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General Introduction

‘Familiarity with a wide range of idiomatic expressions, and the ability to use
them appropriately in context, are among the distinguishing marks of a native-
like command of English. Expressions such as step up (supplies), lay on
(transport) and take up (the story) are part of the common coin of everyday
colloquial exchange, and the tendency, especially in casual or informal contexts,
to prefer the Anglo-Saxon combination to its single Romance equivalent -
increase. provide, continue — helps to explain the widely-held view that
idioms such as these are among the most charactenstlcally ‘English’ elements
in the general vocabulary.

To say that such expressions are in common use is not however to say that

" their meanings are always self-evident: a French speaker would surely under-
stand continue more readily thantake up, while a native speaker might have
difficulty in explaining the sense of the combination in terms of its constituent
parts. In fact, a close study of various kinds of idiomatic items brings to light
many curious anomalies of form and meaning. While we can equally well talk
of angling for or fishing for compliments, where the verbs are as freely

interchangeable as when they are used in a literal sense, we should not say of a
friend that he had difficulty inmaking up his thoughts(as distinct from his
mind). And while we might want to say of him that he found it hard to hit the

" nail on the head. we should not substitute strike for hit unless we were
thinking literally of his skill with the hammer rather than figuratively of his
inability to say precisely what he meant. Among collocational pitfalls of this
kind the mature speaker of the language picks his way with unconscious ease.
The foreign student, however, or the native speaker of English whose control
of idiom is not yet sure, looks for explicit guidance on a wide variety of expres-
sions in current use, and often to a considerable depth of detail. As far as we
are aware, no specialized dictionary of idiomatic usage at present exists which
is sufficiently- broad in scope to answer the various practical requirements of
the learner, and it is chiefly with a view to meeting this need that the Oxford
Dictionary of Current Idiomatic English has been designed and compiled in two
volumes. The present volume deals with only part of the total range of idiomatic
expréssions in English: other types of idiom are treated in the second volume.
An important feature of the whole Dictionary is that the grammatical and
semantic treatment of headphrases is supported by citations from a variety of
contemporary sources, both written and spoken. Most of the quotations are
drawn from an analysis of works of fiction, biography,'history etc which was
specially undertaken to provide illustrative material for the Dictionary. As the
drafting of entries proceeded this archive of upwards of 30,000 recorded
“excerpts was added to from time to time, especially from such sources as the
daily and weekly press and radio and television broadcasts.

The scope of the present volume is explained in some detail below (0.1). We
set out the main idiom patterns represented here, discuss the problem of
idiomaticity as it affects the question of what to include and what to exclude,
and outline our reasons for adopting the particular grammatical framework

" used iri the entries. The second part of the Introduction (0.2) touches upon some
features of the entries which are specifically designed to encourage the use of
the dictionary as a learning and teaching aid.
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0.1

The scope of the dictionary

One feature of idiomatic usage in English which complicates the task both of
the lexicographer and of the student is that idioms correspond to a wide range

of grammatical types, or patterns. Idioms are found for example in the phrase

patterns ‘article + adj + noun’ — the last straw, a live wire, a lame duck;

‘article + present participle + noun’ — a parting shot, a sitting duck; and

‘article + past participle + noun’ — a foregone conclusion, a close-run thing.
Idiomatic expressions also span sentences of various structural types, as in
break the bank, fill the bill, make sb's day, jump the gun; give him an inch and he'll
take a mile, spare the rod and spoil the child. This is but a small sample of the

‘great diversity of grammatical patterns in which idiomatic expressions may i

occur. The spread is enormous but there is one outstandingly large category that
does permit coverage in depth and uniformity of treatment within a single
volume, and that is the subject of this part of the dictionary.

