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Abstract

This thesis is concerned with the connection between syntax and semantics regarding the
construction of special meaning in English. To investigate this construction I have taken a
selection of English idioms, modified them in structured ways and then presented them to a
group of English mother tongue speakers to test whether, although modified, these idioms
retain their idiomaticity. These modifications took the form of two specific operations,
those of mobility and transferability (the latter operation was created for the purpose of this
thesis). An idiom’s parts are considered mobile if its parts can undergo movement and
retain an idiomatic reading. In this thesis, the movement operation that | was concerned
with was passivisation. An idiom’s parts are considered transferable if one of its parts can
be replaced (e.g. the verb with another verb or the object determiner phrase with another
determiner phrase) and idiomaticity is retained. I hypothesise that whether an idiom’s parts
are transferable and mobile is dependent on whether the idiom is compositional or not. |
will discuss the above hypothesis against previous work of both Chomsky’s (1995)

Minimalist Program and Jackendoff’s (1997) representational modularity.

The results gained in this study show that idioms cannot be categorised neatly as
compositional or non-compositional, but rather exist on a continuum of idiomaticity. On
the one end of the continuum exist idioms that are completely inflexible and the rate of
flexibility increases the further the continuum extends. Therefore on the one side of the
scale is an idiom such as “trip the light fantastic”” which is inflexible and on the other side is
an idiom such as “I lift my hat to you” which is flexible but in restrained ways.
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Chapter One

Introduction

In this thesis | investigate the production and comprehension of special meanings (Marantz;
1997; McGinnis; 2002) in natural language (see paragraph 1.1.3. for a definition). | explore
special meaning by examining the creation of idiomatic meaning in English, i.e. how we
come to understand idiomatic meaning. My aim is to discover the relationship between
syntax and semantics in the construction of idiomatic meaning in the narrow sense and
special meaning, in the broad sense. In order to understand the creation of special meaning
in more depth, 1 work in this study with variations of standard idiomatic expressions in
English whose composition has been slightly changed through the application of two
processes that | have termed mobility and transferability (to be described in more detail in
chapter four). For example under mobility, an idiom would be passivised (from he kicked
the bucket to the bucket was kicked by him) and under transferability, an idiom would have
one of its parts replaced with another semantically related part (from bury the hatchet to
bury the axe). Once these alterations were finalised, the resulting sentences were presented
to groups of English mother tongue speakers. The aim was to test whether an idiomatic
reading can be retained, even though the syntactic structure or semantic content of the
original idiom was altered. Through this modification of idioms, | aim to elucidate the
mechanisms involved in the construction of idiomatic meaning and special meaning in
general. This study was conducted firstly to determine the dependence of special meaning
on syntactic structure and secondly to establish the degree of reliance that the syntax has on
single constituents within a sentence (such as words and phrases) to carry the meaning of

the whole.

This first chapter is devoted to introducing the terms and concepts that will be vital in the
discussion of this research. The first section of the current chapter puts forward some
definitions of terms that will be used throughout this thesis, defining them for the purpose

of this thesis. | begin the definition section by discussing meaning in general and then go on
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to include the definition of what I consider an idiom to be, as this is not a widely agreed-
upon term. | also present the definition of special meaning. Once the definitions of
idiomaticity and special meaning have been laid out, | discuss the notion of
compositionality, initially with regard to words and sentences and then with special
reference to idioms. | shall also give brief explanations of mobility and transferability with
mention of appropriate examples (mobility and transferability will be discussed in more
detail in chapter four). The second section of this first chapter lays out my research
questions and predictions for the research conducted in this thesis, situating the scope of my
research as early on as possible. Section three of this current chapter describes my research
methodology, with a brief explanations of the materials and the sample groups used.
Section four of this first chapter briefly introduces the theoretical framework within which |
work, i.e. Jackendoff's lexical licensing as part of representational modularity (1997). The

final section of this first chapter lays out each subsequent chapter and what each contains.

1.1. Definitions

1.1.1. Meaning

Two types of meaning can be distinguished — those of literal meaning and figurative
meaning. When we encounter a sentence we search for its referents, if these referents exist
in the world as we know it, the sentence is literal. The sentence’s truth conditions can then
be met and the sentence has a literal meaning. However if these truth conditions are not met
because the parts of the sentence do not have real world referents then the sentence is
ascribed figurative meaning, i.e. a meaning that does not equal the sum of its parts (Lobner;
2002) or the sentence is simply false or incomprehensible. Idioms fall into the category of
figurative speech as within the context of the idiom the individual parts do not have
referents and therefore cannot have verifiable truth conditions. Idioms do not have real
world referents, even though their individual words may have, within the context of the

idiom the canonical referents are made unavailable.



Can you “dig up the hatchet”? Chapter one

1.1.2. Idioms
For the purpose of this thesis | adopt a narrow definition of idiom™:

An idiom is a multiword unit, either phrasal or sentential, whose meaning is not based on
the literal meaning of its parts. An idiom can be either phrasal (e.g. a verb phrase, a

prepositional phrase or a determiner phrase) or sentential.

Saying that idioms fall into the group of utterances with figurative meaning entails that
indirectly they create an analogy between two separate entities for example between cat’s
pyjamas and “stylishness” (as to say that someone is the cat’s pyjamas is to say that this
person is “stylish”). This analogy as far as idioms are concerned is conventionalised rather
than relying on a logical relationship between the two entities within the analogy i.e. in the

above example there is no logical relationship between cats pyjamas and “stylishness”.

I have purposefully kept my definition of idioms narrow and have left out other figures of
speech that do not fall under the scope of my definition. These figures of speech include
proverbs, clichés, metaphors and similes. Some proverbs and clichés are also idioms, like
for example a stitch in time saves nine (which is simultaneously a proverb, cliché and
idiom). However, in many cases proverbs and clichés are not idiomatic as in the example
he who hesitates is lost. In such cases as this proverb the meaning can be derived from the
literal meanings of the proverbs parts. Typically, proverbs contain advisory content or a
lesson. Proverbs can be idiomatic but not all idioms are proverbial, so proverbs do not
automatically fall within the scope of my definition. Clichés such as to be young and
foolish or to make a long story short are overused phrases that no longer have their intended
force. They can be interpreted from the literal meanings of their parts so do not fall within
the scope of my definition. Metaphors? and similes likewise are not exclusively idiomatic

and unlike idioms have a set element/ meaning correspondence (metaphors — A=B, similes

! This definition is based on a combination of definitions provided in the literature — discussed further in
chapter three, section 3.1.
Z This discussion does not apply to conceptual metaphors in the sense of Lakoff and Johnson (1980).
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— Ais like B), whereas idioms have many variant structures and tend towards being
sentential or phrasal (often verb phrases).

The most important difference between these figures of speech and idioms is that the
meanings of idioms are not based on the literal meaning of their parts, in contrast to the
meaning of many proverbs, similes, metaphors and clichés, which in some cases are based
on the literal meaning of their parts. The meanings of idioms have to be learned, as they are
not immediately apparent (the meanings of proverbs, clichés, metaphors and similes can be
immediately available, but again not exclusively e.g. a stitch in time’s meaning is not clear
without having learned it). The final reason that these other figures of speech do not fall
under the scope of my definition of idiomaticity is that some idioms can be considered

proverbs, clichés or metaphors, but not all proverbs, clichés or metaphors are idiomatic.
As my above definition points out, idioms can be either phrasal or sentential and their
meanings are not based on the literal meanings of their parts — idioms have special

meaning.

1.1.3. Special meaning

I borrow the term special meaning from Halle and Marantz (1993) and Marantz (1997)
(also used in the same sense in McGinnis; 2002: 669). Special meaning is contained in a
part of the grammar called the encyclopaedia within the model of distributed morphology
(DM) (Halle and Marantz; 1993). The encyclopaedia in DM consists of a list of special
meanings, that are meanings which are not predictable and therefore need to be learned.
This list in the encyclopaedia consists of the special meanings of word roots and bound
morphemes but also of idioms, i.e. complex multiword expressions which function as
lexical units. For a more complete discussion of Marantz’s organisation of grammar within

DM see chapter two, section 2.3.
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1.1.4. Compositionality

1.1.4.1 Compositionality in general

Compositionality in the broad sense refers to how elements within language can combine to
create new elements. Pinker (1994) refers to the grammar of a language being a discrete
combinatorial system as “a finite number of discrete elements (in this case, words) are
sampled, combined, and permuted to create larger structures (in this case, sentences) with
properties that are quite distinct from those of their elements.” (Pinker; 1994: 84) This
discrete combination of elements occurs on a few different levels as the quote above
illustrates. Phonemes combine to form words, words to form phrases and phrases to form
sentences. Sentences can have compositional meaning, namely when their meaning is
composed out of the literal meanings of their parts (Frege; 1948). Sentences can also have

non-compositional meaning, explained below.

1.1.4.2. Compositionality with regard to idioms

Idioms are treated differently from literal sentences. With idioms, we can only learn their
meanings after repeated experience with them in context, as | mentioned above. However,
Pitt and Katz (2000: 409) have claimed that idioms can be both compositional and non-
compositional. Non-compositional idioms are those where the idiom functions as a single
unit and can only be interpreted as a whole, while an interpretation of its parts does not
yield the idiom’s intended meaning. One such example is kick the bucket. The constituents
of this verb phrase idiom do not have special meaning on their own that would contribute to
the meaning of the idiom as a whole. In this way, the words kick and bucket only receive an
idiomatic reading in the presence of each other (Marantz; 1996: 9). This idiom is
interpreted as one phrasal lexical item, made up of individual words that correspond to one

semantic unit, DIE®. As a concept DIE can either map onto the words die or kick the bucket.

® In this thesis, small capital letters are used to represent concepts.
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Different types of analyses for idioms consisting of different words or lexical items that
combine to form one semantic unit will be discussed in chapter three.

The idiomatic meaning of compositional idioms, however, seems to be construed in a
different way. Compositional idioms can be broken up into constituent parts which can be
given special meanings individually, within the syntactic context defined by the other parts
of the idiom (Marantz; 1996: 9) For example, the idiom bury the hatchet can be understood

as:

(1) bury
the hatchet

RECONCILE

AN ARGUMENT

In this thesis, I am concerned with the properties of compositional idioms in English. |
examine under what conditions the special meanings of particular idioms can be mapped
onto single constituents or concepts. In other words, how much of an idiom’s meaning can
be carried by its individual parts? Importantly, | also explore the consequences of the
compositionality of an idiom with respect to two characteristics, namely mobility and

transferability.

1.1.5. Mobility and transferability

Mobility refers to the ability of individual parts of an idiom to undergo syntactic movement
operations. Certain idioms cannot undergo internal movement operations and retain an
idiomatic reading at the same time. For example, in sentence (2.), the VP-idiom kick the
bucket has been passivised, and the object DP the bucket has been moved to the subject

position. *

(2.) # The bucket was kicked by John.

