
Norbert Corver, Jeroen Van Craenenbroeck*, William Harwood,
Marko Hladnik, Sterre Leufkens and Tanja Temmerman

Introduction: The compositionality and
syntactic flexibility of verbal idioms

https://doi.org/10.1515/ling-2019-0021

Keywords: verbal idioms, compositionality, syntactic flexibility, idiom formation

According to the Fregean principle of compositionality, the meaning of a complex
expression is determined by the meanings of its parts and the rules used to combine
them (cf. Partee 1984: 281). This principle seems flouted in the case of idiomatic
expressions, which denote a meaning that is not straightforwardly derivable from
(the combination of) the meanings of the individual lexical items that comprise that
expression. A canonical example is kick the bucket, the meaning of which has
nothing to do with either kicking or buckets; it simply means ‘to die’. Idiomatic
expressions raise questions that are fundamental to the nature of syntax and
semantics. Such questions form the focus of this special issue. They are addressed
by the contributions to this volume through a range of theoretical, methodological,
and empirical approaches, thus providing a multi-faceted answer.1 Before introdu-
cing the individual papers, we first provide an overview of some of the major
questions raised by idioms and tackled in this special issue.
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1 While the papers in this special issue approach the phenomenon of idiomaticity from
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Linguistics 2019; 57(4): 725–733

Brought to you by | KU Leuven Libraries
Authenticated | jeroen.vancraenenbroeck@kuleuven.be author's copy

Download Date | 7/10/19 11:06 AM



Non-compositionality has traditionally been taken to be the defining charac-
teristic of idioms (Katz and Postal 1963: 275; Fraser 1970: 103; Chomsky 1980:
149; Cacciari and Tabossi 1988: 668; Fillmore et al. 1988: 504; Nunberg et al. 1994:
498; Marantz 1997: 207).2 In addition, it has been argued that within the class of
idioms, some are more compositional than others. Notably, Nunberg et al. (1994)
postulate a class of compositional idioms, which they call Idiomatically
Combining Expressions (ICEs).3 In such idioms, both the verb and its arguments
have an identifiable meaning that is independent from the meanings of other
elements. For example, in the canonical example spill the beans, which means
‘divulge the secret’, spill refers to ‘divulge’, while the beans represents ‘the secret’.
These elements are then combined into an idiom, by means of regular composi-
tional rules. The second class of idioms distinguished by Nunberg et al. (1994) is
that of Idiomatic Phrases (IdPs), involving idioms in which the elements are not
separable in the idiomatic interpretation. For example, in the canonical IdP
kick the bucket ‘to die’, no interpretational counterpart is available for either
kick or the bucket, so that the idiomatic interpretation forms an undividable, non-
compositional whole. Note that both ICEs and IdPs are non-compositional in the
sense that they carry an idiosyncratic meaning that is unpredictable from the
literal meaning of their parts. However, in ICEs, the idiomatically interpreted
verb does combine compositionally with its equally idiomatically interpreted
argument(s). In IdPs, on the other hand, there are no separate building blocks
that make up the idiomatic meaning, and hence there is no composition at all.4

The distinction between ICEs and IdPs has so far been presented as a purely
semantic one: the compositionality of a verbal idiom hinges on the decomposa-
bility of its meaning into a verbal part and one or more non-verbal entities.
However, the extent to which an idiom can be decomposed depends on how
exactly one paraphrases the figurative meaning of the expression, which is very

