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~ As the tide indicates, this paper i§ 2 report on work in progress; we expect that it will
pecome part of & larger work dealing in considerably greater detail with the syntax,
semantics, and pragmatics of English idioms. Our purpose here is more modest, namely, to
consider the place of idioms in the theory of generative grammar.

Idioms have figured prominently in the generative literatare. In particular, they are
commoniy cited in arguments for the existence of transformations. In view of the recent
spate of proposals for non-transformational theories of grammar (2.£., Brame (1978), Bresnan
(1981a), Gazdar (1981), Hudson (1976)), the treatment of idioms in generative grammar
warrants some attention. In what follows, we will examine some of the hetter known
discussions of idioms, arguing that they are hased on faulty (and often unstated) premises.
We will then outline a proposal for the treatment of idioms, which is compatible with almiost

any available theory of syniax.

1. Idiem-based Arguments for Transformations

1.1. One widely repeated argument for the existence of transformations (cf., €.8. Culicover
(1976 168), Keyser and Postal (1976 250), Perlmutter and Soames (1979; 106-9)) is based on
the fact that certain idioms cant appear in more than one syntactic form. For example, both
the g and b senlences of (1) and (2) have jdiomatic readings.
{1) a. Pat spilled the beans.
b. The beans were spilled by Pat.
(2) a. The cat is out of the bag
. b. The cat seems to be out of the bag
If surface structures are generated directly, s0 the argument goes, then the a and b sentences
must be distinct idioms. On the other hand, if there are transformations of passivization and
raising, then gach idiom must be listed only onge. They can be inserted into decp stracture
jn their congguous (o) forms and transformationally broken up, yielding their (b) forms.
This simplifies the gramsmar and captures a generalization. Further, since the parts of the
jdiems can be indefiniscly far apart, as illustrated in (3), it is not possible for the grammar
simply to st afl the surface incarnations of every idiom.
(1) a. The beans continue to appear ta be certain to be spilled.
b, The cat scems to be belicved to be ont of the bag.
Thus, positing & sipgle underlying idiom which may be transformationally deformed is
claimed to be not only parsimonious but unavoidable.

Not surprisingly, his argument has been answered by some lingaists advocating direct
generation of gurface structures (see ¢specially Bresnan (1981b)). DBriefly, the simplest answer
o give is that 50 long as the theory contains fules of some sort relating, e.g., active and
passive constructions, then these rules can be used to account for the existence of
“transformed” idioms. Specifically, Bresnan and Kaplan's "Lexical Functional Grammar”
posits a Jexical redundancy tule to account for the active-passive relationship, and Gazdar's
“(ieneralized Phrase Strugture Grammar” has a metarule accomplishing the same thing.
Either one of these mcchanisms  would apply to idiomatic as well as non-idiematic
constructions, so they would circumyent the argument given above. In short, the argument
only shows that a grammar  for English must pravide some rules for capturing the
relationships which have teen expressed in terms of transformations; it docs not show that
ine rules in question must be transformations. And no one ever doubted that such
relationships as active/passive are rule-governed.
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There is, in inic ore th

e Emnmnw,mmwn%m.nwws%h. .mn._ more fundamental defect jn the argument in question. It i
Oty this emmton Ticen i _Mzs.w are arbitrary associations between forms and m ings
e e i e %98 ¢ inference from the exisience of two forms for an _Mwbh- o
e o %pnﬁuou& EFAMMAr Lo fist them separately. On the other awo d _.nw.
tas we shall Lo .EM assumption is wrong--that is, if the mearings of E.EEM w@
corresponding passives have th meanings of their pans--then the fact that actives and th i

ave the same predicate-argument structures would lead cwwuq.w.mxuMn_M

that active idioms would :
below, uld normatly have passive counterparts.  We will reiurn to whis point

1.2. This sarpe assumption of semantic it _
e ne as ! e non-compositionality of idi i i
ﬂm&%cﬁhwmwﬂ%vw %wwm””nuwﬂmmnmronw namely’ that o.:nnmnm v%ﬁﬂ%&cﬂwﬁvnﬁm& o
(Bresnan Qumumv.. i anq % phenomeéna dealt with there have been ma,iow& .mnn _w.._ou,
wish to peint out that it ass ), we will ot discuss this argument here, We do, :wms_ e,
wish to point out (hat it as ﬁnﬁ nm.En idiort “chunks" are semantically cmpty. It is w.%.n%w.
e i S e el S
e sernantically signi i i " ok ; .
chre tically significant functional notions (grammatical B_wnacww..ﬁphwqmwmnwww%m_w%mw“m

1.3. Recentl;
5»5&99»&wwmm_wmawwgﬁwwowa“ﬂm cmﬂ.na three new atguments for the existence of
examinatic . We coniend that each
ation, proves to be based on dubious factwal claims mbonm %Nﬂoﬂ%ﬁﬂow@_wmoww% :
i B.

