (NOW-

US, Mar. 29, 2020, ksl.com)  

The use of invisible foe also grew in 2020 compared to the previous years, but it was not nearly as 

common as invisible enemy. The following chart represents the frequencies of invisible foe by year 

in all countries in NOW Corpus. 

 

Table 5. Invisible foe frequency by year 

Year Frequency 

2016 3 

2017 3 

2018 0 

2019 2 

2020 46 

   

Invisible foe was used similarly when referring to Covid19 as Invisible enemy. 

3) “… only opponent for the best basketball and hockey teams on the planet is an invisible foe called 

COVID-19…” (NOW-CA, Mar. 21, 2020, cfjctoday.com) 

 

The phrases invisible enemy and invisible foe have also been used before Covid19-pandemic. These 

cases were about various phenomena including other epidemics, ideologies, global warming, doping 

in sports etc. In the light of these examples, it can be assumed that invisible enemy, has been a way 

to describe challenges humankind has faced.  

4) “Today, the courageous people of Sierra Leone are facing an invisible enemy -- a ferocious Ebola 

disease that's spreading fast across West Africa.” (NOW-NG, Nov. 25, 2019, thenet.ng) 

5) “The fight against global hunger may seem like battling an invisible enemy…” (NOW-NG, Jun. 

24th, 2016, thenationonlineng.net) 
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4.4 Noun Collocates and Context 
 

So far, the study has concentrated on examining adjectival collocates. Adjectival collocates tell how 

the words are modified, but they give less information about the context or subject matters in which 

the words are used in news language. To find out which are the topics or contexts in which enemy 

and foe are used, NOW corpus’ collocational search was shifted into studying nouns that appear 4 

words before or after enemy or foe. This kind of query helps finding patterns in the use of these words 

as the surrounding nouns give information about the subject matter discussed. However, this is not 

entirely unproblematic and the results from the corpus present patterns that tend to happen often, not 

entirely straightforward answers of all the contexts the words are used. Even though the results are 

presented in a table, the concordance lines need to be examined to see how the enemy and foe are 

actually used in the context. It needs to be noted that only some of the themes are covered in this 

section. Many of these nouns can be (and they are) used in many different contexts with foe, and this 

section will only study some of the most prominent ones to give understanding how the use of enemy 

and foe differs in terms of context.  

 The following table presents the most frequent noun collocates that appear within four 

words of enemy or foe in British and American English. The query was made on May 13th, 2021 using 

collocational search. 
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Table 6. 

The United 

States 

   Great 

Britain 

   

Enemy Freq. Foe Freq. Enemy Freq. Foe Freq. 

1. People 2399 1. Friend 934 1. Lines 824 1. Friend 429 

2. Fire 1487 2. Conference 349 2. Fire 665 2. Time 41 

3. Enemy 1092 3. Division 171 3. People 656 3. Earth 38 

4. Lines 959 4. State 148 4. Enemy 533 4. President 30 

5. Forces 841 5. Trump 139 5. Territory 476 5. War 28 

6. Territory 838 6. President 137 6. Number 462 6. Trump 23 

7. State 685 7. District 90 7. Aircraft 377 7. Battle 22 

8. War 637 8. Game 89 8. Forces 315 8. Doctor 21 

9. Attack 629 9. Season 84 9. Attack  293 9. Mr 21 

10. Team 570 10. Time 78 10. State 276 10. Union 20 

 

As can be seen from the table presented above, the results present greater patterns rather than intricate 

answers. There are results that are not relevant, for example in the United States’ enemy section, the 

collocate enemy, which appears when enemy is, for example, being mentioned in a previous sentence 

and the next sentence starts by denoting to the same entity or instance which was already discussed 

earlier. However, the results still present patterns that can be examined and differences between 

enemy and foe are visible even in the raw data in the table.   