* The # symbol indicates that the following sentence does not receive an idiomatic interpretation.
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As a result of this movement, the idiom can no longer be interpreted as idiomatic according
my own judgement (whether this is regarded as idiomatic is tested in this study). Not all
idioms lose their idiomatic interpretation when passivised, as some idioms can undergo

internal movement operations and still retain an idiomatic meaning; see example (3.):

(3.) The hatchet was buried by them.

Transferability, on the other hand, means that if a syntactic constituent of the idiom is
replaced with a constituent of the same syntactic category (e.g. a noun with a noun or a
determiner phrase with a determiner phrase) which is semantically related to the meaning
of the constituent that is being replaced (a synonym or antonym), then the idiomatic
meaning is retained, or a potentially new, but related, idiomatic meaning can result.

Consider the ‘transferred’ idiom in (4.), for example:

(4.) They dug up the hatchet.

According to my judgement, the object the hatchet in (4.) can retain its idiomatic meaning,

and hence (4.) can be interpreted as meaning “They revisited an old argument”.

While the mobility of syntactic parts of idioms has been studied by various linguists
(Jackendoff; 1997; Marantz; 1996; Nunberg, Sag and Wasow; 1994), | am unaware of any
research that has been done on the property of transferability illustrated by (4.). My study
aims to fill this gap, with the intention of throwing new light on the mechanisms that
determine the construction of special meanings in idiomatic expressions in natural
language. This study seeks to investigate the connection between syntax and semantics in

idioms, through researching how the alteration of one can affect the other.
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1.2. Research Aims and Predictions

My first and foremost aim is to research the extent to which parts of idioms are mobile and
transferable. Is it a valid prediction to say that idioms that have mobile constituents also
always have transferable constituents or do idioms exist whose parts are mobile, but not
transferable, and vice versa? By examining syntactically mobile and transferable idioms,
my study will also analyse which role syntactic structure may play for the semantic

licensing of special meanings.

Therefore my main research questions are:

1. can an idiomatic meaning be retained when constituents of an idiom are moved or
replaced and,;

2. does the licensing of special meaning rely on the idiom’s syntactic structure?

My predictions are that idioms that are considered to be compositional will have both
mobile and transferable constituents, whereas idioms that are considered to be non-
compositional will have neither. This prediction is supported by a study conducted by
Gibbs and Gonzalez (1985) and which was replicated by Gibbs and Nayak (1989). The
results gained by Gibbs and Gonzalez (1985) and Gibbs and Nayak (1989) showed that the
more semantically transparent or compositional an idiom is, the more syntactically flexible
it will be. I expect that idioms that show mobility of their parts will always show
transferability of their parts. It should not be the case that idioms that have mobile parts will
not have transferable parts and vice versa. In this regard, the degree to which parts of
idioms are mobile and transferable will be connected to whether they are considered to be

compositional or non-compositional.
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In summary, my research aims are:

1. to determine how dependent special meaning is on structure;

2. to discover how reliant special meaning is on individual parts (of a constituent with

special meaning) to carry the meaning of the whole;

3. to research the degree to which the idioms in my test set have parts that are mobile and/

or transferable and;

4. to discover whether there are idioms within my corpus that are mobile but not

transferable, and vice versa.

1.3. Research Methodology

To address the above research aims, a study was conducted to gauge a group of 20
respondents’ views on a list of 32 sentences. These sentences consisted of 24 non-idiomatic
control sentences and eight test sentences per questionnaire. The eight test sentences were
divided into groups containing two accepted idioms, two idioms illustrating mobility, two

idioms with a transferred verb (transferred"®™®

dobject

) and two idioms with a transferred object

(transferre ). For copies of the four questionnaires, see appendix 2.
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The respondents were given the following instruction:

(5.)  For each of the following sentences, provide a context in which the sentence could

be used, or explain the sentence’s meaning.

E.g. The little boy kicked the ball.
Answer: All the children were playing soccer and as soon as the little
boy got it, he kicked the ball.

The sentences were given without context so that the respondents were not primed for a
particular interpretation, and in addition | was seeking each sentence’s descriptive meaning

in accordance with Lobner's (2002: 22) levels of meaning.

1.4. Framework

As a theory of the interface between the lexicon and other modules of the language
computational system, | adopt Jackendoff’s (1997) theory of lexical licensing as an
alternative to the traditional theory of lexical insertion (Chomsky; 1965). According to
Jackendoff (1997: 85) lexical insertion asserts that lexical items are inserted in their entirety
into syntactic phrase structure. Lexical licensing however is conceived of quite differently.
According to Jackendoff’s approach, which will be discussed in more detail in the next
chapter, a lexical item consists of formal, phonological and semantic features that are
interpreted and processed in syntax, phonology and conceptual structure; all of which are
generative systems and subject to different rules and operations. These three components of
Jackendoff’s (1997) representational modularity form the tripartite parallel architecture of

the language faculty.

In Jackendoff’s model, a lexical item’s three feature sets are not taken inertly through each

structure until they can be interpreted in their own module within the grammar (phonology,

10
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syntax or semantics). Rather, a lexical item is understood as being a correspondence rule
that connects these separate pieces of information (see chapter two). Therefore idioms are
taken as having more than one chunk of information in the phonology and more than one
chunk in the syntax, but only one chunk in the semantics, all which are connected by
interfaces. In chapter two | describe my theoretical framework in more detail. The
discussion of this derivational approach also includes an explanation of the syntactic

operations of move and merge.

1.5. Chapter Outline

This chapter has aimed to establish the basis of this thesis by briefly defining some of the
concepts that will be used throughout. These concepts include special meaning,
idiomaticity, compositionality, mobility and transferability. | have also put forward reasons
as to why there is a need for a study such as this. In addition | presented the research
questions that | am addressing and my prediction of their outcomes. Finally I briefly
summarised the frameworks within which I shall be working, viz. lexical licensing
(Jackendoff; 1997).

Chapter two lays out the theoretical assumptions that I am working with, based on
Jackendoff’s lexical licensing within representational modularity (1997) and Chomsky’s
Minimalist Program (1995)°. I discuss lexical insertion and distributed morphology (DM)
(Halle and Marantz; 1993) and stipulate why representational modularity, and specifically

lexical licensing, were chosen for the purpose of this thesis over other options such as DM.

% | use the broad term “Minimalist Program” to describe the framework within which | work, although
“minimalist syntax” would be a more accurate description. | acknowledge that the “Minimalist Program” is a
meta-theory or research agenda rather than a specific framework and when syntactic analysis is conducted
through the lens of this research agenda it is conducted within the framework of “minimalist syntax”.

11
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Further discussions of theoretical assumptions necessary for the completeness of my
theoretical framework will include, but not be limited to Chomsky’s (1995) principles and

parameters theory and the assumption of move rather than base generation.

Chapter three undertakes a more detailed exploration into the definition of idioms with
reference to the wide range of definitions of idiom by others, thereby encompassing my

literature review.

The compositionality of idioms will be discussed in chapter four where I will show how
this compositionality applies to idiomatic meaning and also, in a broader context of how
compositionality applies to words and sentences. | will then relate syntactic mobility to
idiomatic sentences and discuss the effects of movement on these idiomatic sentences with
regard to their idiomatic interpretations. Lastly, | will investigate the effects of
transferability with regard to idiomatic sentences. | shall investigate how a transferred verb
or object affects the idiomatic reading that an idiom may have, looking at whether this
change creates a new, but related idiom or results in the new idiom or “neo-idiom” losing

its idiomatic reading all together.

My methodology is discussed in the first section of chapter five. Here | lay out the
methods that | have used to test the mobility and transferability of certain idiom
constituents. My corpus of English test sentences will be presented, the permutations
discussed and the rationale behind these permutations will be laid out. This section of the
chapter is dedicated to discussing the methodology used and the reasons why these methods
were chosen. The presentation and discussion of the results will be carried out in the second
section of chapter five. | critically analyse the results gained with reference to my research
questions and predictions laid out in chapter one. These predictions largely have to do with
the compositionality of this selection of idioms and how they are interpreted after having

undergone the processes of mobility and transferability.

12
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The last chapter, chapter six, contains concluding remarks about the study and this thesis
as a whole. My hypotheses are discussed, with reference to the results which I gained. The
relevance and validity of these results will also be examined. Possible limitations of the
current study are discussed and suggestions for how these limitations can be overcome, are
proposed. In addition I discuss the implications of these results for broader research on the
syntax-semantics interface for the construction and interpretation of special meaning.

Finally I suggest avenues for further research, based on the results of this study.

13
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Chapter Two

Theoretical Framework

In this chapter | expand the outline of the theoretical framework given in chapter one. In the
first part of this current chapter I discuss universals found in language, starting with a look
at universal grammar (UG) and the implications of UG. Included in this discussion of UG

is the principles and parameters theory (PPT), which will be discussed with reference to
examples. Next | shall set out the syntactic framework that | shall be making use of, namely
Chomsky’s (1995) Minimalist Program (MP). | am going to be taking the assumptions of
the MP to be accepted, rather than putting them to the test, so the relevant syntactic
exposition will be brief. This exposition of the MP includes a discussion of the
computational system and the structure of syntax, including the final syntactic structure that
I adopt with reference to the operations of merge and move. This discussion of the MP also
includes a brief description of the lexicon and lexical insertion. Next Halle and Marantz’s
(1993) theory of distributed morphology is discussed as an alternative construction of the
grammar. Finally the last part of this chapter introduces Jackendoff’s (1997) theory of
representational modularity, including a discussion of lexical licensing as opposed to

lexical insertion (Chomsky; 1965). | also explain why lexical licensing was chosen over

lexical insertion.

2.1. Universals in Language

| begin this chapter with an introduction to the theory of UG. The theory of UG
incorporates the idea that all biologically normal human beings are endowed with a
genetically encoded language faculty, which allows them to acquire grammatical
competence in their first language(s) (Chomsky; 1995: 169). This grammatical competence
can be gained in any language that the child has had sufficient exposure to, in other words,

UG is not language-specific. This means that all (biologically normal) humans are in
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possession of the tool that helps them to acquire the grammatical competence in any
language to which they are adequately exposed. In this way, the load of acquiring a primary
language is lessened to only lexical learning and parameter setting (cf. Chomsky and
Lasnik; 1995), discussed below. This idea is used by Chomsky (1965, 1972 & 1995) to
explain why children learn to speak so quickly, without any formal lessons from their
parents and without making many fundamental or unpredictable errors. UG consists of a
“universal set of innately endowed grammatical principles which determine how
grammatical operations apply in natural language grammars” (Radford; 2004: 16). These
grammatical principles, being universal, must then apply to all human languages.

