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true to form

True to form, John turned up late.

True to form, when it came to his turn to buy the drinks, he said

he’d left his wallet at home.

True to form, Hurricane Wilma is projected to come ashore near

Naples, Florida in just a few hours.

True to form, Britain has promoted the interests of corporations,

not of Africa at the G8 (the Group of the Eight Countries).
(Melbourne Indymedia, July 2005)
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Lexical Processing Model ( Bobrow & Bell, 1973 ), Simultaneous
Processing Model ( Swinney & Cutler, 1979 ), Configuration Model
( Cacciari & Tabossi, 1988 ) Decomposition Processing Model
(Gibbs et al.,1989)
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Abstract

Idioms belong to the vast family of fixed expressions including
collocations, proverbs, clichés, speech formulas, and so forth that
shares some degree of conventionalization of meaning yet at the same
time differs in semantic as well as syntactic properties. A large part of
our everyday linguistic repertoire is formed by these conventionalized
ways of saying things. Nonetheless, the task of describing what an id-
iom is, and how it is processed and understood, is still a rather chal-
lenging and controversial one, particularly in second or foreign lan-
guage acquisition. Idioms remain to be viewed by a good many lan-
guage teachers as mere quirks of the language, used randomly or with-
out much motivation. They have been relegated to the sidelines of lan-
guage teaching. Students are usually left with memorizing idioms as
chunks and using them in some gap-filling exercises without much
context. With only a superficial knowledge of idioms, they find them-
selves at a distinct disadvantage in their readings, discussions, debates
and communication with native speakers. How idioms are processed
by non-native speakers is definitely a non-negligible area deserving
keen observation and detailed investigation.

This book starts with a synchronic and diachronic delineation of
distinctive properties of idioms, then proceeds on to a critical review
of different approaches ( formal, functional, and psycholinguistic )
and models for processing idioms ( the Lexical Processing Model, the
Simultaneous Processing Model, the Configuration Model, The De-
composition Processing Model) and finally focuses on a conceptual
structure-based approach from the perspective of holistic integration —
a holistic approach to English idioms for non-native speakers.

As opposed to atomism, holism is concerned with wholes rather
than analysis or separation into parts and emphasizes the importance of
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the whole and the interdependence of its components. The holistic ap-
proach to English idioms motivated by this theory can be epitomized
as follows.

One of the hallmarks of this approach is the holistic integration of
information from background knowledge, the concepts underlying
constituent word meanings and the assumptions and implications ari-
sing from them.

Secondly, this approach aims at organizing parts into an organic,
unified whole. To be more specific, holism-based idiom access in-
volves integrating syntactic, semantic, pragmatic, cognitive and
sociocultural factors into an organic, unified whole when an idiom is
processed.

Thirdly, as a dynamic approach, the holistic approach treats an
idiom as a conceptual structure occurring as an on-line, real-time con-
struction in an actual environment or in a particular text or context.

By way of illustration, evidence is provided to fortify the argu-
ments as presented in this book.

true to form being or behaving as expected; in the usual, typical

or characteristic way ( dictionary explanation )

True to form, John turned up late.

True to form, when it came to his turn to buy the drinks, he said

he’d left his wallet at home.

True to form, Hurricane Wilma is projected to come ashore near

Naples, Florida in just a few hours.

True to form, Britain has promoted the interests of corporations

not of Africa, at the G8 (the Group of the Eight Countries) .

(Melbourne Indymedia, July 2005)

A structural analysis of the idiom shows that it is invariably posi-
tioned at the beginning and separated by a comma from the main
framework of the sentence. A holistic examination of the idiom as it
occurs in the particular context will reveal the inadequacy of the sole
reliance on the syntactic analysis and make it necessary to improve the
dictionary explanation. In the last case for instance, the idiom true to
Sform in that particular context conveys an indirect reproach of the G8
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agreement made for the benefit of rich countries. It hints at the G8’s
undesirable practice of requiring African countries to pursue the free
trade policy and create more favorite business environment for western
companies. This goal of free trade for poor countries is a recipe for
deepening poverty as it deprives them of levers to regulate trade for
development.

The foregoing anatomy of the idiom is a typical example of the
holistic approach processing an idiom as an on-line, real-time con-
struction in a natural linguistic habitat.

This book is intended to show the reader how to map thought to
language and match form to meaning in the generation and interpreta-
tion of an idiom. It seeks to extend the holistic research to language
learning so that a non-native speaker can process a language in the
most effective possible way.