 As is visible in the collocations of enemy, many of them denote war or they are part of 

vocabulary that is often used in news related to war. There are nouns such as fire, lines, forces, attack, 

war and aircraft. Between American English and British English, there are few differences among 

these 10 most common collocates, therefore this section will discuss both variants together without 

separating them. Many examples will be presented as these words are often related to war, hostility 

or disorder, but there are also instances when they are used outside these contexts.  

 

6) …by heavy fire, including artillery, mortar and a barrage of fire from two enemy tanks…” (NOW-

US, Jan. 4th, 2021, www.defense.gov) 

7) “They also predicted that by bypassing battlefield lines and bombing an enemy's critical assets…” 

(NOW-US, Oct. 17th, 2014, www.usnews.com) 

http://www.usnews.com/
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8) “The pilot, who was about to abandon his aircraft, spotted an enemy fighter which he attacked and 

shot down.” (NOW-GB, Sep. 22nd, 2020, www.expressandstar.com) 

9) “Lewes's idea of small teams of specialist troops disrupting forces behind enemy lines was 

instrumental in securing an Allied victory in the war.” (NOW-GB, Dec, 4th, 2011, 

www.telegraph.co.uk). 

 

As these examples present, enemy is often presented in war context. When the collocates of foe are 

studied, it occurs that there are more differences between British and American English than there 

were in the case of enemy. Also, nouns occurring in the vicinity of foe are more neutral, or at least 

not as often related to war or disorder, than those of enemy. It seems that enemy is heavily favoured 

when news language is referring to an opposing force in war or upheaval. In contrast to the belligerent 

vocabulary with enemy, the most frequent noun with foe is friend. This does not, however, mean that 

the context is of friendly nature itself, as the phrase friend or foe may also be used in war context. 

Friend collocated with foe is so frequent that it seems like it has become a fixed expression friend or 

foe, rather than friend or enemy. Friend or foe yielded 1419 results in the whole NOW corpus and 

friend or enemy 144. 

 

10) “…the president's undisciplined and impulsive decision-making style, so bewildering to friend 

and foe alike. " (NOW-US, Aug. 3rd, 2020, www.nytimes.com) 

11) “…he just might turn the tide of the battle -- but is he friend or foe?” (NOW-GB, Sep, 26th, 2020, 

www.gamesradar.com) 

 

Like mentioned earlier, many collocates with enemy were clearly related to war, but with foe, war 

was not as strong a theme among the 10 most frequent nouns as it was with enemy, even though there 

were some instances where foe was used in a similar manner. However, there is a theme that connects 

http://www.expressandstar.com/
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/
http://www.nytimes.com/
http://www.gamesradar.com/
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many of these collocates of foe, which is sports. In the United States section, there are nouns like 

conference, division, state, district, game and season. In addition, if the list is studied further than just 

the first 10 nouns, there are nouns such as league, No. (abbreviation for number), region and win. 

These results indicate that while enemy is used to denote an opposing force to someone in contexts 

such as war, foe is often used in news about sports. 

 

12) “They'll be a dangerous foe in the Western Conference Playoffs” (NOW-US, Mar. 17th, 2017, 

thunderousintentions.com) 

13) “The Patriots will close the regular season against a division foe for the 12th straight year (at 

Miami, Jan. 9).” (NOW-US, May. 16th, 2021) 

14) “The Loboes now meet former district foe and 11th-ranked Brock in the area round in Graham at 

6 p.m. Thursday.” (NOW-US, Feb. 25th, 2020, eu.reporternews.com) 

 

This is the case of foe in the United States section. However, in Great Britain there seems not to be 

similar tendency to use foe in sports context. 