We know, however, that languages do differ from one another, so how is this accounted for
within UG? The answer is that principles in UG have two different values to which they are
able to be set, and these values are called parameters. So in its original state, UG consists of
a set of principles “which take the form of a certain number of stipulated abstract
constraints” (Baker; 2002: 283). These constraints are parameterised and these binary
parameters are the reason for language variation (Chomsky and Lasnik; 1995: 25, 28).
Since this variation is restricted to two options per principle, the range within which
languages are actually able to vary is limited. Due to the existence of these parameters
within principles, we are able to study a phenomenon in one language to get a greater
understanding of language in general. The reason that this greater understanding can be
gained is that languages only vary with relation to how the parameters are set, and not in
unpredictable ways. Furthermore, the reason that this predictable variation is relevant is that
each speaker of a particular language (or language dialect) will have these parameters set in
the same way (taking into account minimal idiolectal variation). Both syntax and semantics
are compositional; they are connected by correspondence rules — a change in one will effect
a change in the other (Jackendoff; 1990: 19). This correspondence between syntax and
semantics is pertinent because in the research conducted for this thesis, | rely on native
speakers' intuitions about certain sentences in their native language. Therefore, if a group of
native speakers in the language in question agree on the meaning of a sentence, then this

meaning is likely to be accepted across that language group.

15



Can you “dig up the hatchet”? Chapter Two

Radford (2004) demonstrates how parameters can take different values by way of three
examples: the null-subject parameter, the wh-parameter and the head-position parameter.
The null-subject parameter differentiates between languages that require overtly realised
subjects and languages that do not. A language such as English is a non-null-subject
language whereas Italian is a null-subject language (Chomsky and Lasnik; 1995: 36). These
languages are unalterably set to these binary parameters and since all languages have to set
these parameters, it follows that the parameters would be set to one value or another. This
means that there will be no language that has this parameter, or any other parameter, set to
both values. Likewise, the wh-parameter (referring to the position in which a wh-phrase
such as what, who, where, can appear) can be set either to “ex-situ”, which means that the
relevant language has wh-movement, or to “in-situ”, which means that in the relevant
language, a wh-phrase does not undergo any movement operations, but rather just remains
in its base position. English is a wh-ex-situ language, and Chinese is a wh-in-situ language
as is demonstrated by the following example (taken from Radford; 2004: 18):

(6.) (@)  What do you think he will say?
(b.) Ni xiangxinta hui shuo shenme
You think  he will say what?

In the English sentence, the wh-phrase moves to the beginning of the sentence from its base
position. In contrast, in Chinese, the wh-phrase stays in the place it was generated. The wh-
parameter thus determines whether languages front their wh-phrases or not, disallowing any
variation with respect to this feature. So as in the previous example, a language should not
be able to exhibit both of these settings and allow wh-phrases to appear both in fronted and

in base positions®.

Finally, the head-parameter establishes differences between languages as far as heads and
the ordering of their complements is concerned (Chomsky and Lasnik; 1995: 35). As cited

® Apparent exceptions to this rule can be found in languages such as Zulu, which seem to exhibit wh-
movement, partial wh-movement and wh- in situ. See Sabel and Zeller (2006) for discussion.
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by Radford (2004: 19) English is a head-first language whereas Korean is a head-final
language as is illustrated below:

(7.) Muneul dadara
door  close

“Close the door”

In the English translation for the verb phrase in (7.) the head verb “close” precedes its
determiner phrase complement “the door”, however in the Korean verb phrase in (7.), the

complement “muneul” precedes the head “dadara”.

As Radford (2004: 25) demonstrates, parameters constrain the amount of structural
variation amongst languages, as choices are confined to binary options. Depending on the
input language, the language faculty specifies this binary choice for each parameter. In this
way, all grammatical variation between languages can be explained in terms of a set of
principles and parameters. As previously mentioned, this limits the task of the child whilst
acquiring languages. The reason for this is that, rather than acquiring their first language
completely on their own, the language acquiring child has the help of UG, which restricts
the scope of learning only to lexical learning (words and the relevant exceptions — irregular
plurals like man = men instead of mans) and parameter setting. If, as the name suggests,
these principles are universal, “it follows that they will affect the application of every
relevant type of grammatical operation in every language. Thus, detailed analysis of one
grammatical construction in one language could reveal evidence of the operation of
principles of UG” (Radford; 2004: 14). In line with this assumption, a new study of English
idioms could illuminate some of the mechanisms of the construction of special meanings in

language in general.
Once these parameters are set in early childhood, they cannot be altered. This results in an

adult state of grammar which undergoes little change except for additions to the lexicon.

Thus, language variation is the product of parameter setting during the critical period of
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language acquisition. This final state of grammar that a speaker of a language has acquired
Is also referred to as the grammatical competence of the native speaker, that is, the tacit
“knowledge and understanding” (Chomsky and Lasnik; 1995: 14) that a native speaker has
of his/ her own language. Competence is paired with performance, the latter term denoting
a speaker’s language use, i.e. how a speaker actually uses their native language in context.
Performance can be influenced by many factors, including but not limited to a speaker’s

emotional state.

2.2. The Minimalist Program

Chomsky (1995) proposes an organisation of the grammar that aims to provide an answer
to the question of how to link sound to meaning in language (Zwart; 1998: 215). In the MP
very basically, language is assumed to have two components: the computational system and
the lexicon (Chomsky and Lasnik; 1995: 20). In addition, these components need to
interface with two linguistic levels that are associated with the performance system
mentioned in the previous section. These two interface levels are the auditory-perceptual
(A-P) system and the conceptual-intentional (C-1) system. The computational system
generates what are called structural descriptions (SDs) by Chomsky and Lasnik (1995), and
these give information about the structures in which the lexical items can appear. The
lexicon is then accessed and these lexical items are then combined by the two operations of
select and merge on the one hand and move on the other (discussed below) which form the
syntactic structure — which creates these SDs and maps the syntactic structure to the
phonological form — a process termed spell out. This syntactic structure is the input for the
two other elements of the grammar: namely phonetic form (PF) and logical form (LF). PF
and LF are interface levels that connect to the A-P and C-I systems respectively. The
representation to follow illustrates the structure of the grammar (simplified from Hornstein,
Nunes and Grohman; 2005: 73):
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Figure 1

Numeration

Spell-out

LF PF

LF connects the syntactic representation to its semantic representation or its meaning and
PF connects the representation to its pronunciation. PF and LF are interface systems, and
are only able to interpret the information in spell-out that is directly related to them i.e. PF
can only interpret phonological information and LF can only interpret semantic
information. The numeration is made up of the lexical items that will be used to construct a
sentence and also indicates how many times each lexical item will be used in the sentence
(Lasnik; 2002: 433).

(8.) to follow indicates the final syntactic structure present at spell-out and is the structure
that | adopt in this thesis. As this structure is not being put to the test, this section briefly

presents the structure that | work with and how the structure is built.”

" | follow the convention of labelling syntax trees as examples and not figures.
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(8)
CP
/\
C TP
/\
DP T
JANIPZZ N
Stuart T VP
|
is  DP V!
N 77
Stuart  V DP

riding  the motorcycle

The structure of this sentence within the MP is built out of two operations (mentioned
earlier), those firstly of select and merge and secondly of move (or in later work (Chomsky;
2000 & 2004), external and internal merge respectively). The above sentence is constructed
by a recursive application of the operations select and merge. This process is termed select

and merge as lexical items are selected from the lexicon and merged to form structures.

The determiner (D) the is merged with motorcycle to form:

©) DP

the motorcycle
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The DP in turn is merged with the verb (V) riding to form the intermediate projection V’:

10.
(10.) o
Vv DP
riding D N

the motorcycle

The intermediate projection V’ is then merged with the subject DP Stuart to form the verb
phrase (VP):

(11.)
VP
A A
Stuart vV

A

riding D N

the motorcycle
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Within the MP, tree structures must have binary branching hence a structure as illustrated

in (12.) is disallowed:

(12))
P
DP Vv DP

I | o S

Stuart  riding  the motorcycle

In addition, in English the left-most element is the head of the phrase and also gives the

phrase its name; the ungrammatical structure in example (12.) does not reflect that.

The phrase in “Stuart riding the motorcycle” (see example (11.)) is then merged with the

auxiliary in the tense phrase (TP) to form the tree depicted in example (13.):

(13.
TP
/\
T VP
‘ /\
is DP V'
N, A%
Stuart V DP
N\
ridng D N

the motaorcycle
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The next step of this process is for the operation move (or internal merge) to take place and
this operation takes place in order to satisfy the EPP Feature which is found in T. The EPP
feature is a stipulation found inside the TP that has to be checked in order for the derivation
to proceed to LF and PF. The EPP feature states that the specifier of T (the sister node of
the T?) or [Spec, T] must be overtly filled. Therefore, the subject Stuart moves from [Spec,
V] to [Spec, T] which yields the correct word order and satisfies the EPP feature in T.

Stuart is only phonetically available in its final landing spot in [Spec, T].

(14.)

the  motorcycle
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Finally (14.) is merged with a null complementiser to mark this sentence as declarative,
which forms the complementiser phrase (CP) and the resulting tree structure in example
(15.) to follow:

(15.)

N

riding D N

the motarcycle

Worth noting is that this final structure includes the idea that the syntactic structure of a
sentence is based on the projections of functional categories such as C and T.

Another transformation in which movement is necessary is the passivisation of an active

sentence. Consider the examples in (16):

(16.) (a.)  The dog ate the food. (active)
(b.)  The food was eaten by the dog. (passive)
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Example (16.a.) is an example of an active sentence and the sentence in (16.b.) is its
passive counterpart. In this section of the chapter | am going to discuss the transformations
which are necessary in changing (16.a.) to (16.b.) and the syntactic differences between the

two constructions.

Notably, both DPs in (16.a.) (the dog and the food) are assigned theta roles by the verb

(those of agent and theme respectively). ®

However in sentence (16.b.) the agent the dog is represented as an adjunct in a
prepositional phrase headed by the preposition by (the so-called “by-phrase”), i.e. by the
dog. Adjuncts, by nature, are optional so the sentence in (16.c.) below is grammatical even

though the adjunct is omitted:

(16.) (c.) The food was eaten.

In addition adjuncts do not get assigned theta roles as they are characteristically optional.
Passive sentences hence lack the agentive theta role (Carnie; 2007: 292). The passive verb
in English is marked by passive morphology — that is either -ed or -en and this kind of verb
(i.e. a passive verb) is not a case assigner (Chomsky; 1995: 114) which makes accusative

case unavailable for the object of the verb.