1.3.1, The first i e T

expressions” G.mmmmwﬁ.s.%s _m ﬁwﬂ _mwcsm typically have the syntactic form of nonidiomati
Tt structures. Bat iF _cc. be an accideni if meanings were simply mapped i ic
through D-structures and Wn relation between form and meaning is more msn:nnrﬂﬂma. e
P el :m<mqwnn:8m [ie. deep and surface structures-TW, IAS Mz_/w;mn
(OF vourse, an_ araument ﬁom wu e form of independent (sic} generated structures.” .@ LH:
iansfommations.  siate e Emvmmﬂcﬂwam mW& S-structures ‘is implicitly an mmw:énwﬁ »,ovm
accomplished by transformations) g from D-structures to S-structures is lakea to be

The first thi i i .
e frst | wwwhw _..,MS about ._..Em argument is that there is a substantial number of idiom:
¢ syntactic form of nenidiomatic expressions,”? {4} is a partial :ﬁm

{4) by and large Ne can d
Mwwmwpn :mﬂg fantastic wmamnomu nM.Bm
alile Toyal !
Mc:_m that it were, Mwﬂmmchﬂnmm %Mv. handsome  does.
Easy does it )
Believe you me! W;m wwww“ﬁ as it may

Thus, Chy g i .
this has. o.__ﬂw ww%aﬁac%w o _ca.& 0n a statistical asymmetry, and it is not ciear what f
from non-idiomatic  expressions. e fact that most idioms are derived diachronically

Even if it is assumed that the 'oni

ot e I AL synchronic grammar must explain thi i

ot ol Ewoﬂm a“wu wﬂ:«hﬂ& (and hence transformations) are man%ﬂ_._m M,M_V;WHMM MW.SM _.:aoom

e e o, w.u mnznaﬂmn by the same rules that generate mcw.E.n_ at

S hn .sn_os_ possible ifrespective of whether the theery uses transf ons, he
are perfectly compatible with non-transformational Emowﬁwscoum. fhe

1.32. Ch g ar ; ; '
appear at .m__wﬁﬂ w%%mwﬂm%.%:ﬁﬂ: is based on the following claim: “there are idi h,
e fioms that » structure fevels, and idioms that appear only at the U‘o_dm e
possibility a5 excluded ppear c.=_< at .Bn S-structure fevel are very rare; we can mSM_nE_”m
B et i Mt &Mww,wwm%wmr imw: Mmm_w marginal exceptions as should be nwwm.wmﬁna;ﬁ
o ¢ ¢ 2 {p. . Since the standar i

5 are inserted into deep structures like ordinary _aicm_amwwwmzmﬁﬂw: Mﬁwaﬂmmwgmn

2 : y is
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predicted, and hence is taken as evidence for the existence of transformations.

However, a close examination reveals that Eanxnnvnonwﬁagscaomnm mcaqwon
marginal as Chomsky sugpests. Brame (1%78) has pointed out examples Tike (53), which are
grammatical only if the idiom & in preposed position, as the contrast between (5b) and {5¢c)
indicates.
(5) a. What the hell did you buy?
u, 1 wonder who the hell bought what.

: e *1 wonder who pought what the hell.
QOther idioms that appear only in wh-questions are How do you do? and What gives?. There
mnnm_momnsacm;:&oam irwnrmﬂaoauwvoﬁin.ﬁnﬁ passive, (6} gives some of them.?

(6} The die is cast. The race is run.
if the truth be known hoist with one’s own petard
fit to be tied caught shert

born yesterday have it made
written on water Rome wasn't built in a day.

may as well be nung for a sheep as 4 lamb

when ali is said and done
[-inally, there are geveral idioms which are limited to constructions associated with other

ﬂc:ucﬁna» sransformations.
{7) hard to take play hard to get :axw__ﬁ,sinags
oo het to handie (complement object deletion)
Is the Pope Catholic? (subject-auxiliary inversion)
Break a leg! Believe mel (imperative deletion)
may as well be hung for a sheep as a lamb
more dead than alive {comparative %Fncuou
It is by no means clear that it is desirable for cxamples like these te be “excluded in
principle”.

Nevertheless, the relative rarity of idioms like {(5)(7) needs to be accounted for (though
not necessarily in the synchronic grammar). One might conjecture that the existence of
productive rules like the passive {cads 1o back-formation of active forms for passive-only
constructions {and cimilarly for the other constructions in guestion). This would also account
for the infreguency of passive-only simple verbs (€€, rumor). This asymmelry could, if
desired, be built into any theory n:m:mwonsmsosm_ or not) which has general rules for
E_msvm_musmaﬁ the evaluation metric miakes such

deriving passives, questions, etc.,
mc,:oc:nméoa "eostly” unless they are derived using the general rules.