2 Taken in a broad sense, all non-compositional word combinations may be seen as idioms,
ranging from compound-like structures (black and white film) to entire sentences (be that as it
may). This volume, however, will be mostly dealing with verbal idioms, i.e. idioms that consist
of a verb and its arguments such as kick the bucket or spill the beans. As defining criteria of
a verbal idiom, we propose that it must contain a lexical verb, have a non-literal interpretation,
be able to interact with productive VP-external syntax, be comprised of lexical items that are
found outside the context of the idiom, and be formed in a manner that obeys the regular
syntactic rules of the language. See Harwood et al. (2016) for details and examples.
3 Fillmore et al. (1988: 504–505) call these (partly) compositional idioms “encoding idioms”.
4 So-called collocations (e.g. to brush one’s teeth, to make a fuss) constitute another class of
‘fixed expressions’. While collocations are lexically idiosyncratic (e.g. to brush/#wash one’s
teeth), their subparts have a literal, non-figurative meaning, and the meaning of the collocation
as a whole is derivable from the meanings of its parts. Thus, collocations are compositional. See
Fellbaum (2015) for discussion.
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much open to interpretation, and hence to subjectivity. For example, the idiom
to hit the road can be paraphrased as ‘to leave’ but also as ‘to start on
a journey’.5 Fortunately, decomposability into smaller meaningful items is not
the only available diagnostic. As noted by Wasow et al. (1983), Fillmore et al.
(1988), Nunberg et al. (1994), and Everaert et al. (1995), among others, the
semantic notion of compositionality strongly correlates with the syntactic notion
of flexibility, i.e. the ability of idioms to undergo syntactic manipulations.

We can observe that ICEs are indeed able to undergo a number of syntactic
manipulations without losing their idiomatic interpretation. For example, spill
the beans allows for passivization, topicalization and modification, as demon-
strated in (1).

(1) a. The beans were spilled (by Bob). [Passivization]
b. The beans, Bob has most certainly spilled. [Topicalization]
c. Bob spilled the juiciest beans first. [Modification]

Furthermore, ICEs are relatively open to lexical variation, as demonstrated by
(2), in which the object noun beans has been replaced by nouns that are similar
in content.

(2) a. Come on, spill the details.
b. Come on, spill the news.
c. Come on, spill the gossip.

If an IdP, on the other hand, undergoes syntactic transformations, the idiomatic
reading is altogether lost and only the literal interpretation remains (cf. (3)).6

In addition, non-compositional idioms are much more restricted when it comes
to lexical variability, as illustrated in (4).

(3) a. # The bucket was kicked (by Bob). [Passivization]
b. # The bucket, Bob has gone and kicked. [Topicalization]
c. # Bob kicked the painful bucket. [Modification]

(4) a. # He kicked the tub.
b. # He kicked the bin.
c. # He kicked the disease.

5 See also Everaert (2010) for a critical evaluation of the use of compositionality as a way of
distinguishing between ICEs and IdPs.
6 Throughout this paper, a hash sign (#) is used to indicate loss of idiomatic interpretation.
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As suitable as syntactic flexibility may look as a criterion to distinguish
between ICEs and IdPs, however, there are a number of problems with it. First,
the syntactic flexibility of a particular idiom is often established by means of
a single-author judgement on the basis of constructed data, which leaves room
for subjectivity. Secondly, there are idioms that allow some syntactic transfor-
mations, but not all. For example, Espinal and Mateu (2010: 1400–1403) point
out that the idiom V one’s head off behaves like an ICE in that it allows for
pronominalization and ellipsis, but it is more like an IdP in resisting topica-
lization and modification. On this basis, some authors have argued against
a two-way distinction between flexible and inflexible idioms, and in favor
of a continuum of flexibility (Fraser 1970; Abeillé 1995; Dobrovol’skij 1999;
Espinal and Mateu 2010).

Of course, if there is a continuum of flexibility, there may equally be
a continuum of compositionality, if these concepts represent the syntactic and
semantic side of the same coin. Then this raises the question of where exactly
idiomaticity should be located in the grammar and how the architecture of the
grammar accommodates the phenomenon of idiomaticity. Perhaps surpris-
ingly, most authors assume that it is not the syntax of idioms that is deviant.
For example, Fellbaum (this issue) claims that idiomatic expressions follow
the exact same syntactic rules as non-idioms. As such, the deviant interpreta-
tion of idioms arises post-syntactically at the syntax-semantics interface, or
lexically in a separate lexical component like D(istributed) M(orphology)’s
Encyclopaedia (Halle and Marantz 1993; Marantz 1997). The idea that idioms
display ‘normal’ syntactic behavior is also hinted at in Everaert (2010: 92),
who states, “the ‘original’ properties of words in idioms are never lost, always
available, and it is this lexical transparency in idioms that needs to be
accounted for in a structuring of the lexicon”. For Everaert, these lexical
properties (e.g. morphosyntactic features and co-occurrence restrictions) of
idioms are defined at the level of the individual lexical items (atoms), which
are part of what he calls the “narrow lexicon” (Everaert 2010: 87). The mean-
ing of idioms is stored in a separate grammatical submodule (DM’s
Encyclopaedia), where actual words and phrases are listed, together with
their conventional meaning properties.