In short the operation of passivising an active sentence entails two main processes, which
are the absorption of the agentive theta role and accusative case. Baker, Johnson and
Roberts (1989) argue that passive morphology is actually an argument of the verb, more
specifically that it is the verb’s external argument or subject (Baker, Johnson and Roberts;
1989: 221), which means that the external argument can be assigned the subject/agentive

theta role and receive “the accusative case that the verb assigns. Accusative case is then

¥ Within theta theory (Chomsky; 1981), the external argument of the verb or the subject is assigned the theta
role of agent of the sentence by the verb, that is the active “player” in a sentence. In this case the verb assigns
the theta role of theme to its internal argument or the entity that has undergone the action of the external
argument.
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unavailable for the object of the verb” (Chomsky; 1995: 115). The affect that this has on
word order is as follows: in a passive sentence the theme argument appears in subject
position. The theme theta role is assigned to internal arguments of the verb. It therefore can
be assumed that the theme object is generated in object position (to receive the theme theta
role) and moves to the subject position to satisfy the EPP feature in the specifier of T. The
structure of (16.b.) is represented in (17.) below:

(16.) (b.) The food was eaten [by the dog].

(17.)

The above sentence in (16.a.) is a declarative sentence with a transitive verb, and
declarative sentences are specifically the types of sentences in English that can be

passivised, while retaining a similar meaning.
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2.2.1. The lexicon in the Minimalist Program (MP)

The lexicon within the MP is the storehouse of all idiosyncratic properties of lexical items.
These properties, according to Chomsky and Lasnik (1995: 20), give information about the
lexical items’ phonological, syntactic and semantic characteristics. In the MP, the items are
selected from the lexicon and merged with one another directly, as explained above. Once
combined to form a syntactic structure the elements that are outside of the syntax
(phonology and semantics) are uninterpretable until they cross over into either PF or LF
respectively. The next section puts forward the theory about how the lexicon and the syntax
interface, the theory of lexical insertion (Chomsky; 1965). Lexical insertion is replaced in
section 2.4.1. by lexical licensing (Jackendoff; 1997) as the theory I adopt in this thesis to

explain how the lexicon and the syntax interface.

2.2.2. Lexical insertion

A lexical item can be thought of as an instance or example of a lexical category. “A lexical
item is like grammar in the miniature, it consists of sound, meaning and structure” (Freidin;
1992: 28). A lexical category (such as noun or verb), however lacks the elements of
phonology, syntax and semantics that a lexical item has and can only have these elements
once it becomes associated with a lexical item. In the process of lexical insertion, a lexical
item is inserted in the place of a lexical category, and this lexical item carries with it
semantic features that contribute to its meaning (Chomsky; 1972). A lexical item will also
include subcategorisation features that state what phrasal categories a lexical head, such as
V, can combine with (Chomsky; 1995: 30).

For lexical insertion to occur it is necessary that the lexical item be of the same type as the
lexical category, however this is not sufficient. A common noun carries with it certain
semantic features that restrict the positions in which it can appear and with what other
elements it can appear. An illustration of this is that a singular common noun, in English,

must be headed by a determiner and can optionally be preceded by an adjective:
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(18.) (a.) The mare is pregnant.
(b.)  The fat mare is pregnant.

(c)  *Mare is pregnant.’

Semantic features become more intricate, however, when dealing with argument-taking
lexical categories such as verbs. For example, verbs differ in the number of internal
arguments they can take, and certain verbs select their internal arguments obligatorily,
while those of other verbs are optional. Lexical information about the number and
obligatoriness of internal arguments is stored in a verb’s argument structure. For example,
the lexical entry of give needs to specify that it obligatorily takes two arguments. It is
necessary for these obligatory internal arguments of the verb to be stipulated so that

sentences such as the ones in (19.) do not occur.

(19) (a.) *He gave the child.
(b.)  *He gave a book.

In addition to its argument structure, the lexical entry of the verb must also include
information about the syntactic properties of the verb’s arguments. For example, the lexical
entry for give must specify that the internal arguments can be realised in two different
syntactic frames: the theme is always a direct object-NP, but the goal is either a PP or an

indirect object-NP.

These features of lexical items, specifically verbs, are termed subcategorisation features
(Freidin; 1992). “A subcategorisation feature constitutes a lexical property of a specific
lexical item. When the subcategorisation feature and the actual syntactic context of the
lexical item match we can say that this lexical property is satisfied.” The above quote refers

to what Freidin (1992: 33) has termed the principle of lexical satisfaction.

% If mare in (18.c.) is interpreted as a proper noun the sentence of course is acceptable.
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To sum up, lexical insertion is an operation that substitutes a fully specified lexical item for
a lexical category such as [noun]. For this to be successful, the subcategorisation features
and the syntactic context of the lexical item must match. If the principle of lexical
satisfaction is not satisfied, the derivation will fail. In lexical insertion, a lexical item along
with its phonological and semantic features is inserted in its entirety and taken through the
syntax as an uninterpretable element. The phonological and semantic features can only
become interpretable when the derivation is transferred to the phonological/phonetic and
the semantic modules of grammar. In section 2.4.1., lexical licensing is discussed as an
alternative to lexical insertion. There | present the reasons why lexical licensing is deemed
appropriate for the interpretation of idioms within my study.

2.3. Distributed Morphology

Distributed morphology (DM) is a theory of the structure of grammar put forward by Halle
and Marantz (1993) as an alternative to ‘lexicalist” approaches to grammar such as the MP.
In DM there is no lexicon, instead the functions that are attributed to the lexicon in the MP
are distributed throughout other components of the grammar (namely, phonology, syntax
and semantics), hence the name distributed morphology. The grammar in DM is structured
according to a set of lists that is accessed throughout the various stages of the derivation.

These three lists replace the lexicon.

List one is the “narrow lexicon” (Marantz; 1997: 3), although | feel that this name is
misleading, as it is very different from the conception of the lexicon explained above in
terms of the MP. This list provides the units that the syntax operates with — the syntactic
terminals. In DM the syntactic terminals do not contain words but rather feature bundles.
The reason why Marantz (1997) terms this list the narrow lexicon is that it most directly
replaces the lexicon in that it connects the syntactic terminals to vocabulary items which are
inserted after the operations of syntax (which are merge and move)(see late insertion

below).
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List two is the vocabulary. This list provides phonological forms for the terminal nodes in
list one. These items are underspecified with regard to the features they exhibit (discussed

in underspecification of vocabulary items below).

List three is the encyclopaedia, already mentioned in chapter one. The encyclopaedia lists
the special meanings of particular roots relative to their syntactic context. This list contains
the non-compositional meaning of particular roots — that is the meaning that cannot be
gained from the sum of a root’s parts. Therefore, the special meaning of root words as well
as the special meaning of elements bigger than words, such as idioms, are stored in the
encyclopaedia and can be associated with the elements in the terminal nodes.

According to Halle and Marantz (1993: 266), vocabulary items have three properties: those
of late insertion, underspecification of features and syntactic hierarchical structure all the
way down. As far as | can see, Halle and Marantz assume a minimalist organisation of the
syntax which is organised hierarchically. Within the syntax, the terminal nodes are
complexes of both semantic and syntactic features but lack phonology. The phonology is
supplied after the syntax (i.e. after the operations merge and move) when the vocabulary
items are inserted into the terminal nodes, hence the name late insertion. The bundle of
features in the terminal nodes are associated with the phonology of the vocabulary items via
indices. The vocabulary items that are inserted after the syntax are characterised by
underspecification, in terms of their features. For vocabulary items to be inserted into the
terminal nodes the features of the vocabulary items need to be a subset of the features in the
terminal nodes. However, the vocabulary item need not have every feature that is specified
in the terminal node (but also cannot have features that are not specified in the terminal
node) therefore vocabulary items are underspecified with respect to the features of the node
into which they are inserted. In the case where more than one vocabulary item is available
for insertion (i.e. more than one vocabulary item matches the features in the terminal node),
the most highly specified vocabulary item will be inserted. Finally the terminal nodes into
which vocabulary items are inserted are ordered into the hierarchical structures which are

determined by the principles and operations (merge and move) of the syntax. This last
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property of vocabulary items, termed syntactic hierarchical structure all the way down
entails that the syntax is autonomous and is not affected by vocabulary insertion or the

encyclopaedia.

The two key ideas of DM mentioned here are late insertion and the autonomy of the syntax:
phonology and semantic information are supplied to the terminal nodes at the interface with

the pronunciation (vocabulary items) and meaning (encyclopaedia).

With regard to the topic of this thesis, in DM, idioms are held as being any expression
“[...]whose meaning is not wholly predictable from its morphosyntactic structural
description.” (Harley & Noyer; 1999: 4). Therefore, all root words are strictly speaking
idioms, because their meanings cannot completely be derived from their form or from the
syntactic environment in which they occur. All root words require an encyclopaedic entry.
Hence idioms do not have any special meaning differently construed from the special
meaning that words have. Throughout this thesis | adopt the term, ‘special meaning’ coined
by Marantz to refer to the noncompositional meaning that idioms exhibit, that is the
meaning that cannot be derived from the combination of their parts. However, | adopt the

structure of the grammar as explained below in terms of representational modularity.

2.4. Representational Modularity

Jackendoff’s (1997) hypothesis about the architecture of the mind (with specific reference
to language) is called representational modularity (RM) and this hypothesis encapsulates
the organisation of the grammar. Jackendoft’s overarching idea here is that the mind
“encodes information in some finite number of distinct representational formats or
‘languages of the mind.” Each of these ‘languages’ is a formal system with its own
proprietary set of primitives and principles of combination, so that it defines an infinite set
of expressions along familiar generative lines.” (1997: 41) In the same way, grammar is

organised into distinct modules, namely phonology (phonological structure (PS)), syntax
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(syntactic structure (SS)) and semantics (conceptual structure (CS)). According to
Jackendoff, these modules are connected by, and communicate with each other, via
interface levels. The resulting tripartite parallel architecture of grammar is illustrated in
Figure 2 (1997: 39):

Figure 2

Phonological Syntactic Conceptual

formation formation formation

rules rules rules

Phoneological Syntactic Coticeptual

structures structures Structures
P5-33 /, \ 5308 /1

\ correspondence correspondence

rules rules

PS — Phonological Structure
SS — Syntactic Structure

CS — Conceptual Structure

This architecture treats each module as equally generative with properties of its own.
Crucially, the internal principles and operations of PS and SS are not determined or
predictable from the syntax (and vice versa). In this way, the tripartite parallel architecture
within RM is not syntactocentric.

As noted above, Jackendoff (1997: 42) puts forward that the three systems of grammar
(phonology, syntax and semantics) are independent, generative within themselves and
connected with each other via interfaces. Through these interfaces, the three systems

interact and impose constraints on each other. According to Jackendoff, the interface
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modules are characterised by correspondence rules that stipulate how the PS, SS and CS
are connected. For example, Jackendoff considers a lexical item to be a correspondence
rule as it is in the lexical item that the phonological, syntactic and semantic information is

associated with each other.

According to Jackendoff (1997: 40) correspondence rules that provide links between the
three components (PS, SS and CS) are conceptually necessary; they are part of the grammar
of the language so must fall under the supporting arguments for UG. Therefore like
syntactic and phonological rules, correspondence rules must be constrained so as to be
learnable.™ In the next section of this chapter I illustrate Jackendoff’s theory of lexical

licensing which views lexical information as correspondence rules.