There is ancther important point related to the passage from Chomsky cited above.
While making much of the purperted absence of S-styucture-only idioms, he says nothing
sbout how D-structurc-oniy idioms are to be handled. These are expressions like kick the
bucket or saw Jogs which lose their idiomatic interpretations when they are deformed, as in

ticnal deficiencies” have been 2 major topic of investigation by

the passive. Such ™transforma
mosnamima mEnﬁnmaES:n.m._ ¥atz and Postal (1964), Chafe (1968}, Fraser (1970), Katz

(1973), Newmeyer (I974%). For the most partt, it has been assumed that the transformational
pehavior of idioms simply had to be stipulated, cither by means of cxception features of
through encoding In the syntactic structures. (The natable exceptions to this are Chafe and
Newmeyer, who both claim that the syntactic pehavior of idioms can be predicted, at heast in
part, on the basis of their meanings. This is a view we also adopt and expand on below).
Considerations of learnability suggest that the syntax of idioms is not so arbitrary as most
analyses indicate. 1t is cvident that speakers are never explicitly taught €.2. which idioms
passivize and which don't; furthermose, our rather robust intuitions in this domain cannct
be the resuit of which idioms we have or have oot heard in the passive, for there is
considerable cross-speaker agreement, even on relatively rare idioms which may even be
novel to some speakers. This suggests that the syntactic behavior of idioms is more

11y been assumed. Any adeguate 1620y of idioms must address

gystematic than has pencrd .
this point, and provide a principled account of the "transformational deficiencies”. We will
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return 1o this question below.S

1.3.3. Chomsky’s third argument is the followihg: “while some idioms undergo movement,
ag-in “excellent care--was-taken- of the orphans,’..etc, we do not find the same idiomatic
interpretations -in ‘such structures as 'excellent care is hard to take of the orphans’... There is
good reason to believe that the latter construction does not invelve movement of a-Noun
Phrase to the subject position; rather, the subject of the main clause is generated in’ place.
Correspondingly, interpretation as an idiom is mled out in principle if idiom rules apply at
the D-structure level [footnote omitted]”. (p. 153). In other words, idiom chunks behave
differently with respect-to movement and delction rules; this follows from the assumption
that; idiom chunks-can only be inserted as part of the whole idiom, together with the analysis
of the rules in question as movement and deletion transformations.  Specifically, if the fough-
construction is analyzed as involving deletion, not movement (¢, Fiengo and Lasnik {1974)),
then the inability of idioms to appear in this construction is explained. . o

Once again, there are counterexamples to Chomsky's claim, as Berman (1974, p. 261)
originally noted. : . :
(8) Some sirings are harder to puli than others. That favor was easy to retum.
That nerve is easy to fouch. ’ The law can be hard to lay down.
This boat is very easy to rock. That line is hard to swallow,
‘This barrel is, unfortunately, very easy to scrape the bottom of .. -
* His closets would be easy to find skeletons in .
Still, Chomsky is unguestionably right that there are many idioms that can passivize but

cannot appear in the tough-consiruction. He claims that this differeace can be.captured as a
difference between movement and deletion.

However, the effect of the movement/deletion distinetion can be captured (and, indeed,
must be if the standard raising/equi differcnces are to be accounted for) in hon-
transformational analyses. This is normally -done by distinguishing betwcen NP positions
which are arguments of the predicates in their clauses {e.g., subject of i) and those which
are not {e.8., subject of fend). So, assuming Chomsky is right aboui the fough-constriction,
acjectives like -hard could be analyzed as binary predicates, with their (surface) subjects
serving as one argument.  Of course, such an account requires that idioms chunks like those
in {8) can be arguments to predicates, and they must therefore be assigned some independent
meaning. This brings us to the central point of this paper, and our main <riticism of almost
all generative work -op idioms. . .

2. The Compositionality of Itioms

It has been taken as axiomatic or definitional thal idioms arc non-compositional, i.e., that
the meaning of an idiom is not a function of the meanings of its parts. (9) quotes a number
of well-known linguists to this effect. : P

(%) a. "l shall regard an idiom as a constituent or a series of constituents for which the
. semantic “interpretation is not’ a compositional function of the formatives of
which™ it is compesed.” (Fraser (1970; 22) : :
b, “ldioms...do not get their meanings from the meanings of their syntactic parts.”
- (Katz (1973; 358)) - ’ .
¢ "the meaning of the whole is not a function of the meaning of the parts.”
© '+ "(Heringer {1976; 209) :
d. "These arc idiomatic in the sensc that their meaning is non-compositional,”
(Chomsky {1980; 14%9) : o
As indicated abeve, we take issue with this fundamental and widespread assumption. There

are a number of reasons o believe that parts of an idiom should be assigned meanings,
contributing to ' the meaning of the whole -idiom, TR

First of all, parts of idioms can be modified, either by means of adjectives, as in '(10), or
by means of relative clauses, as in (11). : )
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Jeave no legal stone ::E.gmn
1o heat our nuclear swords into plowshares
make the musical scene