The basic requirement that expressions have to meet for inclusion in the ;

present volume is a simple one: all consist of, or include, a verb and a particle
or preposition (ie one of the words down, for, in, off, on, up, with etc).
This restriction éxplains the ‘verbs with prepositions and particles” of the sub-
title. The simple combinations of verb + particle (or verb + preposition) —
back away, fall through. size upabide by, run into, take to-account
for the bulk of the entries, but there is an important sub-type containing both
a particle and a preposition - put up with, set up as. take out on. A con-
siderable number of entries, too, are devoted to more complex types, many
having nouns (and sometimes also adjectives) as fixed elements in addition to

the verb and preposition or particle: lose track of, make a mental note.

of, put one’s best foot forward. take to one’s heels.
In this brief survey of the grammatical types represented in the dictionary the

question of idiomaticity has not been directly raised. Though various expres- .

sions have been cited as examples of each type, we have yet to say what it is

that entitles us to refer to them as idioms. In turning now to consider this central

question of idiomaticity it will be best to break down under separate heads the
rather complex issues that are raised.

1 How in practice do we determine whether a given expression is idiomatic or
not? We may sense for example that put up as used in the sentence
They're having a memorial put up to him by public subscription.
is not idiomatic, whereas put upin
A well-wisher had put up the money ( for the scheme).
is idiomatic. What kinds of criteria can we call upon in support of our intuitiens?
2 Is the distinction between non-idioms and idioms clear-cut, or does the one
type shade off gradually into the other? . :

3 What -criteria in particular determine the inclusion of some items in the-

dictionary and the exclusion of others? )

4 Finally, what is the bearing of the conclusions we reach upon the gram-
matical labels we attach to idioms? If an expression such as put up (in the
second example) is shown to be a unit of meaning, should we not describe it as
a grammatical unit also, and generally abandon the ‘verb + particle’ labelling
in idiomatic cases?

In considering these questions, unnecessary complications will be avoided if
the complex items (e g turn one’s back on) are considered separately from
the simple two-word combinations (e g turn on). The immediate discussion
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thi: scope of the dictionary

will centre particularly on combinations of transitive verb + particle; we shall
return later to the more complex cases.

Discussions of idiomaticity ‘are sometimes confused by :introducing in-
appropriate grammatical criteria into an arca where considerations of meaning
carry particular weight. A guestion which is often raised in treatments of the
verb + particle combination, but from the discussion of which the wrong
conclusions are sometimes drawn, has to do with the different grammatical
‘functions of on in such pairs of sentences as

The-machine turns (= rotates) on u central pivor.
Pop music turns on (= stimulates, excites) many young people.

* There is certainly a difference of function here: we cannot shift the final noun

. phrase to precede on in the first sentence, but we can in the second:
*The machine turns a central pivot on.
Pop music turns man ) young people on.

Further evidence of the difference is the contrastive positioning of ‘it’ and ‘them’
(as replacements for the noun phrases) in the two sentences

The machine turns on it.

Pop music turss them on. . o
It is on the basis of such criteria thai on can be said to function as a preposition
in the first example and-as a particle (or adverbial particle) in the second. At
the same time, we cannot use this grammatical evidence of confrastiveness in
support of a claim that turn on ( = ‘excite’) is a unit of méaning. and thus an
idiom. If we did, we should have to explain why it is that turn om as used in the
sentence

The caretaker turns on the hall lights:

appears, and can be shown to be, less idiomatic, while at the same time display-
ing the same characteristics with regard to the particle. Compare:

The caretaker turns the hall lights on.

The caretaker turns thenr on.

We shouid also have to account for the fact that, whereas turn en(verb + pre-
position) in

The machine turns onu cennal pivot.

is intuitively less idiomatic than its homonym in the following sentence. on I
equally ‘prepositional” in both-cases:
~Our conversaiion turned on ( = had as \ts main toepic) what was to be done when
the battle wus over.
The.evidence of such examples points io the conclusion that'whereas the
particle/preposition contrast is a valid and important one, it has no bearing on
whether expressions are idiomatic or not. The idiom/non-idiom contrast is
different in kind and must be established by different means. Having said that,
it js true that grammatical support of anothez type can sometimes be found for
treating items such as turn on (in the sense of ‘excite’) as units of meaning.
Whether we shail wish to argue from this that such expressions should be
described as grammatical units (ie words) in the dictionary is a question we
shall take up again when various (largely semantic) Cl’llerld of idiomaticity
have been examined
We can begin the discussion of idiomaticity with a simple and familiar assump-
tion: an idiom is a combination of two or more words which function as a unit