2.4.1. Lexical licensing

As explained in the previous section, according to Jackendoff (1997), the three domains of
grammar (phonology, syntax and semantics) interact via interfaces that consist of at least
two interface levels for each module. Importantly, Jackendoff regards the lexicon as being
part of these interfaces:

19 See Jackendoff (1990) for a more thorough explanation of these constraints.

33



Can you “dig up the hatchet”? Chapter Two

Figure 3
PIL. Clles
Phoral ogy Synitan Sernantics
Lexical farm Lernma
Sl Lps Slles

Note: The interfaces are indicated by the grey areas.

PILss— Phonological Interface Level of Syntactic Structure
SlILps— Syntactic Interface Level of Phonological Structure
ClLss— Conceptual Interface Level of Syntactic Structure

SlILcs — Syntactic Interface Level Conceptual Structure

This diagram represents a lexical item, which typically consists of a chunk of phonological,
syntactic and semantic information. The lexical form in Jackendoff’s (1997) terms is an
interface representation between a lexical syntactic structure (LSS) and a lexical
phonological structure (LPS). A lemma is information about a lexical item’s “meaning or
sense” (Levelt; 1989: 11) and forms an interface representation between an LSS and a

lexical conceptual structure (LCS).

As discussed above, in lexical insertion (Chomsky; 1965), phonological and semantic
features of lexical items are taken through the syntax inertly. Although present in the
syntax, the syntactic module is unable to interpret these features which only become
interpretable once the derivation crosses into phonetic or semantic form. However,
according to Jackendoff’s (1997: 89) lexical licensing, lexical items are not elements that
are inserted into the syntax with their phonological and semantic features. Rather, lexical
items are considered elements that connect representations in syntactic structure with
information in phonological and conceptual structure. Within his model of lexical licensing,

“[a] lexical item is to be regarded as a correspondence rule, and the lexicon as a whole is to
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be regarded as part of the PS-SS and SS-CS interface modules.” (Jackendoff; 1997: 89) As
a lexical item carries information from each of the three generative modules, it is a mixed
representation, consisting of a bit of phonology (LPS), syntax (LSS) and semantics (LCS).
In a formal representation of a lexical entry, these three pieces of information are all linked
by the subscript , in example Figure 4. Consider the representation of the lexical item cat
(cf. Jackendoff; 1997: 89) on the following page.

Figure 4
Wordb Nb [ThingTYPE: CAT]b

o [count]
A sing

ket
LPS LSS LCS

There are obvious parallels between the theory of lexical licensing and the “late insertion”
model advocated by DM. The three entries in Figure 4 can be regarded as belonging to the
three sets of lexical inventory postulated by DM. The LPS corresponds to a vocabulary
item, the LSS is a syntactic terminal, and the LCS is the encyclopaedic knowledge
associated with this lexical entry. The indices that link the LPS and the LCS to the LSS in
Figure 4 capture what is achieved through the late insertion-process that associates

encyclopaedic and vocabulary information with terminal nodes in syntax.

As Jackendoff (1997) demonstrates, his lexical licensing model offers an elegant way of
formalising the lexical entry of idiomatic expressions. The information associated with
phrasal idioms must be learned and is therefore also listed in the mental lexicon of a

speaker. A non-compositional idiom such as (20.) comprises of three bits of phonology that
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are linked to three bits of syntax, but that are associated with only one entry — DIE — of
semantic information in conceptual structure (cf. Jackendoff; 1997: 169). See Figure 5.

(20.) kick the bucket

Figure 5

aWd bCl ch VP [DIE ([ ]A)]x
A\ [\ A\ V.  DP
KIk 8o b Akat A

LPS LSS LCS

My analysis of idioms is based on the model of lexical licensing developed by Jackendoff
(1997).

2.5. Summary

In this chapter I have laid out the theoretical framework necessary for this thesis. It draws
from both the Minimalist Program (MP) (Chomsky; 1995) and Jackendoff's (1997) lexical
licensing within representational modularity. In section 2.1. I discussed UG and the PPT.
The importance of adopting a principles and parameters approach, in terms of my study, is
that the principles within UG apply to all languages. By examining one language, one may
come to an understanding of the principles in UG. The computational system of language
and some key assumptions of the MP were also discussed in this chapter; among them were

assumptions about the nature of the interfaces between the generative systems of
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phonology, syntax and semantics, the operations merge and move and the inclusion of
functional categories in the syntax. | also discussed the nature of the interface between the
lexicon and grammar, and compared the process of lexical insertion with the account of
lexical licensing assumed by Jackendoff (1997) and Halle and Marantz’s (1993) theory of
distributed morphology. Chapter three to follow discusses some of the prominent theories

of idiom processing, comprehension and storage, thereby comprising my literature review.
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Chapter Three

Idioms and Other Fixed Expressions

As mentioned in the previous chapter, defining idiomaticity is not a clear-cut task. For this
reason, it is paramount that | offer a clear definition of idiomaticity that will form the basis
of this thesis. The first section of this chapter will outline the definitions of idioms that have
been provided by prominent theorists in this field (Weinreich; 1969; Bobrow and Bell;
1973; Langacker; 1987; Nunberg, Sag and Wasow; 1994 amongst others) as well as a
reminder of my definition of idiomaticity, outlined in chapter one. The second part of this
chapter outlines models of idiom processing, comprehension and storage, including but not
limited to the standard pragmatic model of idiom comprehension (Katz and Postal; 1963),
the three stage model of metaphor comprehension (Searle; 1979), the unitisation hypothesis

(Swinney and Cutler; 1979) and Fraser’s idiom frozenness hierarchy (1970).

3.1. Defining Idiom

Weinreich (1969: 26) defines an idiom as a complex expression whose meaning cannot be
derived from the meaning of its elements. Bobrow and Bell (1973) suggest that idiomatic
meaning appears to be understood by combining more than one word into a complex
“idiom word” and by finding the meaning of this complex word by searching through a
mental “idiom word” dictionary. This follows from the idea that fixed expressions are listed
in the mental lexicon in the same way that a simple lexeme is which has been suggested by
Langacker (1987) and Nunberg, Sag and Wasow (1994). Many multiword units (such as
greetings — how are you or clichés — to kill two birds with one stone) are, arguably, stored
in the lexicon as whole units as they are usually learnt word combinations that, like idioms,
function in their entirety. According to Nunberg, Sag and Wasow (1994: 495), if you hear
an idiom such as pull strings in isolation, having never encountered it before, it would be as

difficult to ascertain its meaning in the same way as it would be the case when coming
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across a new word. Recall that the idea that the meaning of phrasal idioms has the same
status as the meaning of a word root also underlies Marantz’s (1996) concept of special
meaning. A linguistic entity has special meaning if its meaning is not attainable from the
literal meanings of its parts. Idioms, then, as well as words, have special meaning that is
listed in the encyclopaedic part of the lexicon (see chapter one section 1.1.3.); they are
listemes in Pinker’s (1994) sense.

As far as a simple definition of idiomaticity is concerned, Nunberg, Sag and Wasow (1994

492) state that there are a number of properties that idioms can exhibit:

1. Idioms are conventionalised; their meanings cannot be predicted without prior

experience of their individual parts when they appear in isolation.

2. ldioms are inflexible, which means they can usually “appear only in a limited number of

syntactic frames or constructions, unlike freely composed expressions.”

3. Idioms are figurative, a property which concerns the notion that idioms typically involve
some kind of metaphorical speech or figuration.

4. Proverbiality, is the fourth property as idioms are typically used to discuss a particularly

topical social situation to which many people can relate.

5. A further property of idioms is informality, because idioms are usually considered to

form part of colloquial speech rather than academic or formal speech.

6. ldioms are often used to illustrate a certain standpoint or opinion towards something — a
property that Nunberg, Sag and Wasow (1994: 492) call affect: idioms do not usually
denote situations that are regarded neutrally but rather are used to assign a value to

something about which different opinions exist.
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However, many idioms exist that do not conform to all of these six properties. According to
Nunberg, Sag and Wasow (1994: 492), only one property applies obligatorily to idioms,
and that is conventionality. Nevertheless, Nunberg, Sag and Wasow (1994: 492) state that,
when we encounter an idiom that is missing several of these properties, we become less

inclined to give it the label of idiom.

Despite many differences in the definition of idiomaticity, one commonality that many
authors (Chomsky; 1995; Cutting & Bock; 1997; Gibbs & Gonzalez; 1985; Gibbs, Nayak,
Bolton & Keppel; 1989; Jackendoff; 1997; Tabossi, Fanari & Wolf; 2008; Titone &
Connine; 1999; Nunberg, Sag & Wasow; 1994) agree on is that idioms display a strange
kind of compositionality. This strange compositionality is due to their full meaning being
difficult to ascertain from the literal meanings of its constituent parts. In the next chapter
(chapter four), compositionality will be discussed with regard to idioms, and | address the
question of the degree to which idioms can be considered compositional. In the remainder
of this third chapter however, | discuss various theories of idiom storage, use and

production, to situate this thesis in the current body of work that exists on this topic.

To sum up, I would like to restate my definition of idiomaticity: an idiom is a multiword
unit, either sentential or phrasal, whose meaning is not based on the literal meanings of its

parts. Stated in another way, idioms have special meaning in the sense of Marantz (1996).

3.2 Models of Idiom Processing, Comprehension and Storage

Dik (1989) states that idioms can be regarded as phrases whose interpretations are not
directly connected to the literal meanings of their individual components. This claim is
echoed in Fraser (1970); Katz and Postal (1963); Weinreich (1969) and Wood (1986).
Research that has challenged this viewpoint has focused on the mental representation of
idioms and how much of a role, if any, their literal meaning plays in their interpretation
(Cutting & Bock: 1997).
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The standard pragmatic model of idiom comprehension (Katz & Postal; 1963; Bobrow
& Bell; 1973) and the three stage model of metaphor comprehension (Searle; 1979) are
very similar in that they both advocate that idioms are stored in much the same way that
words are, in whole chunks in something like an ‘idiom word lexicon’. In both models,
when a comprehender encounters an idiomatic string, the general lexicon is first searched
for a literal interpretation for this idiomatic string and if this fails to fit the context or
contravenes world knowledge, the idiom lexicon is searched for an appropriate
interpretation. Importantly, the standard pragmatic model advocates two separate lexicons —
one in the traditional sense of Chomsky (1995) and another, separate idiom lexicon. The
three stage model puts forward that when a literal interpretation fails, a metaphorical mode
is initiated and meaning is retrieved from a ‘metaphor list’ rather than an entirely separate
lexicon. This is different from Marantz’s (1996) conception of special meaning which puts
forward that the special meaning of words and idioms is stored in the encyclopaedia. In
Marantz’s model there is no principled distinction between the special meaning of words
and the special meaning of idioms. For both of these models (the standard pragmatic and
three stage), literal interpretation obligatorily precedes figurative interpretation (Cieslicka;
2006: 116). Finally, both the standard pragmatic model and the three stage model of
metaphor comprehension rely on the property of idioms of being conventionalised — we can
only have a ‘metaphor list’ or ‘idiom lexicon’ if we have encountered the figurations

previously and added them to this list.

