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Every scholarly topic has its own special set of problems. Few more so than
idioms and idiomaticity. The following pages will show, I hope, that idioms
and idiomaticity are pervasive features of a language. As such, they demand
from the analyst who wishes to do justice to this pervasiveness a sense of
the amplitude of language both in general and particular terms. What this
means in practice is that in talking about idioms and idiomaticity the
idiomatologist must also talk about the vocabulary, syntax, semantics, and
sociolinguistics of a language, and adopt, prefecably, a theoretical ‘consen-
sus’ orientation for this purpose. This is another way of saying that general
linguistics provides the best background and training for an idiomatologist.

For the opportunity to acquire such a background and training I am
indebted to the linguistics discipline of Macquarie University, as established
and developed by Arthur Delbridge and developed further by his successor,
Christopher Candlin. The eclectic philosophy adopted by the linguistics
discipline there, permitting as it does different linguistic persuasions as well
as a range of courses in theoretical and applied linguistics to be taught,
makes life congenial for the general linguist. In such an environment a
linguist is free to teach in several areas, adopting different orientations, as |
did, in syntax, semantics, contrastive linguistics, sociolinguistics, and
language learning at various periods in the many years I spent at Macquarie
University. Also helpful in enlarging and shaping my understanding of how
language works, more specifically how English works, was the experience |
gained in the English Unit of the Sri Lankan Education Department, where
I was involved in the mid 1960s in preparing language learning materials
for use in local schools. Periods spent overseas as a visiting scholar at the
universities of Edinburgh, Exeter, London, Reading, Birmingham, and
Pennsylvania have contributed to my understanding not only of language
but also to my understanding of linguistic scholarship. All these experiences
have in one way or another shaped this book.

The immediate inspiration for this work, however, was a thesis
completed in 1981, though this book adopts a theme and a focus very
different from its progenitor. These changes, which have considerably
enlarged the scope of my earlier research on idioms and idiomaticity, I owe
to John Sinclair and Ronald Carter, the editors of this series, who offered
several valuable suggestions and comments. I found their comments on the
importance of focussing on collocations—a focus which allowed the inclu-
sion of many areas of investigation and their associated language forms
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which might otherwise have been ignored—especially valuable. Several
others, known and unknown, have also helped shape this book, either by
commenting on drafts of this book or on my earlier work on idioms.
Among those known are Arthur Delbridge, Roger Flavell, Michael
Halliday, Reinhard Hartmann, Marlena Norst, and Euan Reid. Needless to
say, any shortcomings that may still exist are entirely my own.

Nic Witton (Modern Languages, Macquarie University) gave me much
needed and generous help in understanding how adverb par-
ticles work in German, and Pearl Adisheshan (Institute of Languages, New
South Wales) provided me with useful material on teaching multiword
expressions of various sorts.

My bibliography is another testimony of the debt 1 owe to numerous
scholars working in the same or related fields. I should, however, like to
make special mention of three idiom dictionaries: The Longman Dictionary
of English 1dioms (1979) and The Oxford Dictionary of Current ldiomatic
English, Volume 1 (1975) and Volume 2 (1983). | have drawn on all three
in framing slightly modified definitions for particular idioms, but these
make no significant difference to their meanings.

Last but by no means least, are my students. They have greatly enhanced
my intellectual life by their interest, enthusiasm, and appreciation. Their
contribution to this work is evident in several of the examples cited. Their
questions, observations, and disagreements on a variety of topics, some of
which have been dealt with here, have made me revise my thinking on
specific points, and have contributed to greater precision in my analysis of
data.

Many people have contributed to getting the nuts and bolts of this book
into place. Christopher Candlin first drew my attention to this topic in the
flyer announcing the Describing English Language series in 1987, one of
those chance happenings with fruitful results.

Thanks are due to Ron Carter for permitting me to air various issues and
anxieties in a six-year correspondence.