Wmow Emn mmwm_w.acyﬁ» pulling strings that weren't available 10 »M.u.oan else.
o %ﬁ _.m oﬁ:ﬁw touched a nerve that I didn’t even know exisie o internal
is :&% aS pote that these are examples of what Ernst {1980} smw. %ﬂam, ﬂ“:m nal
:..cw. ,Bﬂ.wa that is, modification of only part of the mcaming of the H. auzm rixsmm x
o cmﬁ_.m leave no legal stone unturned does not mean legally RE_HN ewasma ne Ba&ﬁ%‘. o
NMH._W Qo:mr;.v that Al Tl e mmﬂn ﬁm%oasc"uwms Mcmwm“whwmﬂ part of the idiom, itis
i the meaning of an © . odifyi d s
Mﬁmwﬁﬁo%mmr% nmw% m.om the idiom have a meaning which is part of the meaning of th

idiomt.

imi idi uantified, as in (32).
it wmﬂ.wmpﬂ.amac.wﬂ“onwu be d touch a_ couple of nerves ]
@ mﬂﬁ.m the third gift borse she's looked in ﬁ.wm EE..E. Ehwzwwmn. couple of
Again, the quantification may affect only part ww wv.nmﬂma H Aﬂ“nnmmwﬁw?& e v
‘i fouch a nerve a couple of Hmes. ;
:MHM% %,m.w WMQ%M w_wmw_m.“ and strings like this indicates that some part of the meanings
m.m these idioms is identified with these expressions

Parts of idioms may also be emphasized through topicalization, as in 13
muv Those strings he wouldn't pull for you.
His closets you couid find wmw&nsﬁ “mﬁ o
i ifls not even he would | ) ]
t would :o”,_,nwwﬁ m%ma&ﬂ bring a part of an idiem 1o focus in this way unless these parts

had identifiable meanings in their idiomatic uses.

Finally, parts of idioms can be omitted in efiptical constructions (what is usually referred
" f b " . &v.
w as "VP deletion”), as In (. L
i ked, but yours isnt . o
(4 ﬂw %%M:naﬁwcﬂo:oﬂ would fall out of the housing Bﬁwww ccw swm M_ﬂu ».M.
We had expected that excellent Samm..uoﬁw Nm.WxMw ﬁmw mw._mu w._m.wﬂ %_w. mannmaosm.
inci ed by Sag (1976, 1981) an illia ] !

Wmﬁw ﬂmmmﬁwmm%“%wmw mﬂ_,mmwn: nwnmcmaacnm must be semantic units. Since the antecedenis

in these examples are parts of idioms (e.g., cooked wn the first exaraple), it follows that these
S - .
jdiom parts st have meanings of their own.

j i i revious generative literature on idioms:
.ﬂ:.m, e e oie wumnww HMMJW__QMMNM_MMW mw_m%aozmmwv,n meanings ,.,&_9 ncEvEmm %
AT Ea.vum.wm the whole. Of course, these meanings are not En.:na_._m_ meaning of
produce the wasﬁa%m idiomatic meanings are generally dertved from literal WMM_M_MW.” o
e eontio lized, 9.5 not entircly arbitrary, ways. ‘The mechanisms gOveIning  meaning
it are <0 lex and poorly understood, and it is not our purpose here S—m " uOcq
:»:m?_. mmw no_..mWoaxZ:%mmm (1977) for a2 discussion of some of .55 issues invol mm mwncm A
Qm_a&o Y show that the syntactic properties of idioms érﬁ: have cnmn _.m s
mwamwnﬁ%wﬁ MmﬁmEa are largely predictable from the semantic propertics ol e 1

question.
3. Some Examples

g
We OOn.:ObQ. that the mw::&.nﬁ_h emnwmc—uﬁ{_ of an idiom is a function of how the meanings of
its nv.wmﬁm are related 1o one another and to their fiteral meanings. We will Argud for this

4 re clo: y : rmbe of OIS W. i different syntactic Duwnm
contention .UV.. examining mo sely a w_u._.w.: 11 T idi S Wl Y1
semantic ﬁmcﬂﬁuﬁﬁw. We believe that our na.m.u.n—“uwﬂw anc uﬂﬂnemnﬁnwﬂz.ﬂ of the diverse behavior

ive matic
of idioms, though we make no claim that they represent an exhaustive or even & Sysie
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taxonomy of idiom types.

41 Consider first idioms like those in'(4), which do- not have normal -syntactic structure.
Since the rules of semantic composition for any language are presumably formulated 50 as 10
combine: the: meanings :of the :parts of weli-formed syntactic constituents (sze.. e.g.. Dowty,
Wall, & Peters £1980) or Gazdar (1981)), they shouid not be applicable 10 expressions which
donot conform 1o the normal syitactic. rules of the language. - Hence, these expressions Tust
réceive their terpretations in nonstandard ways, €.8. by stipulation in the Hnaoou.m IF this
is the“case, then” we would expect idipms like those in (4) to exhibit little or o syntactic
variation, for when ‘their form’ i5 changed, the grammar provides no way 10 interpret them.
T ({15) a ¥ is done by easy. i :
b. *Handsome seems to be as handsome does.