In contrast to these two models, the unitisation hypothesis (Swinney & Cutler; 1979)
asserts that an idiom is represented as a single unit in the general lexicon rather than in a
special idiom lexicon. An idiom is treated in the same fashion as a long complex word
would be, and both the literal and figurative meanings of the string are activated
simultaneously (for example with kick the bucket both the literal meaning of “a violent
motion towards a bucket with your foot” and the idiomatic meaning DIE would be
activated). Idioms within the unitisation hypothesis are single units with no internal

components that can be recognised as individual constituents that can undergo any kind of
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semantic, syntactic or lexical modification. However, we know that this implication of the
unitisation hypothesis is not realised, as many idioms can indeed undergo these
modifications. For example, certain idioms can be passivised or be modified by adjectives
or quantifiers without losing their original idiomatic interpretation, as, for example in the
hatchet was buried by those men or those men buried all their hatchets. Data such as these
become problematic for a hypothesis that assumes that idioms are stored in their entirety
and not created online. If this were the case, then idioms would be completely frozen, but

the above examples show that not all idioms resist modification or passivisation.™

According to Cutting and Bock (1997), a production model could also be derived from
one of the two representational models (the unitisation hypothesis and the lexical
representational model) that would assume “that idioms are represented and accessed as
whole units” (ibid 58). Furthermore, and in contrast to what is assumed by the standard
pragmatic and the three stage model, Cutting and Bock (1997: 58) argue that only

figurative meanings are accessed during idioms production:

“Speakers have in mind the idea that is to be conveyed before the idiom, and that idea presumably maps onto
figurative meaning. For example, a speaker who intends to convey the idea that somebody died suddenly can
say ‘he kicked the bucket” without accessing the literal interpretation ‘he knocked the pail over with his

foot.””

Fraser holds the view that an idiom is a single lexical item and that it contains “multiple
complex symbols (syntactic features and phonemic representations) but a single semantic
marker” (1970; 25). This latter idea is comparable to Jackendoff’s (1997) interpretation of
idiom processing that was introduced in chapter two. In Jackendoff's theory of the
composition of the lexicon — lexical licensing — an idiom is represented as having distinct

entries for its phonological and syntactic parts (corresponding to the words used) but just a

1 The unitisation hypothesis is also consistent with the lexical representational model (Swinney & Cutler:
1979) which holds that idioms are stored and retrieved similarly to long words, once again negating any kind
of internal structure.
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single entry in the lexicon for its semantic portion as shown in Figure 5 repeated from
chapter two.

Figure 5

Wd »Cl wd VP [DIE([ 1a)x
A\ [\ A\ V.  DP
k 1k 0o b Akot /\

LPS LSS LCS

This theoretically solves the problem that many authors (Bobrow and Bell; 1973; Nunberg,
Sag and Wasow; 1994; Jackendoff; 1997) have identified: some idioms are far more
‘flexible’ than others (i.e. idioms allow modification to varying degrees). If an idiom
consists of one semantic marker, but is also formed by individual units of syntax and
phonology, it follows that these individual units are accessible by the rules of syntax and
phonology, in which case they should be modifiable. If a part of an idiom is modified,

however, the overall meaning of the idiom will be slightly modified as well.

In order to account for this disparity in the lexical flexibility of idioms, Fraser (1970: 39)
proposed the idiom frozenness hierarchy. Fraser analyses idioms in terms of the

transformations they can undergo. These transformations form seven categories or levels:
L(evel)d idioms are completely frozen and cannot be modified in anyway. Idioms

belonging in this level according to Fraser (1970: 41) are bite off one’s

tongue, let off some steam and sit on pins and needles.
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L1

L2

L3

L4

idioms can undergo “adjunction of some non-idiomatic  constituent into
the idiom” (Fraser; 1970: 36). This involves the adjunction of phonological
information for grammatical purposes — the transformation of John kicked
the bucket to John'’s kicking of the bucket. In the transformation involved
here, the progressive -ing must be adjoined to the verb. Other idioms
belonging here are burn the candle at both ends and dance up a storm.

idioms can undergo insertions. These idioms can have another constituent
(that does not belong to the original idiom) inserted into them. An example
of this is the idiom drop a line to as in David dropped a line to Paul which
after the transformations involved in insertion would become David dropped
Paul a line. In this case the indirect object is thought of as being inserted

into the idiom after the verb and before the direct object.

idioms can undergo “permutations of two successive constituents of the
idiom” (37). Idioms belonging to this level can have the particle movement
rule applied to them creating a verb-particle-NP structure — from bring down
the house to bring the house down or from put down one’s foot t0 put one’s

foot down.

idioms are characterised by extraction. This involves “the extraction of
some constituent of the idiom to some extra-idiom position in a sentence”
(36). Fraser (1970: 38) claims that the particle movement rule involves
extraction, but it is unclear how this differs from permutation. Another
transformation belonging to this level is the passivisation rule. According to
Fraser the rules involved in transforming the active her father laid down the
law to the passive the law was laid down by her father extracts the direct
object NP the law and places it outside of the idiom (outside of the VP) in

the subject position.
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L5 involves reconstitution — idioms belonging in this level can be
reconstituted into another constituent structure. Fraser (1970: 37) claims that
idioms in this level can undergo transformations that result in the constituent
structure of the idiom being different from that of the original e.g. he laid
down the law to his daughter transformed to his laying down of the law to
his daughter. According to Fraser (1970: 37) “the subject NP (not part of the
idiom) functions as a determiner in addition to having the possessive marker
attached and the VP now functions as a noun in addition to having the

progressive -ing attached to the verb-particle combination”.

L6 is a theoretical level, in which no idioms belong, as it is unrestricted in
terms of the transformations that these idioms could hypothetically undergo.
No idioms can belong in this level because no idiom can be modified in
unrestricted ways (Fraser; 1970: 39).

One of the important factors about this hierarchy, according to Fraser (1970: 39) is that if
an idiom belongs in L5, for example, it will also fall in all the levels below it (with the
exception of the mutually exclusive L@), but obviously not in any above it. An idiom
belonging to L5 will also fall into L4, L3, L2, and L1. Therefore Fraser holds that “the
higher up on the hierarchy, the more syntactically unfrozen the idiom” (1970: 42). The
advantage of this hierarchy is that in it, idioms are shown to be plotted on a continuum of
flexibility rather than belonging to two or three exclusive categories (e.g. transparent,
quasi-transparent or opaque (Cacciari and Glucksberg; 1991: 229)), which are often
difficult to categorise into. The problem however is that is difficult to ascertain into which

level an idiom falls. Fraser (1970: 41) himself acknowledged this problem.

Cacciari and Tabossi (1988) have put forward a model “in which idiomatic meaning is
comprised of a distributed representation rather than a lexical entry.” (Titone & Connine;
1999: 1660) Their configuration hypothesis posits that an idiomatic interpretation can

only be reached after an adequate segment of the idiom has been experienced. Up until this
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point the string is interpreted literally. The ‘adequate segment’ is determined by the point at
which the ‘idiomatic key’ is encountered, from here an idiomatic rather than literal
interpretation ensues. For example, when we come across the idiom he gave her the cold
shoulder we interpret this as a literal sentence up until we hear/ see the word shoulder.
Before this idiomatic key is encountered the sentence could have been interpreted literally
and has the potential to result in a literal interpretation such as he gave her the cold beer. At
the point of discovering the idiomatic key, we ascribe an idiomatic meaning rather than a
literal one. This model purports then, that cold is only ascribed its idiomaticity in the
presence of shoulder and kick only in the presence of bucket which is similar to the view
that Marantz (1997) puts forward which is discussed in chapter two.

This configuration hypothesis is not unlike Glucksberg’s (1993) phase-induced polysemy
model (PIP). According to this model, individual idiom parts become polysemous or
develop more than one meaning because of their association with the context of an idiom.
In the case of PIP, this dual meaning refers to the idiom having both a literal and a
figurative meaning — the literal meaning is compositional and not lexically stored whereas
within this PIP model (Glucksberg; 1993: 21) the idiomatic meaning is not compositional
and therefore is stored in the mental lexicon. Due to this polysemy when we encounter an
idiom, our understanding of this idiom rests on our selecting the appropriate sense of each

idiom constituent depending on the context (Panou; 2008: 77).

Another system of idiom classification that has been proposed by Cacciari and Glucksberg
(1991: 229) classifies idioms into three different classes according to their level of

compositionality:
1. Opaque idioms

2. Transparent idioms

3. Quasi-transparent idioms
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Opaque idioms are those which are uninterpretable without prior experience, including trip
the light fantastic, (categorised by Fraser (1970: 39) into L&), and kick the bucket, which is
considered more interpretable (categorised into L1 (Fraser; 1970: 39)), but still requires
prior experience. Transparent idioms are those where there is a clear connection between
the idiomatic and literal referents in the idiom, such as bury the hatchet where there is a
relationship between the literal and idiomatic instances of the sentence as illustrated in (1.)

taken from chapter two:

(1) bury
the hatchet

RECONCILE

AN ARGUMENT

Lastly, quasi-transparent idioms are those where the literal and idiomatic referents have a
metaphorical relationship. Within my judgement an idiom that could fall into this category
would be I raise my hat to you, as the connection between the physical act of hat raising
and the convention that this indicates a greeting of respect towards the listener is a

metaphorical relationship.

The model of idiom processing that | adopt was introduced in chapter two and is discussed
in more detail in chapter four, namely Jackendoff’s tripartite parallel architecture. This
model proposes that idioms are syntactically and phonologically complex, that is they are
composed out of items drawn from the lexicon. However these items, once composed only
receive a single semantic interpretation that applies to the entire idiom, and not to its parts

in isolation.