 

 

5. Usage in World Englishes 
 

The use of enemy and foe varies little between American and British English, at least in terms of 

collocations and frequencies. However, in World Englishes the situation is different. In the following 

sections, the aim is to examine how the use of enemy and foe deviates from common patterns in 

certain English varieties. The varieties examined were chosen, as they showed deviating patterns from 

other varieties in corpus, either in terms of frequency or collocations.  
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5.1 Frequencies in World Englishes 
 

The information used was retrieved from NOW corpus on May 6th, 2021 by using the chart query and 

comparing words per million by all countries. The frequencies of foe showed less discrepancy 

compared to each other than those of enemy. The only deviation in the frequencies of foe was in the 

Philippines, where the frequency was higher than in other countries. When it comes to enemy, it had 

slightly more variation in the frequencies than foe. However, the only country that had a significantly 

higher frequency than the others was Pakistan, having 37.90 per million. In comparison, the United 

States had 17.94 and Great Britain 24.18.    

 

 

5.2 Philippines 
 

When the word foe was searched in NOW corpus and the results sorted by country, the Philippines 

section attracted attention having double the frequency compared to the other countries in the corpus. 

While in the United States, the words per million words were 2.77 and in the Great Britain 2.71, in 

the Philippines-section the words per million words were 5.52. It is evident that the usage of the word 

foe differs somehow, at least in frequency, when compared to the other countries. To find out why 

the frequency of foe is higher in the Philippines than in other countries, the first thing to examine was 

adjectival collocates.  

The following table shows the most common adjectival collocates with foe in the 

Philippine section. This query was made in NOW corpus on April 7th, 2021. Query was a collocational 

search for adjectives that appear right before foe in the Philippine section of the corpus. The size of 

the Philippine section in NOW corpus is 370.8M. 
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Table 7. Adjectives collocated with foe in Philippine English 

Adjective Frequency 

Familiar 86 

Old 48 

Formidable 47 

Japanese 46 

Political 45 

Filipino 40 

Dangerous 33 

Thai 32 

Common 22 

Chinese 21 

 

Many of these collocates are the same as encountered in the United States section and the Great 

Britain section of the corpus. When it comes to adjectives like familiar, old, formidable and political; 

Philippine English does not differ from the major variants. However, there are adjectives of 

nationality, which did not appear in the top results in major variants. When examined further, in the 

top 20 adjectival collocates (ordinal number in brackets), there are number of nationality adjectives: 

Japanese (5.), Filipino (6.), Thai (8.), Chinese (10.), Indonesian (11.) Mexican (13.), Brazilian (14.), 

American (16.) and Malaysian (19.).  

To examine further why the nationality adjectives are so frequent, the context of these 

words was examined. When examining the context of the most frequent nationality adjective 

Japanese, the results were as follows. Out of 46 results in the corpus, every result was in the context 

of sports, especially martial arts. Japanese foe was especially popular among UFC and boxing news. 

This is visible in the following examples.   

 

15). “Pinoy boxer loses to Japanese foe for WBO title” (NOW-PH, Jun. 19, 2019, pna.gov.ph) 

16) “…and a Philippine Navy seaman, pounded his Japanese foe, a 2016 World Youth champion and 

two-time Asian Youth winner…” (NOW-PH, Mar. 4, 2020, spin.ph) 
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As the examples above show, there is a tendency to refer opponents, especially in martial arts, as foes. 

However, the example of Japanese foe was only a small part of the language use. To find out how 

the word foe is used in Philippine section of the corpus, the word foe was entered to the list search of 

NOW corpus, which yielded 2066 hits on May 6th, 2021. Of these 2066 results, 100 results were 

examined to see whether the use of foe with nationality adjectives is mainly concentrated on martial 

arts, or if it is also used in other sports or without the nationality adjectives.  

 When the examination described above was made, of the 100 examined concordance 

lines (randomly presented by NOW corpus), 24 of foes were used in sports but not about martial arts, 

31 results were uses of foe with martial arts (without the nationality adjective), nationality adjective 

and foe was used 14 times with martial arts, and 1 result was nationality adjective collocated with foe 

in sports other than martial arts. Foe was used outside sports context 30 times, 6 of which were other 

uses than foe denoting to the meaning discussed in this thesis, for example, FOE acronym meaning 

formal offer of evidence and an acronym meaning freedom of expression. There was also an instance 

where Foe was a surname.  