32 Our next example is one of the most extensively discussed idioms in the janguage: kick
ihe bucker. Syntactically, itis invariable, cxcept that kick gets conjugated, and the word
proverbial may be jnseried. Semanticaily, #t is rather opagug, although, as Nunberg 977y
points ‘out, it does inherit from -kick a non-durative sense. (That is, it cannot be. used in
place” of dying in sentences’ such- as Pat is slowly dying) . T P

We propose to analyze this idiom as having the syntactic structure of a normal verb
phrase. In this instance, however, the jdiomatic meaning is not composed from idiomatic
interpretations . of the parts. ‘Rather, the idiomatic meaning is assigned to the. whole phrase,
without being distributed to its constitutents'®, The absence of an_idiomatic interpretation
for The bucket was kicked by Pat is attributable 10 the fact that the VP kick the bucket does
not appear in this septence'’, Other syntactic deformations that break up the verb phrase are
aso- ruled out.  Agréement, however, will naturaily oceur, since kick the bucket is
syntactically a normal VP (see Gazdar, Pullum, & Sag (1981) for a formal account of English
agreement), Similarly, nothing in the syatax preciudes modifiers from appearing, but, since
tre proper parts of the idiom have no idiomatic meanings of their own, any modification will
nave to be “external” (Ernst {1980))--i.e., modifying the interpretation of the idipm as a
whate (or, in the case of proverbial, signaling that a non-literal interpretation is intended).

33 A very similar example:is saw logs, meaning "'sleep”. Here,. too, we have syntactic
inflexibility, except for conjugation and external modification (e, Pat sure is sawing a lot of
logs micaning ‘roughly “Pat sure Is sleeping a lot™). Formally, we treat this idiom-just like the
previous one: - assign normal syntactic structure with idiomatic meaning assigned to the whole
VP, but not to ks paris. . oy -

What is different about these two idioms, however, is that ihe relationship between the
fiteral and idiomatic interpretations in sow logs.is relatively transparent, viz., the sound of
sawing logs is similar to that of snoring. Henge, this idiom 8 prohably interpretable to those
unfamiliar with i, by means of the normal mechanisms for interpreting metaphors (whatcver
they might be); " in ‘contrast, we presume that kick. the bucket would be uninterpretable (on
its idiomatic scase) to a first-time hearer. From the relative transparency -0f the meaning
ransfer involved [in:saw. Jogs it:is easy 10 see why the parts of this idiom do not ‘carrespond
to parts of the idiomatic_meaning, - This, we claim, is the explanation for the absence of
idiomatic intérpretations -for .sentences like (16). : P

(i6) a Logs were sawed by all the campers.
. How many logs did Pat saw?

3.4 Consider next another widely discussed idiam: take advaniage of “We claim that the
meaning of his idiom is a function of the (idiomatic} meanings of its parts. = More
specifically, fGke s mssigned 4" eaning ‘Toughly paraphrasable-as "derive", ‘adviniage means

something like. “penefit”, and of marks the souee, These paraphrases are not exact, indeed,

wé' maibtain that nd; exact pal phrases ‘of these expressions iist, - Further, the idioniatic

Eﬁ,ﬂﬁsﬁiﬁ.nmgﬂ%.1.2&‘_»3.En.:” that ‘they cannet sensibly be composed- with anything
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put each other. Formalily, this idea can be expressed by c.nwaﬁm the Emcﬁmnn intension of
[ake as a partial function which is only defincd on the idiomatic intension of advanlage.

This analysis will allow the parts of the idiom to be separated syntactically, S.wo.um as
their interpretation are composed in the permitted manner. Thus, the fact that this idiom
can appear in passive and "raised” forms is accountied  for.

(17 Advaniage seems 10 have been taken of Pal ) ]
Further, it allows for the possibility of internal modification (but only by modifiers with the
idiomatic sense of edvanfage in their domaing). This possibility is realized in the phrase fake

unfoir advaniage of.

Finally, this analysis permits ellipsis of part of the idicm in some cases but not in others.
For example, {183} sounds odd because {he idiomatic sense of advantage cannot be compesed
with the sense of shocked al, vut (18b) has no such mismatch, and is hence moca.n
(18) a *Pat ok advantage we were shocked at of some of the tourists.
b. Students take greater advantage of the recreational facilities than they take
of the academic facilities.

35 Spill the beans is very much like take advantage of in almost every refevant way. The
most notable difference is that it has a literal interpretation which is related in a fairly
wansparent way to its idiomatic ESGES&SS. The analogy between fiterally spilling beans
ang divulging information that was to have been kept secret (to paraphrase, roughly, the
idiomatic interpretation) is quiie intuitive. Hence, the assignment of parts of the E_omswc.n
sense to pars of the jdiom may seem more natural in (his case. Thus, spill the beans, like 2
great many other idioms, is a metaphor which has become conveationatized.