3.3. Summary

In this chapter | sought to give a broad introduction to the literature that exists on the

subjects of idioms. Through this I intended to give an overview of some authors in this

field, but also to reiterate my definition of idiomaticity and reaffirm the framework within
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which I am working. This overview included a discussion of the definition of idioms
according to researchers such as Weinreich (1969), Bobrow and Bell (1973), Langacker
(1987) and Nunberg, Sag and Wasow (1994). In addition the various models of idiom
processing, comprehension and storage were discussed, such as the configuration
hypothesis, the phase induced polysemy model and Fraser’s (1970) idiom frozenness
hierarchy. Chapter four to follow is concerned with idiom compositionality and how this

affects parts of an idiom in terms of their mobility and transferability.
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Chapter Four
Compositionality: Syntactic Mobility and Transferability

This chapter is largely devoted to the discussion of the concept of compositionality. This
discussion will address the compositionality of sentences and idioms. The principle of
compositionality or Frege’s principle (Frege; 1948) states that the meaning of the whole is a
function of the meanings of the parts and of the way they are syntactically combined. It is
clear how this applies, in that words combine syntactically to form sentences and the
meaning of sentences is based on the meanings of the words and their syntactic
configuration. A sentence then, is compositional if the meaning of the sentence is a function
of the literal meaning of its words and how they are syntactically combined. The above
view of compositionality originated in Aristotle’s “Metaphysics” (1953), although it was
not applied to language. This definition of compositionality is pertinent when we look at
idioms as “multiword units, either phrasal or sentential, whose meanings are not based on
the literal meanings of their parts” (see the definition provided in chapter one). How can we
say then, that idioms exhibit any kind of compositionality, when the definition for idioms
that was presented in chapter one implies that being non-compositional is a defining feature
of an idiom? My answer is this: an idiom's meaning is not based on the literal meanings of
its parts, but this in itself does not entail that an idiom's meaning cannot be compositional.
It is possible that at least some idioms exhibit compositionality, a compositionality that is

based on figurative rather than literal meaning of its parts.

In the first section of this chapter I discuss both ‘traditional compositionality’ (the
compositionality of literal phrases and sentences) as well as ‘idiomatic compositionality’
(the compositionality of figurative meanings found in idioms). I will discuss two
viewpoints on the compositionality of idioms: Jackendoff’s (1997) representational
modularity and Marantz’s (1996) distributed morphology. Jackendoff's (1997) standpoint,
as discussed in chapter two is that an idiom is stored in the lexicon in one chunk as a whole,

with special meaning, and he postulates the existence of both compositional and non-
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compositional idioms. Jackendoff’s analysis also accounts for an idiom’s internal structure
as the idiom is not interpreted syntactically as one chunk®, only semantically — one piece of
the conceptual structure is linked to more than one piece of phonology and syntax. This
elegant description of idioms can account for ‘idiomatic compositionality’ as we interpret
the idiom semantically as a whole (with the idiom retaining its internal syntactic structure)
rather than as an individual (literal) phrase. Marantz (1996), however, puts forward a
different strategy for the construction of idiomatic meaning — all words are credited with
special meaning in the same way that idioms are. Parts of idioms are stored in the lexicon in
one form, i.e. there will not be an entry for bucket (idiom) and bucket (literal). Idiom parts
then get their special meaning in relation to one another. Bucket gets its idiomatic special
meaning (which is different from its literal meaning) in the context of kick. All idioms are

hence composed of parts with special meanings.

The second section of this chapter consists of a discussion of syntactic mobility (introduced
in chapter one) with regard to idioms. Idioms are often considered frozen expressions
which entails that their constituents are therefore unable to undergo any movement.
However, as | will show in section 4.2., the parts of some idioms can undergo movement
operations (e.g. in passive constructions) without losing their idiomatic reading.
Establishing to what extent this is the case is an aim for the study carried out for the

purpose of this thesis, the results of which are reported in chapter five.

The third section of this chapter discusses the operation that | have termed transferability.
Transferability refers to the ability of parts/constituents of a sentence to be replaced with
different parts/constituents of the same lexical category (e.g. DPs with DPs or Vs with V5s),
while retaining the same sentence ‘sense’. I wish to explore whether it is possible to replace
a part of an idiom with another semantically related part with the resulting collocation
retaining an idiomatic reading. This section aims to find a background to the question: if

certain idioms can undergo the operations of mobility while still retaining an idiomatic

12 If it were the case that an idiom was interpreted as consisting of only one terminal node, then the idiom
would be syntactically frozen and therefore immobile.
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reading, can certain idioms also undergo the operations of transferability and still preserve a
somewhat changed, idiomatic ‘sense’? To gain some insight into the transferability of

idiom parts in English is another aim of the research | conducted.

4.1. Compositionality

According to Aronoff (2008: 803), all linguists share the assumption that all natural
languages are compositional. The expressions of natural language are composed of parts
that are combined in specific ways and that both the parts and the way they are combined
contribute to the final meaning of the whole. A natural question that follows from this
definition is: What can the ‘parts’ be defined as (de Saussure; 1975, Partee; 1994, Aronoff;
2008)? As it is not entirely within the scope of this thesis to discover exactly what these
‘parts’ are, I am going to just briefly mention what I consider them to be. Parts can
correspond to morphemes or words. For example the word antidisestablishmentarianism
can be considered compositional as it can be broken down into morphemes which, when

combined, define the meaning of the whole word:

(21.) [[anti[[[dis[[establish \v]ment n]]]arian aps]] ism n]]

A word such as (21.) above illustrates that words can be compositional: they are composed
of parts that contribute to the meaning of the whole in the specific way in which they are
combined (so the combination of the verb establish and the suffix -ment derives the noun
establishment, which combines with the prefix dis- etc.). In the case of (21.) the ‘parts’
correspond to (either root or bound) morphemes that are combined in a particular way to
compose the final meaning of the whole. Morphemes by themselves, however, are not
compositional — they are the smallest meaning-bearing units of language, and we acquire
their meaning through continued experience with them. It is through this experience that

they come to be stored in our mental lexicon (Aronoff; 2008: 805).
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We can also take the basic ‘parts’ of a complex linguistic expression as being words.

Consider the sentence in (22.):

(22.) Katherine plays on the slides with Hannah.

This sentence is compositional if we take each word for having a literal meaning. The
sentence meaning is a result of the literal meanings of all of its words in isolation. This is
where idioms differ from literal sentences in that their meanings are not the result of the
literal meanings of their parts in isolation. Idioms display a different type of
compositionality where in some cases, they can be decomposed into constituent parts that

add to their idiomatic meaning. For example, the VP in the sentence (23.) below:

(23.) Joseph let the cat out of the bag.

can be roughly decomposed as in (23.a.) (Jackendoff; 1997):

(23.) (a) thecat
let [...] out of the bag

A SECRET

REVEALED

Idioms have long been described as being non-compositional — that is “the essential feature
of an idiom is that its full meaning... is not a compositional function of the meanings of the
idiom’s elementary parts” (Katz & Postal; 1963: 275). Katz (1997) reiterates that an idiom
should be considered a constituent whose semantic interpretation is not a compositional
function of the parts of which it is composed. This is because idioms do not get their
meanings from the literal meanings of their syntactic parts. Chomsky (1980: 149) agrees
that idiomaticity is based on an idiom’s meaning being “non-compositional”. However,
idioms do display a degree of compositionality as | have shown in the above example (23.)
and other examples throughout. The following two sections explore idioms and

compositionality as discussed by Jackendoff (1997) and Marantz (1996).
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4.1.1. Idioms within representational modularity (RM)

As discussed in chapter two section 2.4., according to Jackendoff’s architecture, the
grammar consists of three parallel domains, phonology, syntax and semantics, as

represented in Figure 3 from chapter two. These domains are connected via interfaces:

Figure 3
o ClLss
Phonol ogy Syritax Sernantics
Lexical form Lemma
SlLps Slles

Note: The interfaces are indicated by the grey areas.
PILss— Phonological Interface Level of Syntactic Structure
SlILps— Syntactic Interface Level of Phonological Structure
ClLss— Conceptual Interface Level of Syntactic Structure

SILcs — Syntactic Interface Level Conceptual Structure

The following Figure 4 repeated from chapter two represents a single lexical item, which
provides a piece of phonological, a piece of syntactic and a piece of semantic information.
The information from these different modules is connected via linking indices, and the
lexical item, which provides these indices, is therefore a correspondence rule that operates

at the interfaces between these levels.
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Figure 4
WOfdb Nb [ThingTYPE: CAT]b

o [count]
A sing

ket
LPS LSS LCS

How do lexical correspondence rules work when a lexical item is larger than a single word,
as in the case of idioms? Recall that it is not necessary that a single entry in the LCS

corresponds to single entries in the LSS and LPS, as in Figure 4. Therefore in the case of

idioms, the formal entry is as below (repeated from chapter two):

Figure 5

Wd +Cl wd VP [DIE([ 1a)x
A\ [\ A\ V.  DP
k 1k 0o b Akot /\

LPS LSS LCS

(Jackendoff; 1997: 169)
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In Figure 5, the representation of kick the bucket, the single meaning expressed by the LCS,
corresponds to the entire phrasal structure in the LSS and three phonological elements in
the LPS. The linking subscripts b and c that connect the phonological elements to the
syntactic terminals do not have corresponding entities in the LCS, which means that they
do not receive an independent interpretation when they form part of the idiom. According
to this view, idioms are phrasal lexical items or “lexical items larger than X® (Jackendoff;
1997: 153). This way of representing idioms is elegant as it identifies idioms as being
stored as whole chunks in the lexicon but reflects the fact that their internal structure is the

same as that of literal sentences.

The important aspect of the representation in Figure 5 is that in an idiom such as this, the
direct object, e.g. bucket, has no independent meaning and because of this it also has no
theta role. Due to the individual elements lacking individual meanings and theta roles, the
elements have to be connected syntactically which means the entry in the LSS cannot be

modified in terms of movement of its parts.

Consider the above representation of kick the bucket from Jackendoff (1997: 169) in
contrast to the one on the following page (Jackendoff; 1997: 168):
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(24.) (a.)  Dbury the hatchet

Figure 6
aWd bCl - Wd VP [aRESOLVE pbAN ;ARGUMENT ]
NN 7
beri 00 heaetfot aVx DP
N
LPS LSS LCS

The difference between the lexical representation of this idiom and the one in Figure 5 is
that the linking subscripts in Figure 6 do connect each terminal node in the syntax and its
phonology to a corresponding element the LCS, which means that these nodes have
independent interpretations. However the subscript  in the LCS maps onto the verb and
indicates that this interpretation is still only available in the context of the idiom. The empty
argument (subscript ) according to Jackendoff (1997: 169) will be filled by the CS of the
subject that is external to the idiom. The way in which the representation in Figure 6 differs
from Figure 5 is as follows: In Figure 5 the SS does not specify a VP constituent and the V
and DP are not syntactically connected. This DP then does not receive an independent theta
role, which entails that the constituents of this VP idiom can undergo the operation move.
An idiom such as bury the hatchet is thought of as exhibiting a kind of compositionality

whereas an idiom like kick the bucket is not compositional.