*anarks sentences that are considered unacceptihle
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the scope of the dicti ‘_"\

of meaning. This assumption can be tested: if a verb. + particle expression (for !
instance) f a semantic unit we should be able to substitute for it a number of
single words (in this case verbs) of equlvalenl meamng By lhlS criterion, step
up as used in the sentence

His promotion has stepped up their soc ‘ial status. g

is clearly idiomatic. since it is synonymous with ‘improve’, ‘enhance’. By the’
same token. take off is an idiom in the sentence - 2

Bill took arr Winston Churchill to perfection.

since it is equivalent in meaning to ‘mimic’, ‘imitate’.

We can test our intuitions about idiomaticity in another way. il step uband
take off are units of meaning, it should not be possible to break that unity
exther by removing the particle Lomponent or by replacing the verb component

with other verbs of like meaning. The ‘pariicle deletion’ test shows both ex-
plcssmns to be idiomatic: the effect of applying it is to’make nonsense of the
examiple sentences: o .
*His prosmotion has stepped their social status.
*Rill toek Winston Churchill o perfeciion. )

‘Verb replacement’ also applies negauvely in both cases: there are no’ prccnse
equivalents to step and take as they are used here: ' A

His promotion has steppsd wp their social status

7 pushed
? bumpsd
Bill took off Winston Churchill 1o perfection.
* grabbed ) ‘ .
* smatched )

(? marks choices which are acceptable in the context but doubtful synonyms,
and * marks choices that are totally unacceptabie.)

“The semantic unity which is characteristic of idioms tends to make them
behave as single grammatical words also. This tendency is reflected for example .
in the fact that scme verb + particle expressions which are idiomatic can‘be
converted into nouns. So to make up(one’s face) has a corresponding noun

. make-up, and to break down(ihe accounts, the figures) has the correspond-

ing form Breakdown. This characteristic suggests a further test - of ‘noun
formation’ - which applies positively to both our examples. In paraliel with
the cases just cited, we find that to step up (someone’s status) can be changed
into a step-up (in someone's status) and to take off (Churchill) into'a
take-off (of Churchill), : ; -
Idiomatic expressions are units of meanng; non-idiomatic expressions, con-
versely, ‘are made up ! distinct. meaningful parts. ‘We should expect - this
assumption about non-idioms to be borne out when they are tested in the same
ways as idioms. This time however the tests should apply in reverse. Consider
the item draw owt, as in the example :
‘Rober: drew out twenty pourds from his savings accouni
We note first that there is no corresponding noun in_this case: we shall not
attest *a drawe-out (of twenty pounds) to paralicl & step-up (in staius!. We
find too-that we can equally well use take or draw in this context; the verbs
are synonymous here. Again, the particle out can be deleted without affecting
sense or acceptability
Roher: draw [wenty pounds from his savings account

-



the scope of the dictionary

The examples we have been looking at tend to suggest that there is a sharp
contrast between idioms and non-idioms — that there are items like take off
(a'politician) to which all the tests apply, positively or negatively as appropriate,
and other combinations like draw out (money) to which the same tests apply
in reverse. In reality, the picture is not so clear-cut: even draw out, which on
most counts  seems unidiomatic enough, has a one-word equivalent in
withdraw (suggesting semantic unity): .

Robert withdrew twenty pounds from his savings account.

In fact, the more individual cases that we examine the more does it appear that
the boundary between highly idiomatic items and the rest is not sharply drawn
but hazy and imprecise. We shall do better to think in terms of a scale of idio-
maticity, with the ‘true’ idioms (step up. take off) clearly established at the
upper end and draw out appearing near the bottom, but with many items
representing varying degrees of semantic and grammatical unity spaced out in
between. Among the intermediate types, or ‘semi-idioms’, we find items like
put up, as used in the sentence .