This book consists of six chapters. A preview of each chapter is
provided as follows.

Chapter One highlights the important relationship between idiom
comprehension and language acquisition by providing the background
knowledge of idiom studies. It also outlines the objective of the book,
the process of data collection as well as the configuration of the pro-
ject.

Chapter Two is devoted to presenting a true-to-life picture of the
idiom by examining the general way it is formed, its relationships with
the word or other prefabricated chunks, and its peculiar characteristics
including decomposability, institutionalization, restrained flexibility,
figuration and affect.

Chapter Three turns to review the theoretical studies on idioms
over the past few decades since the 1960s covering a variety of topics:
idiom classification, idiom variation, idiom use and comprehension,
and idiom teaching. The three approaches ( formal, functional and
psycholinguistic ) and the diversified findings are very consequential in
laying a solid foundation for the present study. The discussions in this
chapter pave the way for an integrated analysis of idiom flexibility and
productivity made in Chapter Four.



Chapter Four integrates and applies the theoretical frameworks de-
veloped so far to examining the lexical and syntactic features of idi-
oms. By using authentic examples and including naturally occurring
variants, this chapter demonstrates that idioms do not always occur in
their canonical forms and creative or unpredictable uses arise in au-
thentic discourse. It shows further how idiom compositionality com-
bines with context as well as general world knowledge to constrain or
motivate idiom variation and productivity.

Chapter Five brings forth a holistic approach to English idioms
for non-native speakers and recommends developing different types of
competence and different strategies for holistic access to English idi-
oms. This approach is intended to provide learners with constructive
guidelines to make idiom comprehension and language learning more
enjoyable and fruitful.

Chapter Six is mainly concerned with pedagogical implications of
the present study and suggestions for further exploration.

Key words: a holistic approach; idiom comprehension; idiom decom-
posability ; idiom flexibility
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Chliappten One

Introduction

Idioms are pervasive. A large part of our everyday linguistic rep-
ertoire is formed by idioms. They arise in the natural use of natural
language. The creation of idioms reflects new ways in which individu-
als construct concepts of the world and convey them vividly. People
enjoy idioms for their incisiveness, their frequent wit, their polish,
and their savor. Familiarity with a wide range of idioms and the abili-
ty to use them appropriately in context are among the distinguishing
marks of a native-like command of language.

1.1 Background of the Present Study

Discourse will normally require a successful blend of convention-
alized and original language. Fillmore (1979) maintains that formula-
ic language is far more pervasive than is often realized and that
mastery of idioms and other formulae contributes to fluent performance
characteristic of the able native speaker:

“[...] the strategy of acquiring formulaic language is central
to the learning of language: indeed, it is the step that puts the
learner in a position to perform the analysis which is prerequisite
to acquisition. Formulaic language constitutes the linguistic mate-
rial on which a large part of their (learner’s) analytical activities
could be carried out. ” (640)

British linguist John Sinclair (1991 ) goes so far as to suggest
that “the idiom principle” may well be the basic underlying principle
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of language production under normal circumstances. Drawing on his
decades of investigating vast quantities of naturally occurring language
as part of the University of Birmingham/Collins Publishers Cobuild
project, he puts forward his theory of “the idiom principle” force-
fully ;

“[...] a language user has available to him or her a large
number of semi-preconstructed phrases that constitute single
choices, even though they might appear to be analyzable into seg-
ments. To some extent, this may reflect the recurrence of similar
situations in human affairs; it may illustrate a natural tendency to
economy of effort; or it may be motivated in part by the exi-
gencies of real-time conversation.” (110)

According to Sinclair, there is no doubt of the role of idioms in
facilitating interaction by, for instance, indicating the speaker’s/
writer’s attitude, evaluating people or events, directing the discourse,
or alluding to shared knowledge or experience.