What then is the relevance of this to the compositionality of an idiom? In Jackendoff’s
theory, an idiom is stored in the lexicon, with its whole complex syntactic structure linked
to a single special meaning, or with parts of the syntax linked to parts of special meaning in
the LCS. This view entails that idioms can be both compositional and non-compositional.
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Idioms like kick the bucket cannot be compositionally analysed because their individual
parts do not carry idiomatic meanings on their own and their syntactic structure is fixed due
to the constituents’ lack of theta roles. Parts of idioms like bury the hatchet, in contrast, do
carry idiomatic meaning because their internal structure has been retained and their
constituents’ meanings are mapped onto more than a single meaning in the LCS

(RECONCILE A DISAGREEMENT), unlike kick the bucket which just maps onto DIE.

4.1.2. ldioms within distributed morphology (DM)

In chapter two, | explored the organisation of grammar according to the theory of
distributed morphology. According to this non-lexicalist approach, grammar does not
include a (pure) lexicon in the traditional sense of the MP, but rather according to Marantz
(1996: 1), three lists that are accessed during various stages of the derivation. These three
lists are:

1. the narrow lexicon, which provides the units that the syntax works with — the syntactic

terminals;

2. the vocabulary, which provides phonological forms to the syntactic terminals and,;

3. the encyclopedia or the list of special meanings associated with particular roots

relative to their syntactic context.

The list that is relevant here is the encyclopedia as this contains the special meanings of
words or larger units such as phrases or sentences. The encyclopedia creates the connection
between certain elements (words, phrases or sentences) and their non-compositional
meanings i.e. their special meanings. According to Marantz (1996: 9) then, the
encyclopedia assigns special meaning to the products of syntactic composition. This is the
crux of the Marantzian argument: Constituents of an idiom are assigned special non-

compositional meaning in relation to one another. “When a specialized context is listed in
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the encyclopedia that ‘bleaches’ or negates the (canonical/default) semantic effect of the
choice of a vocabulary item, this is a case of special non-compositional meaning.”
(Marantz; 1996: 9) To illustrate this, Marantz (1996: 9) uses the idiom kick the bucket to
show how bucket loses its default interpretation (“container”) in the syntactic context of
kick, which in the syntactic context of bucket also loses its default interpretation (“to exert
force on something with one’s foot”). Kick and bucket now no longer have individual
interpretations: Together they form the meaning DIE. Marantz (1996: 9) emphasises that
although this syntactically conditioned special meaning seems to imply composition (as the
syntax is composed out of elements that become associated with vocabulary items) this is
not the case. The encyclopedia contains information about the non-compositional meaning
of constituents in a syntactic environment, and it is the syntactic environment rather that is
compositional. The encyclopedia cannot contain special compositional meanings as they
cannot exist (Marantz; 1996: 9) and they cannot exist because by nature, special meanings

are non-compositional.

The next section of this chapter deals with the issue of mobility with regard to idioms. The
above discussions of compositionality are relevant to the question of whether parts of an
idiom are mobile. In Jackendoff’s (1997) framework, idioms are stored as complex phrasal
items in the lexicon, and depending on whether the LSS stipulates a specific structure or
not, elements in idioms will or will not be mobile. If an idiom can be mapped onto
independent meanings in the LCS which receive independent theta roles, then this idiom
should have mobile parts. In Marantz’s theory, the situation is quite different, because only
atoms that are non-compositional have special meaning. The words or phrases in an idiom
get awarded a special non-compositional meaning that is different from their canonical
meaning, but only when they are placed in the syntactic environment of their corresponding
idiom constituent, for example kick is only awarded this non-default meaning in the correct
syntactic context of the bucket. The theory predicts that idiom parts should be mobile as
they only have to co-occur in a syntactic structure to be awarded special meaning, so this
theory does not account for why certain idioms cannot undergo movement while retaining

an idiomatic reading. Marantz’s theory also predicts that idioms should not have parts that
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are transferable as an idiom with a transferred object or verb will receive a literal

interpretation.

4.2. Mobility

Mobility refers to the ability of parts of a sentence to undergo movement operations. As
mentioned earlier, movement is central within the MP, and occurs (in part) for certain
features to be checked in the syntax. An example of one of these features is the extended
projection principle (EPP) (mentioned in chapter two). Another example of movement that
was discussed in chapter two is the passive construction. It was noted that in English all
sentences containing a transitive verb (a verb that takes a single internal argument) can be
passivised, however, this is not uncontroversially the case. Jackendoff (1997: 166) observes

that idioms “have strangely restricted properties with regard to movement”.

The following examples are taken from Jackendoff (1997: 167) and illustrate the resistance
of many idioms to the passive (# shows that these examples cannot receive an idiomatic

reading):

(25.) (a.) # The bucket was kicked by John.
(b.) # The towel was thrown in by Bill.
(c.)  # The breeze was shot by the coal miners.
(d.)  # The fat was chewed by Lisa and Janet.

The examples in (25.) result from idioms that have undergone movement in line with the
operation that I have termed mobility. In this thesis mobility refers to the (in)ability of parts
of idioms to undergo movement, while keeping the idiomatic interpretation. In Jackendoff's
examples above, the idioms have been passivised, which entails that the determiner phrase
which constituted the original object in the idiom has been moved to subject position.

However, the idioms in (25.) are fixed expressions which, once passivised, are not able to
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retain their idiomatic meaning. Machonis (1985: 299) claims that “there seems to be no
single feature that enhances or inhibits passivisation” in idioms and suggests that certain
idioms have a [+/-passivisation] feature included in their lexical entry. However, | wish to
show that the passivisation of idioms is not determined randomly and that the reason that
some idioms cannot be passivised is that these idioms are not compositionally constructed
I.e. they are noncompositional. The DP the bucket in (25.a.), for example, does not have an
independent meaning that could be preserved when the object is “removed” from the other
parts of the idiom. In contrast, according to Jackendoff (1997: 168), an idiom such as bury
the hatchet “can be taken as having a sort of metaphorical semantic composition”, which
means that its parts can be associated with individual special meanings that can be
combined to derive a meaning like “reconcile a disagreement”. According to JackendofT;, it
is for this reason that the DP-object of this idiom can be passivised and still retain its
idiomatic reading (see Jackendoff; 1997: 168):

(26.) The hatchet seems not to have been buried yet by those skaters.

The example in (26.) shows that the parts of compositional idioms, then, can undergo

movement operations: They are mobile.

The mobility of certain parts of idioms is one of the phenomena | have set out to test in the
research carried out for the purpose of this thesis. Whether certain parts of idioms are
mobile is relevant for this study and for the construction of special meanings as it reflects
the relative compositionality of idioms and how this compositionality affects the production
of special meaning. The next section of this chapter is devoted to a discussion on
transferability, and how transferability gives insight into the construction of special

meaning and compositionality of idioms.
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4.3. Transferability

Consider the following example:

(27.) (a.)  She was the apple of her father’s eye.
(b.)  She was the onion of her father’s eye.

In (27.b.) this idiom’s direct object the apple has been replaced by the DP the onion. This
replacement of an idiom constituent can potentially create a new idiom with a different
meaning to the original idiom. It could also lead to the new sentence receiving a literal or
ridiculous interpretation. I have termed this process of replacement, ‘transferability’ in this
thesis. The aim of this section on transferability is to gain more insight into whether an
idiom can have one of its parts replaced with a part of the same syntactic category, while

retaining an idiomatic sense.

In replacing a part of an idiom with a new part, a new idiom or neo-idiom™ is potentially
created (alternatively, the sentence receives a literal interpretation) (possibly) with a
semantic connection to the original. An important question in this context is: Would it be
possible to predict the meaning of the resulting neo-idiom? If neo-idiomatic meanings are
predictable then special meaning might be transferable from one part of an idiom to a new

part.

For example:

(28.) (a.)  They buried the hatchet.
(b.)  They dug up the hatchet

131 have chosen this term to differentiate between conventionalised idioms and the idioms that have been
created for the purpose of this thesis.
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(29.) (a.)  The doctor spilled the beans.
(b.)  The doctor spilled the peas.

(30.) (a.)) My uncle gave me the cold shoulder.
(b.) My uncle gave me the cold leg.

The original idioms (28.a.), (29.a.) and (30.a.) have been modified (by replacing either the
verb or the direct object). In the process one neo-idiom (28.b.) with a new special meaning
and two sentences (29.b.) and (30.b.) with literal meanings were created. At least according
to my own judgement (respondents’ judgements are reported in chapter five), the idiom dig
up the hatchet in (28.b.) retains an essential part of the idiomatic sense denoted by the
original idiom (28.a.) as its meaning can be located inside the overarching topic of
“disagreements”, i.e. either to revisit an old argument or to resolve a current one,
respectively. The two potential neo-idioms in (29.b.) and (30.b.) seem to have no idiomatic

meaning whatsoever they do not become neo-idioms but remain literal sentences.

I am not aware of any literature or research done in the area of transferability. In carrying
out this study I hope to gain further insight into the mechanisms involved in the
construction of special meanings and whether special meaning can be transferred from one
constituent to another, in the right contexts. If special meaning can in fact be transferred,
then this would indicate that special meanings are not only stored in combination with
phrasal idioms as a whole in the lexicon (Jackendoff; 1997), but can also be constructed ‘on
the fly’. In addition the transferral of special meaning in an idiomatic sense would also
indicate that constituents in an idiom do not get their idiomatic reading when placed in the
correct syntactic environment with their corresponding constituents because only one of
those constituents will be present in the neo-idiom following Marantz’s (1996) argument

presented above.
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4.4. Summary

In this chapter I have looked at the concept of compositionality with regard to words and
literal sentences in the broad sense and with regard to idioms in the narrow sense. The
principal of compositionality was introduced. The principle entails that the meaning of the
whole is a function of the meaning of the parts and the way they are syntactically
combined. The compositionality of idioms was then discussed within the frameworks of
Jackendoff’s representational modularity and then within Marantz’s distributed
morphology, respectively, and the implications behind adopting these differing viewpoints
were discussed. The next two sections built upon the processes of mobility and
transferability in idioms. In addition, | put forward various reasons as to why an analysis of
these two processes is relevant — this analysis yields results that help us to gain some

insight into the construction and the composition of special meaning.

The first half of the next chapter lays out the methodology employed in testing an idiom’s
ability to retain its idiomatic reading after undergoing the operations of mobility and
transferability. The second half of the next chapter presents the results of the research

conducted and discusses their implications for the creation of special meaning.
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Chapter Five
Methodology and Data Analysis

In this thesis | have sought to discover a deeper connection between special meaning
and the specific structure to which it is connected, with regard to idioms in English. To
do this I have attempted to research two aims: 1. to determine how dependent special
meaning is on structure and 2. to ascertain how reliant special meaning is on individual
parts to carry the meaning of the whole. To achieve this | have looked at lexical items
larger than X° with special meaning, or more specifically, idioms. To research the above
two aims (amongst others that are subsidiary to these) I have looked at the operations of
mobility and transferability with regard to idioms, which were detailed in the previous
chapter. This current chapter discusses how a selection of idioms were modified and
given to a group of respondents to test whether the idioms would retain an idiomatic
reading. The results gained are then used