3.6 A central feature of our analysis of the last two examples is the claim that the
dependency between the verbs and their objects 18 semantic, that is, that the inability of
idiomatic the beans to appear with any verb other than spill is due to the incompatibiiity of
its meaning with any other verb, Thus, such idioms are regarded as the timiting case of
selectional restrictions, viz., the case where the semantic domain of a verh is a singleton set.
it is natural to ask whether there arc any idiomatic verbs with non-siggleton domains. Our
theory leads one to expect 10 find them, whereas a theory that claimed that the dependency
was purely between the forms supports no such expectation.  kn fact, there are several
examples.
(19) a hit the hay/sack
b.Jose one’s mind/marbles
. take a leak/piss/shit/fcrap
d. get off one’s ass/rear (end)/behind/tush..... ]
There arc alse cases where the same NP (with the same interpretation) may be the object of
more than one idiomatic verb, as we would expect.
(20) a. play onc’s cards close to one’s chest/lay one’s cards on the table
b. keep/lose onc's cool. )
Such examples fend credence 10 our sernantic account of idiom dependencies.

37 Finally, we want to consider syntactically highly versatile idioms fike those in (). We
will take pull strings as & tvpical example. These cannot be analyzed in exactly lhe same
manner as those in the previous two sections because of exampies like (21,
(21} a Pat pulled strings that Chris had no access to,
b.The stings that Pat pulled helped Chris get the job.
I we were to say that the idiomatic sense of strings was in the domatn only of the jdiornatic
pull (following our analysis of spill the beans, ¢ic), then senterices Jike (21} could have no
idiomatic readings. We must allow the idiomatic sense of strings 10 be in the domain of
other functions, including the intensions of have aceess to and help Chris gel the job. But if
we do this, then we will permit an idiomatic interpretation of sirings in examples like (22).
{22) a. Chris had no access to strings.
b. Strings helped Chiis get the job.
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This appears, at ..mwﬁ m_m:nm to @a a redi o of ont . .
» AUHTSt glance, 1o luctio of our ireatment of idioms: either
@1 on .ﬁ.cm._.... idiomatic readings, Or we assign idiomatic interpretations {o mwwxn_z%

However, rather than abandon out a ; ite the b

) \ il abandon our approach altogether, we proposé to bit
Wﬁ%m. MM mﬂwﬂ%ﬂa mmw_mpn idiomatic readings to (22).. mzuvo:wwc_.ﬁ:mm QQMMMMJM w.“wmﬂaw_w_.
aliony soonal thest. 5 n .E_unn.m Bm.w. be cwna m contexts where En E.z idiom ME~.%§E has

(23)  Pat and Chris graduated from law m with roughly ean

r ; school together with
H_Rcam.. Par’s uncle is a state senator, and he mﬁ::& wﬁwm.mc Mcmﬁwﬂ .wm”um“
» Clerkship with a.Stale-supreme court justice. Chris, in contrast, dida't have
-, 8CCEss 10..any mHamr.ngﬁ&%.Eummwmaﬁm ,m:.m_ms..

nomwwmwmwnmﬂ Mmﬂ%. Mﬁwhﬁ %mmwgmwm. ﬁmv. amm uomw syntactic. or .mﬂ.mwmnn“ Tather, it isa
¢ . 15 evident that in actual language the  disti

readings of an ambiguous expression are no sali : order mad demeoemet
: 1 t equally salient. The ord o

preference among readings are determined b b . oordy uaee of

Factors. oo includiog o e Y a number of complex and poorly understood

ably ¢ hearer's beliefs about th k

world, the topic 6f conversation, the s i i 2 Sative frequemcy o e
d, the t On V¢ te speech registers in use, and relative fi

of the readings. ' In particular, in the case of idi j sressions, it has ooy sLpiiEs

Swinacy iogs. 1o i 5.& e of idiomatic expressions, it has been -established

( : . 79 { exhibit a strong preferénce for idiomati i

interpretations. - It seems plausible 1o cenjecture further that they exhibit m.ncmﬂamﬂﬂwﬂ

ES_Ma mwwwﬂw MMM %.Wmaﬁmwmwb M:Mcmmwmn%. %Rﬂmanm ﬂmgaow_ idioms like pull strings and .ﬁ:.o‘wa
5pi beqns is th; ol o1 he Jormer in its idiomatic sense may be an ar:

to many predicates other than the verb in the idj itions of vees whe

block atcess 16 the amrn e ¥ In the idiom. Ecs.m,ﬁh conditions of usé, which

block a of idiom chunks except in contexls where the ent]

idiom is present serve to partially mask the semantic <Sm.m.m=Q of . Smw.maaﬁmwmuca

It is worth mentioning that no - i
s ! N0 ‘previous work we are aware of proposes an S
W&wﬂﬂﬁo wznmomwh%ﬁ. Mﬂ“&ow like (21) mm_w_m (22). Thus, while the WBWS& in mawcwmnnmmh
d- references to ill-understo diti i i
an -advance over the previous literature, od ncme.rc:.m of wse, ”.ﬁ._m netertheless