The last few decades have witnessed, alongside a general move
towards sociolinguistics and pragmatics, an important number of stud-
ies (Fraser, 1970 ; Makkai, 1972; Bobrow & Bell, 1973 ; Swinney &
Cutler, 1979; Strassler, 1982; Cacciari & Tabossi, 1988; Gibbs &
Nayak, 1989; Cacciari & Glucksberg, 1991, 1993; Gibbs, 1991,
1992, 1994, 1995; Fernando, 1996 ; Giora, 1997 ; Moon, 1998 ; Ve-
ga-Moreno, 2001) turning their attention to idiom representation and
processing that cover semantic, structural, functional and cognitive
descriptions of idioms. Various classes of idioms have been proposed.
While Fraser and Makkai study mainly the formal aspects of idioms,
Fernando’s work classifies idioms according to the function they have
in human discourse. According to Fernando and others with the same
perspective, idioms in general reflect social norms and beliefs by tap-
ping deeply into the world that accompanies language. Attitudes and
norms are often inextricably bound up with idiomatic expressions.
People resort to idioms not only to communicate propositional content
but also to reflect upon and express attitudes and emotions. In some
cases, idioms function as a kind of euphemism, the use of which



Chapter One 3

makes it more socially acceptable to make comments on events or peo-
ple than the use of a non-idiomatic expression would be. To learn a
culture’s idioms, therefore, learners need to be made aware of the
context in which the idioms occur. It is very often impossible to infer
the meaning of an idiom until it is seen in its immediate context. The
people, the settings and the themes involved in any text are indispen-
sable cues for the grasping of idioms’ functional force. Through an
understanding of the function of idioms it becomes easier to understand
the nuances between idioms that appear synonymous. For example, 7o
lure someone into a trap and to walk into someone’s trap , the first de-
scribes a negative effect on the person being lured and the second on
the actor (Lattey, 1986 225).

The multitude of types of classification reflects the inherent diffi-
culty in drawing clear dividing lines among idioms. There is no sharp
boundary separating categories. There are always differences within
categories and similarities between categories that fuzz up any form of
classification.

In addition, different models for processing idioms based on care-
fully conducted experiments and investigations have been recommen-
ded by the researchers from semantic, structural, functional, and cog-
nitive perspectives: the Literal Processing Model ( Bobrow & Bell,
1973 ), the Simultaneous Processing Model ( Swinney & Cutler,
1979 ) , the Idiomatic Processing Model ( Gibbs, 1980 ) , the Configu-
ration Model ( Cacciari & Tabossi, 1988 ) , the Idiom Decomposition
Model ( Gibbs & Nayak, 1989 ), the Conceptual Metaphor Model
(Gibbs, 1994.) , the Graded Salience Hypothesis ( Giora, 1997) and
the Relevance-Driven Comprehension Procedure ( Vega-Moreno,
2001). These models have provided, in one way or another, a se-
mantically adequate, pragmatically feasible or cognitively plausible
clarification for the use and comprehension of idioms.

Among various models, the Conceptual Metaphor Model is very
influential. To ascertain the way in which abstract terms are conceptu-
alized in the human mind is a challenge which has been undertaken by
many philosophers, psychologists, anthropologists, and linguists. The
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leading figures of cognitive linguistics, and in particular its experien-
tial branch, George Lakoff and Raymond Gibbs, have developed a
substantial theoretical framework based on how people perceive, con-
ceptualize and categorize the world around them. In his famous publi-
cation Women , Fire, and Dangerous Things (1987 ), Lakoff argues
that metaphors play an important role in the way in which people con-
ceptualize the world around them. Metaphors permeate language to the
extent that much of our thinking is metaphorical and our everyday ex-
perience is reflected in the language we use. This is especially impor-
tant in the case of idioms, many of which are motivated by metaphori-
cal thinking though people are usually unable to interpret the underly-
ing metaphors. Through the instrumentality of metaphors, the more
abstract areas of experience can be conceptualized in terms of more
concrete images. We can see this in hand in glove which describes
two or more people in the close juxtaposition exhibited by a hand and
a glove when the hand is wearing the glove ( Lakoff, 1987. 271).
Based on this assertion, Gibbs brings up a new alternative analysis to
the study of idioms and shows that cognitive strategies may be at work
when people interpret idioms. Although there may have been different
cultural connotations for different speech communities, there are also
general social, moral and political values which may prevail in differ-
ent cultures. Therefore, idioms of different languages may have much
in common in terms of the underlying conceptual metaphors. For in-
stance, idioms which make use of parts of the human body are very
popular across different speech communities because people share
much the same perception of the shape and function of the individual
parts of the human body.

There is an indication that interdisciplinarity has become part of
idiom research. The multiplicity and intricacy of idioms determine that
no single theory or model can fully justify all kinds of idioms used in
the panorama of discourse situation. Therefore it is sensible for us to
handle idioms of great diversity in a holistic way by incorporating the
marrow of theories that have been put forward to account for divergent
aspects of idioms.