Increased transport costs will put up the prices.

and muck up, as in the example

The weather really mucked up our weekend.

What gives such items their special status is that when the tests used to identify
idioms (or non-idioms) are“applied, the results are not conclusive either way.
We find for example that whereas put up and muck up are unitary according
to one criterion (‘raise’ or ‘increase’ can be substituted for the first expression-
and ‘spoil’ or ‘ruin’ for the second), they are separable according to another
criterion (replacement of the verb component by a verb, or verbs, of equivalent
meaning). Thus we can say

Increased transport costs will send up the prices (or: cause the prices (o go up).
where send and go replace put in the original sentence: and we can also say
The weather really messed up our weekend.

where the synonymous mess has replaced muck.

What has been said about the nature of the relationship between idioms and
non-idioms applies also to more complex expressions — those containing a
“noun and an adjective, for example. Here too there is a gradual shading-off -
from absolutely fixed expressions, such as make an honest woman of or
make a clean breast of, through those which allow the replacement of cer-
tain words by others of related meaning-- make effective/good use of, put
a bold/brave/good face on’it/ things — down to expressions of which an
adjective (etc) is.not an essential part - keep a (careful, close, watchful
etc) eye on, take (strong, instant, particular etc) exception to. As
these examples suggest, the distinctive character of each complex expression
(as more or less idiomatic) is brought out by applying the same simple tests of

replacement and deletion that were demonstrated earlier.
We have discussed at some length the nature of idiomaticity chiefly to throw
" light on the special problems raised when deciding what to include in a dic-
" tionary which has ‘idiomatic’ as part of its title. Clearly all those items which
‘are-demonstrably units of form and meaning must be recorded. Equally, there
are expressions at the lower end of the scale for which an adequate case cannot
be made. But as regards the central area - the semi-idioms — where is the line
to be drawn? On the whole we have tended to be accommodating to marginal
cases. drawing the line low rather than high. There are certain criteria. too. to
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the pe of the dicti Y

which we have given spec:al welght These we explain below with refcrence to
a number of recurrent types of semi-idiom.

| We have tended on the whole to include any expression, simple or complex,
from which the preposition(s) or particle(s) cannot be deleted (ie without
making nonsense of, or changing the sense of, the wider context in which the
expression is used). This tendency explains the inclusion of pairs such as'the
following, which in terms of meaningful links between their verbs are less than
idiomatic: )
angle for fasten on/upon jack in (= abandon)
fish for seize on/upon pack in

2 The weighting given to this criterion.also in part explains the inclusion of
many semi-idiomatic expressions containing one of the major verbs come,
go. put. take etc. Because of the relationship of ‘intransitive’ to ‘transitive’
which exists between come down (for example) in certain of its senses and
bring down, these expressions are often not full idioms. The fixity of the
particle ensures their inclusion. In many such cases, we have also been guided
by the need to include items which. while not idioms themselves, may throw
light on the meanings of items which are. So put aside (a book, one’s knitting)
is included because it is related in sense to put aside (money, cash) and put
aside (a grievance, one’s differences).

3 Even when an expression contains a preposition which can be removed
without affecting the meaning of the sentence in which the whole item appears,
it may none the less be recorded, provided that the preposition has a strong
tendency to co-occur with the verb. Similarly, if a verb combines in a pre-
dictable way with two particles (or prepositions), such a combination is also
included. The decision to deal with such expressions in the dictionary explains
the presence of many verbs of Romance origin, whose meanings are often
understood in isolation: )
abstain (from) develop (from) (into)
agitate (for) - transfer (from) (to)

4 Verbs of motion such as march, run. walk combine with a wide range of
particles and prepositions of direction to form sets of expressions — march
through. march up: run across. run back: walk away. walk in. walk
out — whose meanings can be easily grasped. We have not attempted to account
for these many possibilities in the dictionary. But when any such combination
is used in a specialized way — asmarch past is when it means ‘move ceremo-
nially past sb’ (ie on parade). or as walk onis when it means ‘have a small part,
appear briefly, in a play’ - then that expression is.recorded, even though the
specialized meaning may sometimes be readily understood.