4. Conclusions

:;nwwmﬂmmﬂmﬁa hwmwmwwwﬂo m:.mcé %.mn ﬂw&. idioms have both syhtactic m:a.mmamnmn

al st » 1L 18 clear that idioms cannot be analyzed in & i ion:
there is a range of idiom ty differi g j o, semanti ey fashion:
1 : pes, -differing along various syntacti i i
dimensions. To a large’ extent, the ic ior of idioms 15 deparoa,hragmatic

nsions. ! lar tent, Syntactic ‘behavior of idioms is determined b
mmEmMun relationships among their parts. The failure to recognize this fact has gmw_ M.wm
cenif mﬁomgmmm of most generative ‘discussions of idioms, o :

Of course, what we haye sketched here i ol . an ]
. Of 3 - have. : > is-only a prolegomena to a substanti ;
a_oﬂm. In order genuinely to explain .Eo behavier of an E&S. it would .gz.won%%m@ M.
Ry e e mea wmw: _wqw_n.m?_. Mﬁa%_w_ama deriving the: idiomatic _zsaasgn.mﬁ? the
. Hence, count of idioms must awail a theory of meaning Lransf; i
no such theory is in the offing, we believe that many of the puzzles about m:cma Mﬂnsﬁwmm

exercised generativists are solvable, once fundamental misconceptions are abandoned
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FOOTNOTES

* We presented many of the ideas in this paper to the UCLA conference on “The Imteraction of
Companerts in EST™, in February 1981, We are grateful 1o the audience at thal conference, a5 well as to Larry
Barsalou ang Chuck Fillmore, for heipful suggestions. Some of the research reported on here was supported by
the National Endowment for the Humanities (Wasow) and by NSE Grant No. BNS-8102406 (Sag and Wasow),

1 Chomsky cautions the reader that there 3 some question as to whether the issue of the existence of
transformations has any empirical content: "should the base generale S-structures directly or should it penerate
Drstructures which are mapped by the rule "Move & into S-structures? [t is not entirely obvious that this is a
Teal enapirical question..That is, it might be that these two theores are simply twe ways of understanding a
single and somewhat more sbstract theory, yet to be properly formulated, which expresses the fundaments}
properties shared by these iwo variants” (p. 14%). We will not address this issue here~-but see Bresnan (1981a)
and Gazdar (1981) for arguments that the question is not vacuous.

2. Chafe (1968) tock the existence of such “idioms which are not syatacticaliy wedl-formed” (p. 114) as an
“anomaly in the Chomskyan paradigm.” Just what Chafe had in mind is not clear 10 us. I is certainly true
that such idioms receive no systematic freatment in transformational terms, but it is equally true that no one hag
bren zble to offer a systematic treatment of them in any terms. Since there is only & relatively small number of
such idioms, and since they have little or no syntactic flexibility (see section 3.1 below). any theory of grammar
can deal with them simply by listing them. Unfortunately, no available theory can do betier than this

3. It is not clear whether fixed expressions like Children should be seen and not heard A woman's work is
riever done. A good time was had by all or easier said rhan done should be included in this list. for while they
are conventionally used only in their passive forms, their interpretations 4ppear to be completely literal.

4. While all of the constructions illustratcd in {7) have been claimed 1o involve transformations in their
derivations, we are not aitrbuting this c¢laim to Chomsky.

5. There are many other idioms that involve comparalive constructions, e.g., old as the hills, colder thar a
witeh's teat, Xer than hell/gll get ou, ewc. However, these gencrally can be aralyzed a5 uxs of thon 25 a
prepesition (see Hankamer (1973)), in which case comparative deletion need snot be involved in their derivations,

6. Although our proposals are not formulsted within the theory that Chafe (1968) eriticizes {vix., the
standard theery of transformational grammar), they are not essertially incompatible. Hence, we see ro basis for
Chafe's claim that “transformational deficiencies” constitlute another “anomaly in the Chomskyan paradigm.”

7. DBresnan (1581b) argues that genwine idiom chunks may not serve as anlecedents for anaphors
(specifically, pronouns). The cxamples in (14) provide what we tink are clear counterexamples to her claim,
Ske suppoeris her contention with the following examples ¢her judgements):

(i) ‘*Although the F.BIL kept tabs on Jane Fonda, the CIlA. kept them on Vanessa

Redgrave.
(i) *Tzbs were kept on Jane Fonda by the F.BI, but they weren't kept on Vanessa

Redgrave.
‘While we agree with Bresnan that there are some idiom chunks which canaol be antecedents for anaphora {e.g.,

the bucket in kick rhe bucked), we disapree with her claim that tabs in keep rabr on is one of them, In S, we

find the examples in (i) and (ii} yuite acceptable, as do others we have questioned. (i) sounds still better,
(i) We thought tabs were being kept on us, but they werent

While we do not explicily address the question of anaphoric reférence to idiom chunks in what follows, we

believe thal our lreatment of idioms could provide the basis for a principled explanation of the behavior of

idiom chunks with respet o ansphora

8. This is clearly not the whole story for idioms like No ean do or Long time no see, which, though
syntactically nonstandard, appear 1o be semantically composed.  However, ther is nething to prevent a
synmactically nonstandard idiom from having 2 special semantic composition rufe associated with it

9. One counterexample to this claim is trip the light fanrastie, which permits confugations on trip. Hence, it
must be analyzed as having some internal structure, wilh srip labeled a5 a  verb,

10. An alternative would be to assign kick an diomatic sense meaning (non-durative} “die”. and rhe bucker
£o sense at all. This idez gains plausibility from the colloquial use of kick and kiek off meaning “die suddenty”.