This special issue contains a selection of papers presented at the 8th
Brussels Conference on Generative Linguistics (BCGL8), entitled “The Grammar
of Idioms”, which was held at the Brussels Campus of KU Leuven on June 4–5,
2015, and was embedded within the research project “The Syntax of Idioms”,
jointly carried out by researchers from KU Leuven and Utrecht University. The
overall goal of the issue is to increase our understanding of the nature of idioms
by addressing the following questions:
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1. Are all idioms (non-)compositional to the same extent? Can different classes
of idioms be established on this basis? By what means can we establish the
(degree of) compositionality of a particular idiom?

2. How similar or deviant in their syntax are idioms compared to non-idiomatic
expressions? In other words, are idioms identifiable/definable in terms of
their syntactic behavior (e.g. their resistance to syntactic manipulations)? Is
there such a thing as ‘idiom syntax’ or ‘idiom grammar’, or are idioms just
like non-idiomatic expressions when it comes to their syntactic behavior?
Moreover, are all idioms alike in this respect or do they display variation?

3. Which parts of the grammar are involved in the formation and interpretation
of idioms? Are they accessed by a post-syntactic lexicon, as in Distributed
Morphology? Are they confined to specific domains of syntax? How do they
interact with the PF and LF interfaces?

The contributions to this special issue all address one or more of these questions.
The paper “How flexible are idioms? A corpus-based study” by Christiane
Fellbaum takes a clear position with respect to the first and second issue, by
stating that in appropriate contexts, speakers produce idiom variations consistent
with the rules of freely composed language. On the basis of a corpus study of
English and German, Fellbaum shows that syntactic manipulations of all (verbal)
idioms occur in everyday speech, contrary to claims that only ICEs allow such
syntactic transformations. The data discussed in this paper suggest that the
syntactic behavior of all idioms is equivalent to that of non-idiomatic language.

Berit Gehrke and Louise McNally take a semantic approach in their paper
“Idioms and the syntax/semantics interface of descriptive content vs. reference”.
The article starts from syntactic accounts of verb-object idioms involving
a determiner that either is merged higher than the combination of the verb and its
nominal object, or is late-merged, and they show that this causes problems for
semantic compositionality. Gehrke and McNally point out that this idiom puzzle is
part of a more general problem: verbs as a rule select for the descriptive content of
nouns, also outside of idioms. The authors develop an analysis of the syntax-
semantics interface that uses two levels of representation, dissociating the descrip-
tive content from referential information. The paper is especially relevant in the
light of the third set of questions raised above, as it achieves in the semantics
something that syntactic accounts set out to do, thus offering a new perspective on
the architectural division of labor in idiom construction.

Another paper that is interesting in light of the second and third set of
questions is “Against the parallelism between the NP and the clause: Evidence
from idioms”, by Carlo Cecchetto and Caterina Donati, which also locates the
‘deviancy’ of idioms in the semantics rather than the syntax. The authors start
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out from the constituency theory of idiom formation that states that a category
can only receive an idiomatic interpretation if it forms a constituent at some
point in the derivation. They defend this theory for the verbal domain, but show
how it wrongly predicts that constructions in which the determiner and the noun
can form an idiom to the exclusion of a prepositional phrase selected by the
noun should not be possible.7 Cecchetto and Donati provide ample evidence that
such idioms do exist in Italian, and, moreover, that they are not rare. The
analysis they propose relies on the idea that nouns do not take complements
the way verbs do and that PPs that follow nouns are not real arguments. Instead,
these PPs can be thought of as adjuncts and can thus be late merged (i. e.
become part of the syntactic representation at a later point in the derivation).
Finally, they discuss idiomatic DPs where the noun and the PP receive an
idiomatic reading to the exclusion of the determiner, and present several pieces
of evidence that these idioms are the output of the morphological component.
As such, a uniform theory of structure formation in the syntax of the nominal
domain can be maintained.