[ would also like to thank David Wilson, formerly of Oxford University
Press and now of the Université de Neuchatel, who contributed to the clar-
ification of the overall theme of the book over a pleasant lunch, and, with
Antoinette Mechan of Oxford University Press, provided sympathetic
support and editorial expertise. Their careful and microscopic scrutiny of
the manuscript resulted in the elimination of many inconsistencies and in
the development of several of my observations throughout the text.

Finally, I am very grateful to Corinne Cheung, Barbara Albertini, and
Mary Feely for the dedication they brought to putting my typescript on
disk, a service which has helped significantly in the materialisation of this

book.
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The author and publishers would also like to thank the following for
permission to reproduce material that falls within their copyright:

Collins Dictionaries, HarperCollins, London, for extracts from The
Birmingham Collection of English Text.

New South Wales University Press, Australia, for an extract from
Engendered Fictions by A. Cranny-Francis (1992).
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Foreword
Describing English Language

The Describing English Language series provides much-needed
descriptions of modern English. Analysis of extended naturally-
occurring texts, spoken and written, and, in particular, computer
processing of texts have revealed quite unsuspected patterns of
language. Traditional descriptive frameworks are normally not able
to account for or accommodate such phenomena, and new
approaches are required. This series aims to meet the challenge of
describing linguistic features as they are encountered in real contexts
of use in extended stretches of discourse. Accordingly, and taking the
revelations of recent research into account, each book in the series
will make appropriate reference to corpora of naturally-occurring
data.

The series will cover most areas of the continuum between theo-
retical and applied linguistics, converging around the mid-point
suggested by the term ‘descriptive’. In this way, we believe the series
can be of maximum potential usefulness.

One principal aim of the series is to exploit the relevance to teach-
ing of an increased emphasis on the description of naturally-occur-
ring stretches of language. To this end, the books are illustrated with
frequent references to examples of language use. Contributors to the
series will consider both the substantial changes taking place in our
understanding of the English language and the inevitable effect of
such changes upon syllabus specifications, design of materials, and
choice of method.

John Sinclair, University of Birmingham
Ronald Carter, University of Nottingham



Foreword

Idioms and Idiomaticity

It has become something of a commonplace recently to read that
vocabulary has become the neglected area of language study;
however, even after ten years or so of sustained attempts to address
this neglect, it is still not unusual to read such statements about
vocabulary. One reason for the recurrence of such commonplaces is
that they remain true.

In this series issues in the description and study of lexis have
received explicit treatment in books by John Sinclair and by Michael
Hoey. Chitra Fernando’s book continues the line by focusing on
idioms and idomaticity, an area which is, paradoxically, one in
which a lot of knowledge is felt to have been accumulated but which
Chitra Fernando demonstrates to be a continuingly complex and
demanding topic.

One main reason for the fascination of Fernando’s book is that she
moves the study of idiom firmly out of the domain of the phrase and
the sentence into a consideration of the function of idioms in
contexts of communication. This enables an exploration of the role
and function of idioms in texts and discourses, both spoken and
written, and in this process Fernando makes valuable contributions
to our understanding of the role of idiomatic expressions in the
construction of interpersonal meanings, in the formation of coherent
text, and in the creation of stylistic effects. By taking a more discour-
sal view she also convincingly demonstrates the bipolar nature of
idiomaticity in the balance between routinized expression and
linguistic creativity. She does this without sacrificing the rigorous
and systematic analysis of idiom structure which has characterized
many previous studies.

Chitra Fernando’s book has had a long gestation and in her
painstaking approach to evidence she has followed meticulously the
series principle of seeking out corpora of naturally-occurring data in
support of statements. In recent years she has suffered a long and
painful illness and has undertaken this task with particular fortitude.
She i1s committed to an innovative approach and to saying new
things. In the view of both John Sinclair and myself she has achieved
this goal with this book.

Ronald Carter
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Text data, its sources, and
presentation

Data labelled [A] describes the author’s data, which consists of
conversations taken down verbatim after occurrence, and texts taken
from real-life communication such as letters, advertisements, notices,
etc. In some places it was necessary to invent examples, and these are
labelled [I]. Data was also used from The Birmingham Collection of
English Text, and this is labelled [BCET). Elsewhere information
about the source of the data is given in parentheses.
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