5 Verbs such as puff, steam and zoom also combine freely with particles
and prepositions to give such expressions as puff across. puff past: steam
along, steam into: zoom down. zoom out etc. Such combinations have a
different status from those containing walk. run or march, however. Since
steam, for example, in combination with a particle of direction is interpreted
as a'verb of motion (steam across = ‘move across under steam power’ etc)
the particle cannot be removed without changing the sense of the verb. Compare:
The-train steamed out noisily.

The train steamed noisily.

It is for this reason that we have indicated in the dictionary the possible com-
binations in which verbs such as steam can occur (though in a special kind of
“entry: & The headphrase, 1.5, for fuller details).

xi
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Finaily, we can take up agam the grammatical questions raised earlier. We
have seen that items that are highly idiomatic tend to-function in certain ways
as grammatical units (i e as single words). Should this kind of unity be reflected
in the way items are grammatically described in the dictionary?

‘One approach would be to say that it.should, and to use the familiar term
*phrasal verb’ (in itself indicative of unity) when referring to idiomatic expres-

‘sions of the verb + particle type. and the rather less familiar “prepositional
verb' to designate idioms of the verh + preposition type. Dividing the ‘phrasal’
category to take account of the difference between transitive and intransitive
would give the following general scheme:

phrasal verb (transitive) « phrasal verb (intransitive)
make up (one's face) (of a witness) come forward

take off (a politician) - (of an actor) walk on
prepositional rerk '
run into (difficulties)

"This scheme of three unitary ‘verbs’ will be familiar to many users of this
dictionary: there are however serious criticisms to be made of it. We shall not
go, into the linguistic questions that are raised, but confine ourselves to practical
arguments for net adopting it as a descrlptlvc framework for the dictiopary.
As we have seen, there is no clear dividing line between idioms and non-idioms
they are the end points of a scale. This being so. the question is raised of how
‘semi-idioms’ are to be described in terms of the above scheme. To call such
expressions ‘phrasal verbs’ or ‘prepositional verbs’ would imply that they are
anities, which is inconsistent with the facts. A second practical objection is that
the dictiotfary contains many complex items - push the boat out and bring
the house dowr for exampie - which the scheme does not provide for. While -
both these expressions contain a verb and a particle it would not make sense to
speak of them as “phrasal verbs'. Finally, if we were to adapt and enlarge the
scheme so that it t0ok account both of ihe scale of idiomaticity and of the differ-
ence between simple and complex expressions we should end up with a system

_that was both cumbersome 10 operate and difficult to interpret. These con-
siderations-have led us to look elsewhere for a grammatical framework- of
referencs for the dictionary,

Throughout the Introduction we have referred separately to the grammatical
structure of expressions (i e in such terms as ‘verb + particle’, ‘verb + preposi-
tion’) and to their idiomatic status (as ‘idioms’, ‘semi-idioms’ etc). This separa-
tion is in line with our view that idiomaticity is largely, though not wholly, a
guestion of meaning. This approach has the descriptive advantage of enabling
us (o0 speak ofmake up(one’s face) etc as a unit of meaning while at the same
time leaving us free.to speak of the grammatical separability, or mobility, of its
parts (as in. make up one’s face/make one’s face up).

This general view governs the way expressions are described in the entries.
Whether idioms or not, they are treated grammatically as combinations of”
verb -+ pariicle etc functioning in sentence patterns. The item make up(one’s
face) forinstance is identified as ‘verb + particlein a transitive sentence pattern’.
In practice. the identification is by means of a simple code - here [B1i] which
refers the user 10 « {uii treatment of the pattern in tabular form (2 Content and
arrangement of the entries. 3.4).

When in addition to being verb + particle etc an expression is also idiomatic,
this ll'lfOl‘ihduut" is conveyed separately. Idiomaticity may be reflected by the
definition { © 5.7}, or shown by cross-referencing the expression to its synonyms