 

An example of Philippine use of foe in sports context: 

 

17) “Sebastian Vettel, showed off his tattooed torso on the podium amid goodbyes for former foe 

Fernando Alonso” (NOW-PH, Nov. 26th, 2018, Tempo.com.ph) 

 

As can be seen from the data presented above, foe seems to be an essential part of Philippine discourse 

in sports context, when describing the opponent. It is used with or without nationality adjectives. The 

use of nationality adjectives and foe in the context of martial arts could be tied to the discourse of 

boxing, UFC or wrestling. But it could also be a convenient way of expressing the nationality of the 
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opponent, as these are individual sports, and the nationalities are easy to present by referring to, for 

example, Japanese foe.  

 

 

5.3 Common Enemy 
 

When the adjectival collocates of enemy were examined, common enemy appeared to be particularly 

popular in many countries outside the United States and Great Britain. When common enemy was 

entered to the chart query and the results sorted by country (on May 4th, 2021), it became evident that 

it is indeed used much more often in (words per million in brackets) Pakistan (1.90), Sri Lanka (1.10), 

Nigeria (1.10), Bangladesh (0.82) and Hong Kong (0.80), than in American English (0.34) or British 

English (0.33). Common foe is also used, but not nearly as frequently as common enemy. However, 

common foe seems to be popular in Bangladesh, although the sample size is too small to draw any 

strong conclusions, as the frequency of common foe is 10 in the Bangladesh section of the corpus. In 

comparison to common enemy, words per million for common foe in previously mentioned countries 

are as follows: Pakistan (0.06), Sri Lanka (0.05), Nigeria (0.04), Bangladesh (0.13) and Hong Kong 

(0.05). The words per million figures are 0.03 in American section and 0.03 in British English. To 

sum up, common enemy is a phrase that is used in major variants, but which is especially favoured in 

World Englishes.  

 The uses of common enemy in World Englishes vary, and it is used in many contexts. 

The words per million figures, provided by NOW corpus, are highest in Pakistan and Sri Lanka. The 

uses in Pakistan vary from referring to Covid19 as common enemy to referring to terrorism and 

political disagreement being a common enemy. Terrorism was particularly often referred to as 

common enemy in Pakistan. To find out the context where common enemy is used Common enemy 

was searched in NOW corpus, using collocational search, looking for nouns that appear four words 

before or after common enemy. Terrorism had the highest frequency, having 134 results. The second 
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was countries (36)¸ followed by terrorists (34), fight (20), forces (17), extremism (14) and poverty 

(10). The results after that had low frequencies and were clearly not used in a similar manner 

compared to the results with the highest frequencies. The first result terrorism was referred to as 

common enemy, but the other results, especially with lower frequencies, were words which just 

happened to be presented in the same sentence, but not directly referred to as common enemy. This 

happened sometimes with higher frequency results also but was more visible with lower frequency 

results. For example, country, fight, cooperation or mankind. This is visible in the example 19, where 

Covid19 is referred to as common enemy and the next clause contains the word mankind. Examples 

of both results: 

 

18) “…the Saudi foreign minister said that terrorism is a common enemy and Pakistan, Saudi Arabia 

and United States are working jointly to eradicate this menace.” (NOW-PK, Feb, 18th, 2021, 

dnd.com.pk) 

19) “Moreover, he said that in the face of COVID-19, the common enemy of mankind…” (NOW-

PK, Jan, 3rd, 2021, thenews.com.pk) 

 

Even though Sri Lanka had the second highest words per million number, the frequency of common 

enemy was not particularly high (102 compared to Pakistan’s 609) and the results of collocational 

query did not show any patterns that could explain or denote higher or deviating use compared to the 

other countries in the corpus. However, the second largest words per million figure belonged to 

Nigeria, and common enemy is used there much more than in Sri Lanka. The frequency of common 

enemy in Nigeria was 702. 

