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English Abstract

Idioms are universal phenomena of natural languages. By
means of idiom research we can disclose the mystery of languages.
This dissertation investigates meaning construction of idioms from
a perspective of cognitive semantics. It is argued that from this
angle we can explore the dynamic conceptual nature of idioms and
their comprehension.

The object of this study is mainly fixed four-character Chinese
idioms that are typical among various types. This kind of idioms
usually has two layers of meanings: literal meaning and figurative
stipulated meaning. The methodology adopted in the dissertation is
introspection supported by some amount of language data. The
author observes the idealized listener/reader who is familiar with
idioms cited, analyzes their mental representations, backstage
cognitive processes, and meaning construction in online idiom
comprehension by means of his own intuition as a native speaker of
Chinese.

Through a survey of idiom researches at home and abroad, the
author proposes a cognitive semantic framework for analysis of
idioms that unifies metaphor, metonymy and conceptual blending
theories. Idioms as a form of conceptual schema of conventionalized
metaphor and metonymy are the inputs to the dynamic processes of

blending. Metaphor and metonymy in idioms are entrenched and
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conventionalized mapping patterns stored in our long-term memory
which are exploited for further blending with Discourse Perceptual
Space (DPS) in online idiom comprehension, thus producing
instantaneous and temporary meaning constructions in short-term
memory. As a result new meanings are yielded that are susceptible
to context in which the idioms occur.

This analytic framework is proposed upon the basis of the
characteristics of idioms. Metaphorical and metonymic mappings in
idioms are influenced by their conventionalization. Idioms usually
“overshoot” original metaphoric and metonymic context and are
applied in more general and relevant context, making them acquire
figuartive stipulated meanings. This kind of metaphor and
metonymy in conventionalized idioms are called hypermetaphor and
hypermetonymy. Hypermetaphor and hypermetonymy which play
an important role in semantic extensions of idioms make the
metaphoric and metonymic mapping more implicit.

Conventionalized metaphoric mappings in idioms have two
types: one is resemblance-based mapping and the other experiential
correlation based mapping. The former has conceptual resemblance
between source domain and target domain while the latter has
perceptual co-occurrence as its basis.

Conventionalized metonymic mappings in idioms are
conceptual contiguity-based, reflecting the relations between the
whole frame and its parts, which are constrained by a cognitive and
communicative principles.

In the same idiom, metaphorical and metonymic mappings are

interwoven in its semantic extension. It is argued that various
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kinds of information in mental representation of idioms are
interconnected by implicit metaphor and metonymy, vielding
conventionalized mapping patterns.

The concept of idiom mental space, whose configuration is
based upon conventionalized mapping patterns, is proposed to
elaborate idiom representation in discourse. Idiom mental space
that only represents part of the information in mental
representation of idioms is constructed instantaneously and
temporarily so as to adapt themselves to meaning construction of
discourse. The source domain ( specific scenario) and target
domain (abstract schema) in conventionalized mapping patterns
can be recruited into idiom mental space, influencing their
comprehension and meaning construction. Through the analysis of
“emotion” idioms, it is discovered that information contained in
the specific scenario can affect the coherence of discourse.

Information contained in target domain (abstract schema) can
influence idiom comprehension in three ways: backward {napping
that functions as a summary and comment of previous discourse;
forward mapping that serves as a platform for further description;
multiple mappings that function as enriching discourse meanings,
producing many inferences and stimulating imaginations. It is
thought that information contained respectively in source and
target domain jointly contributes to the meaning construction of
idioms.

Although idioms are relatively fixed expressions, their forms
can be blended with discourse to some extent in specific contexts.

The formal blending of idioms are driven by the backstage
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conceptual blending, thus promoting the isorﬁorphism between
Idiom Space and DPS.

When idiom space and DPS are blended, outer-space vital
relations can be compressed into inner-space vital relations. This
" blending allows us to achieve comprehension at human scale that is
established upon human basic experience and prominent cultural
models.

Through the preliminary analysis, it is discovered that
blending types of idiom spaces and DPS either belong to double-
scope network or single-scope network which are most creative and
typical of human thinking. Single-scope blending is constructed
only by way of the organizing frame of source space as that of
blended space, while double-scope blending has to integrate two
different, sometimes conflicting, organizing frames of input spaces
as that of blended space.

The fact that counterfactuality exists in idiom spaces
stimulates rather than hamper our thinking. It is believed that
counterfactual spaces constructed by idioms are to provide the
integrated guidance for the fact of DPS, setting it off by contrast
and illustrating its unreasonableness so as to enable a listener/reader
to “see” the true from the false.

The optimal constraint principle of blending proposed by
Fauconnier & Turner (2002) is to streamline the integration
processes. It is argued in the dissertation that relaxing and
satisfying some of these optimal constraint principles can result in
meaning construction of idioms.

Finally two future research directions are proposed: the one is
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to conduct more in-depth analysis of the data at hand; the other is
to provide converging evidence for the conclusion of this research.
[t is suggested that future researches from experimental
psycholinguistics and neurolinguistics can provide further evidence

for the current research.
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