Julia Horvath and Tal Siloni focus on a different part of the architecture of
idioms in their paper “Idioms: The type-sensitive storage model”, in particular
the question of how they are stored in the mental lexicon. They show how two
types of idioms can be distinguished on the basis of their ability to undergo
diathesis alternations, i.e. the possibility to appear as a verbal passive and/or
a corresponding active transitive. The first type, clausal idioms, can be unique to
a single diathesis (e.g. idioms that only occur as a verbal passive) and are
argued to be stored in one piece. On the other hand, phrasal idioms can undergo
diathesis alternations, and they are stored as subentries of another lexical entry.
Thus, the paper goes into questions (2) and (3) by postulating a different storage
strategy for two types of idioms, distinguishable on the basis of their syntactic
flexibility.

The papers in this special issue add to the existing literature on idioms in two
important ways. First of all, they bring more breadth and depth to the data that
form the basis for generalizations about idioms. In the literature on idioms, it is
too often the case that conclusions are drawn on the basis of English data only,
and typically even on a limited set of prototypical examples.8 This special issue
overcomes this imbalance by including data from German (Fellbaum; Gehrke
and McNally), Italian, French (Cecchetto and Donati), Hungarian (Gehrke and
McNally), and Hebrew (Horvath and Siloni). Secondly, while a lot of the literature

7 For discussion of the constituency of idioms, see also Marantz (1984) and Lebeaux (2000).
8 Some notable exceptions include Abeillé (1995) for French, Everaert (1995) for Dutch, Bresnan
(2001: 10–14) for Dyirbal, Grégoire (2009) for Dutch, and Kim (2014) for Korean and Japanese.
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on idioms makes use of constructed data and single-author judgments, this
special issue contains a paper (Fellbaum) that is based solely on corpus research,
thus broadening the methodological variety as well as the data diversity.9 This
special issue is similar in nature to Everaert et al. (1995) in taking an interdisci-
plinary and multi-methodological approach. It could be seen as a successor to
that volume, one that includes the most recent findings in idiom research, as well
as adding new crosslinguistic data from both elicitation and corpus studies.

Although it would be too optimistic to expect that the papers in this special
issue all converge on the same conception and analysis of idioms, certain general
tendencies nevertheless emerge. For example, there seems to be a growing con-
sensus that idioms display more regular grammatical behavior than is often
assumed. If this is true, it makes the question of what makes idioms (to kick the
bucket, to spill the beans) distinct from non-idiomatic expressions (to eat
a banana) a non-syntactic one. In this vein, several linguists have proposed that
idioms can only be defined and understood in relation to a language community
(Hockett 1956: 222–223; Fillmore et al. 1988: 504; Nunberg et al. 1994: 492; Everaert
2010: 79–81). Members of such a community assign and agree on a particular
meaning for a fixed combination of words. As such, idioms are conventionalized
linguistic expressions, and knowledge of idioms involves two things: (a) knowl-
edge of the lexical properties of the individual lexical atoms which together form
the idiomatic expression (in a syntactically regular way) and which are reflected
in syntactic structure, and (b) knowledge of the meaning of the entire expression
as agreed upon (by convention) by the members of the linguistic community in
which the idiom is used. Finally, the syntactic regularity and flexibility of idioms
might in turn provide a way of differentiating them from other types of fixed
phrases, such as formulaic expressions (How are you?), sayings (better late than
never), collocations (to brush one’s teeth), and proverbs (Birds of a feather flock
together) (see also Harwood et al. 2016).
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9 For earlier corpus-based studies of idioms, see Moon (1998), Fellbaum (2007), Geyken (2007),
Grégoire (2009), and the PARSEME project https://typo.uni-konstanz.de/parseme/.
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