 When the query to study context was performed in the Nigeria section of the corpus (a 

similar query which was used with Pakistan, searching 4 nouns before and after common enemy), the 

most frequent noun collocates to appear four words before or after common enemy were as follows: 
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Beings (30), Humanity (23), corruption (16), mankind (16), people (16), coronavirus (14), fight (13), 

Nigerians (12), virus (10), front (9). Beings was probably in the list because of multiple similar 

citations being used in several newspapers, beings had only two example lines, which were of similar 

use, not relevant to this thesis. Similarly, Nigerians is not used in a way that is relevant to this section. 

Other than that, the Nigerian section showed similar uses of common enemy as Pakistan section. It 

was used to refer problems mankind faces or to denote certain entities directly as common enemy. 

Examples of both uses: 

 

20) “COVID-19 has proved to be the common enemy of the entire humanity” (NOW-NG, Apr. 13th, 

2021, blueprint.org) 

21) “Corruption is our common enemy” (NOW-NG, Sep. 11th, 2021, guardian.ng) 

 

Particularly popular subject with the noun humanity was Covid19, which out of 11 examples 

concordance lines 9 referred to Covid19. In the case of humanity, the frequency corpus presented at 

first was 23, but there was repetition and similar results were filtered out by the corpus, and 11 

different were presented. 

 

6. Conclusion 
 

This thesis aimed to provide answers to the question of what kind of patterns can be found in the use 

of enemy and foe and how those patterns differ. Even though the words can be, and often are defined 

similarly, there are differences in how they are used. This thesis concentrated on studying the 

differences by examining what type of words are they collocated with, by studying adjectival 

collocates and noun collocates, in addition to studying frequencies of the words in NOW corpus.  

 The major findings were that enemy is used more than foe across varieties. Even though 

there were countries where foe was used much more than in some other countries, it was not used 
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more than enemy in any country in NOW corpus. The differences between enemy and foe became 

even more evident when studying adjectival collocates. Even though the words carry a similar 

meaning, they are collocated with different adjectives and there are patterns where other is favoured 

by certain adjectives and vice versa. The usage also differs across varieties, British English and 

American English varying little in the frame of this thesis. However, in world Englishes, for example 

in the Philippines, there are patterns that distinguish the usage in these varieties from others. For 

example, the Philippine usage in sports context for foe. 

Enemy and foe also present themselves in different contexts. Enemy is favoured when 

news language discusses war and upheaval. Foe is also used in similar contexts but considerably less 

than enemy. In the case of foe, it is used in more varied contexts, including fixed expressions such as 

friend or foe and in the context of sports (for example, in the United States and in the Philippines). 

 The thesis also revealed that the dictionary entries do not give an overarching picture of 

the use of these words. This is understandable as the dictionary entries tend to be short and they 

simply cannot give a long explanation. However, the dictionaries examined tend to define foe by 

giving the near-synonym enemy as the definition of the word. Albeit the meanings of the words seem 

similar in surface, they are not interchangeable with each other in all contexts and situations. 

Therefore, there is room for improvement in the definitions of the dictionaries examined. The lack of 

research on these particular words may be the reason why there is room for improvement in dictionary 

entries as there is no intricate information or research on the use of these words.   

 This study of enemy and foe was limited to studying wider patterns of frequencies, 

collocates and context. In the future, there is ample opportunity to continue this research and study 

the words more intricately, and to study individual findings of this study in greater detail. For 

example, research could be expanded by using another corpus and studying the registers of the words. 

Also, the differences between British English and American English can be studied in greater detail 

and intricate uses of the words can be studied. There are many variants of English that were not 
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covered, and they are an area that can be studied in the future. It is also worth noting that all near-

synonym pairs are unique, so there are many synonyms that could offer noteworthy results if 

examined in the future.  In this thesis, I wanted to give an overall picture of the use of these words, 

such as collocations and context, to lay basis for possible future research, but also give more intricate 

examples of use to demonstrate how the research can be taken further, and the subject studied in more 

detailed and intricate manner. 
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