. wm -
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However, . raises- the problem of explaining EE.. eg. Pat rested the bucker cannot be used to Eaﬁ. ..wﬁ.
rested”

E. im assume A.SE Be% current Eoonmv surface structure semantic SS%Q»...&P

12. Our Eo_uﬁp_m also _Bm to the una_ng: that nﬁ ns.ﬁ:_.nnw om ke adwmiage of, w_.; not ﬁn logs em sow
logs, ¢an' ‘be the antécedent of ‘an anaphoric pronoun under certain circumstances. We believe that En is a
vorrect ‘prediction, but - the . fads -are ‘open - 1o . debate:

. ) JAdvantage was taken of her, bui it wasn't. taken of him.
() THe didpt L Imm GE m:m Eﬁ.& Em«: m..&na_mmn wu_n_ﬁamﬁnonm

wm Another Emnqnbnn worth 5n=¢o=5m _m thal the idiomatic NP's differ with respect to definiteness. This
fact {which presumably Teflects a semaniic difference) accounts for the marginality of spill rhe beons in
opmparative  constrictions  analogous i {(18b):

G} PThey spilled more of the beans to the 7imes than they spilled o the Posr
Note, however, ‘that. paris of spill the beops can be elliptical

Ev u was . Eo_.zma that the cﬁnm Bﬁ:n be mu_=ma ‘but they ﬁn_.mu.‘.

. .k. Examples __.w.n thse  have been _alibuted fo Jim MeCawley.

Hu For _&Rsu like . ke a%ainnm Q. and .%_s. the beans, the parls are semantically appropriate only in
combination with the other parts {see sections 3.4 & 1.5). llence, examples lite (i) and (i), m:u_omc:m 10 (21},
have no  idiomatic readings.

i) M Wil never forgive the advantage you took of me
{i} Par mQ_:on the beans that Chris .had entrusted him  with.
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Olga AXhmanova

Semantics

Meaning is = fact of language because of a constant and firmly
established asscciation between a given segment of conceptual ma-

terial and a given piece of linguistic expression. It is always an
abstraction from the concrete facts of extralinguistic experience.
Meaning must be carefully distinguished from the purport nmmmmmmww
;wmntwmﬁmhmaw@ry of utterances, which can be conceived and passed
on only in interpretable contexts - larger chunks of discourse and
{or) in special contexts of mwﬁﬂmdwou.ooﬁnﬁmdn‘ﬂdﬁmanbcmm with
their situation~bound purperts are fauts of speech. 4
Weaning as ithe ceontent of words (and word-like nominative

phrases or :Eobwsmm:Mdewnbbﬁ be squated with conceptis. Although,
like the latter, it i8 a reverberatbn in the human consciousness
of phenomena, relaticnships, qualities and processes of reality,
it becomes a fact of language only when a constant and indissoluble
comnection is established between the reverberation and a certain
sound-complex or (phonetic—orthographic) "caul™ or “envelope™.
The latter is indispensable not only because it is the physical
expression of the content and the vehicle for communicating it o
other people, but alsc because withoutit the particular meaning
could not come into being, exist and develop., This is the only way
for monemes (primarily, of course, the "monolexemic! ones) to be
“"definitely moulded” and “to bake as much or as little of the con~
ceptual material of the whole thought as the penlus of the language
cares to mwwos:ﬂ(\w am pleagsed to find the same general idea ex-
pressed in a recent publication: "... a semantic prototype mmmomwl
ates a word or phrase with a prelinguistic, cognitive schema or 1o~
age; and ... speakers ere equipped with an ability to judge the de-
gres to which an object {or, if you prefer, the wwdeﬁmH representa-
tien thereof) matches the prototype schema or wsmmm In the Soviet
semanbic tradition the "semanbic prototype” under &Um nape of "ba-
sic pominative meaning" (ospevioje mvr(mmmwwmw@n mmwnm mu has
long been the generally accepted Poumdation of lexical-phraseologi-
¢cal research and {most Pévw%ﬁwn&u widely ranging lexicographic
analyses and descriptionsi’/

As far as onbelogy is concerned we could go no further in our
discussion of the relationship between expressicn and content in
the "moulding” of linguistic meaning. Heuristically, however,it is
necessary to dwell on the different kinds, or types, of the coumnec-’
tion. Briefly the main varieties can be presented as follows:



