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Foreword

Idioms have attracted increasing attention from linguists over the past few
decades, from semantic, discoursal, cultural and other perspectives. With advances
across the language sciences, our understanding of what idioms are and what they
do has become much richer and more subtle. Corpus linguistics has also devel-
oped exponentially, as computers have become able to handle ever huger amounts
of data, and the computational tools available to linguists have grown in
sophistication.

There have been numerous studies of idioms in English, including a few which
have been corpus-based, such as Rosamund Moon’s 1998 book Fixed Expres-
sions and Idioms in English: A corpus-based approach. There are now a good
number of corpora for Arabic, covering both the standard language and colloquial
dialects. Studies of idioms in Arabic are, however, rare, the only work previously
published in the West being L.I. Torlakova’s 1998 paper “Some cultural and
ethnic elements in Modern Standard Arabic idioms”.

Ashraf Abdou’s book Arabic Idioms: A corpus-based study is groundbreaking,
in that it adopts a sophisticated multi-faceted theoretical approach to idiom anal-
ysis, combined with a painstaking use of one of the largest publicly available
Arabic corpora, Arabicorpus (over 83 million words). The book looks at Arabic
idioms from a number of perspectives: syntactic structure (Chapter 2), figurative
semantic structure, including the very interesting issue of the way in which meta-
phor and metonymy sometimes interact with one another in idioms (Chapter 3),
discursive behavior (Chapter 4), cohesion (Chapter 4), and lexical and grammat-
ical behavior of idioms (Chapter 5). Because of its corpus orientation, Arabic
Idioms: A corpus-based study is able to say not only what exists, but what typi-
cally exists — what are the standard (as well the exceptional) features of Arabic
idioms.

This book will, of course, be of particular interest to Arabists. However, as the
first study to provide both broad and profound insights into idioms in a non-Western
language, it is of great significance to the theoretical study of idioms more gener-
ally. The book also has practical implications. The teaching of Arabic lexis to
English-native learners (and no doubt learners of other native languages) has tradi-
tionally concentrated almost exclusively on single-word units; this book reveals
how important idioms, and other multi-word units, are in Arabic, demonstrating
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the need to focus more on these in Arabic teaching. Similarly, this work shows that
the scant attention traditionally paid by Arabic/English dictionaries to idioms
(and other multi-word units) will need to give way — particularly as Arabic/English
lexicography becomes progressively based on Arabic (as well as English) corpora
— to an approach which fully recognizes the importance of these phenomena.

Professor James Dickins
Head of Arabic and Middle Eastern Studies
University of Leeds



Acknowledgments

I would like to thank the series editor, Professor Clive Holes, for his support and
encouragement throughout the production of this book. I would also like to thank
the editing team, Joe Whiting and Suzanne Richardson, for their consonant
support and endless patience.

As the origin of this work can be traced to my doctoral dissertation, I would like
to thank Dr Paul Bennett, Professor John Payne, Professor Harold Somers, and
Dr Martina Faller at the University of Manchester and Professor James Dickins at
the University of Leeds for their valuable guidance and advice. I am thankful to
Professor Dilworth Parkinson at Brigham Young University for the help he
provided me and for making available the main corpus I draw on in this work.

I am deeply indebted to Professor El-Said Badawi at the American University
in Cairo. No words can express my gratitude for his guidance, support, and
encouragement.

I am grateful to my family for their support and patience. Without this I simply
would not have made it to this point. I also would like to thank my friends, espe-
cially Mahmoud Al-Herthani at Al-Agsa University in Gaza, Ahmed Al-Emam at
the University of St Andrews, and Latifa Shamsan at the University of Manchester
for the useful discussions I had with them during my stay in Manchester.

Finally, I am grateful to Continuum International Publishing Group for granting
me the permission to use major parts of the paper I wrote for their book Perspec-
tives on Formulaic Language: Acquisition and communication in the third chapter

of this book.



Abbreviations

W N =

ACC
ADJ
ADV
APTCP
CAUS
COMP
COND
DEF
DEM
DIMIN
DU
EMPH
F

FUT
GEN
HUM
IMP
IND
INDF
JUSS
M
MOD
NEG
NOM
NONHUM
OBJ
PASS
PL
POSS
PRS

first person
second person
third person
accusative
adjective
adverb(ial)
active participle
causative
complementizer
conditional
definite
demonstrative
diminutive
dual
emphasizer
feminine
future
genitive
human
imperative
indicative
indefinite
jussive
masculine
modifier
negation, negative
nominative
nonhuman
object

passive

plural
possessive
present



PST
PPTCP

REFL
REL
SBJ
SBJV
SG
VOC

past

passive participle
question particle
reflexive

relative

subject
subjunctive
singular

vocative

Abbreviations

XV



Tables

2.1 Syntactic classes of Arabic idioms 16
2.2 The word count of each newspaper in Arabicorpus 18
2.3 Components of Arabicorpus other than newspapers 19
2.4 Verb-subject idioms 27
2.5 Verbal idioms 28
2.6 Nominal idioms 31
2.7 Prepositional idioms 32
2.8 Adjectival idioms 33
2.9 Adverbial idioms 34
3.1 Distribution of idioms over figurative patterns 40
3.2 Isomorphism and the syntactic types of idioms 57
3.3 Isomorphism and the patterns of semantic extension in idioms 57
4.1 Distribution of idioms over discursive functions 69
5.1 The syntactic structures of verb-subject idioms 128
5.2 The syntactic structures of verbal idioms 129
5.3 The syntactic structures of nominal idioms 131
5.4 The syntactic structures of prepositional idioms 132
5.5 The syntactic structures of adjectival idioms 132
5.6 The syntactic structures of adverbial idioms 132

5.7 Distribution of the relevant idioms over the types of
embedding 141



Transliteration scheme

Consonants
Arabic  Transliteration Arabic  Transliteration
s ’ ) d
< b L t
& t L z
& th ¢ ¢
d j d gh
c h S f
z kh & q
3 d & k
3 dh J 1
D T e m
J z 8] n
o S ° h
o sh B w
o= N @ y
Short and long vowels
Arabic  Transliteration Arabic  Transliteration
o a lors a
_ i ) a
5 u ¢ 1

Notes on transliterations

e For the most part, this scheme follows the style used by The International
Journal of Middle East Studies.

e The definite article a/ is represented as is without showing any sort of
assimilation.

e  Phonological junctural features in word-final position are represented in the
transliterations preceded by a hyphen, but they are not represented in the glosses.



xviil  Transliteration scheme

When appropriate, the subscripts ; and ; have been placed adjacent to the
nouns and/or pronouns in the examples to indicate co-referentiality.

In the transliterations, sometimes irrelevant parts in the corpus examples have
been omitted and replaced with [. . .].

I have not used the transliteration system adopted here in giving the titles
of newspapers, websites, etc. I have mainly used the titles as they are given
by the newspaper or website, or as written by the developer of the corpus I
draw on.

When appropriate, the two Arabic words shakhs “person” and shay’ “thing”
are used in the transliterations to stand for any elements that are supplied by
the co-text to fill in open slots in the structure of the idiom. These elements
are represented in the glosses, literal translations, and proposed English trans-
lations by the abbreviations sb and sth for “somebody” and “something”,
respectively. Italics have been used in all of these cases.
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1 Introduction

Idioms represent a fascinating linguistic phenomenon that has captured the atten-
tion of many linguists for decades. The ubiquity of these expressions in language
use, the wide range of functions they perform in discourse, the problems they
often cause in domains such as foreign language learning and translation, and,
very importantly, their typical divergence from the normal rules of grammar and
semantic compositionality are among the main reasons for this scholarly interest.

This book is a corpus-based study of idioms in Modern Standard Arabic. Exam-
ining the data with regard to their semantic, discursive, lexical and grammatical
properties, the study sheds light on their intricate nature, establishes the major
patterns of their linguistic behavior, and provides explanations for these patterns.

1.1 Significance of the study

A corpus-based study of Arabic idioms may have considerable significance both
on the theoretical and practical levels. As far as the former is concerned, the study
can help gain an appreciation of the position of this phenomenon in the language’s
structure and how it interacts with other lexical and grammatical aspects.

In the last few decades, phraseology, the domain of linguistic enquiry interested
in studying prefabricated constructions, has acquired a central position in the
scientific examination of language (see Wray 2008; Langlotz 2005). Granger
(2005) points out that the ubiquity and centrality of phraseology is supported by
the findings of corpus-based research and psycholinguistic studies “which present
holistic storage as the default type of processing” (p. 166). Wray (2002) empha-
sizes that “[n]o model of language which includes a notional lexicon can avoid
storing in it morphemes on the one hand and irregular words and word strings on
the other” (p. 264). Also, Cowie (1998b: 2—3) notes that:

[t]he notion that native-like proficiency in a language depends crucially on a
stock of prefabricated units — or “prefabs” — varying in complexity and
internal stability is now set in critical opposition to the atomistic view, rooted
in generative theory, that the workings of a language can be explained by a
system of rules of general applicability, a lexicon largely made up of minimal
units and a set of basic principles of semantic interpretation.
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Furthermore, with regard to idioms in particular, because of the central role that
different patterns of semantic extension play in their creation, a detailed corpus-
based study of this type of multiword units may offer useful insights in the context
of metaphor studies.

As to the practical aspect, due to their semantic non-compositionality and,
sometimes, grammatical irregularity, idioms are infamous for the thorny prob-
lems they cause not least in translation, natural language processing, and language
learning. A detailed study of the corpus occurrences of idioms seems essential for
developing more effective ways to handle such problems. For instance, it is
expected that the linguistic descriptions provided throughout the present work
can be encoded, using appropriate computational-linguistic formalisms, within
different natural language processing applications that involve Arabic.

Studies of idioms can also provide insights into the cultural mentality of the
speech community. Teliya et al. (1998) point out that phraseology amply demon-
strates the strong relationship between language and culture. To them, it can be
regarded as a storehouse of cultural data, that is, a repository of information on the
prominent values, attitudes, and ideas in the speech community. They also note
that such “[c]ultural connotations are especially vivid in idioms and restricted
lexical collocations” (p. 59).

Even though this work does not adopt a linguo-cultural approach, it still can
yield some insights into the Arab cultural mentality as it manifests itself in the
meanings of Arabic idioms and, particularly, in the evaluative content they often
communicate (for an analysis of the cultural elements in some Arabic idioms, see
e.g. Torlakova 1998). Gathering cultural information that relates to the form
and meaning of different linguistic units is important in the context of practical
applications such as lexicography, language learning, and translation (see Teliya
et al. 1998).

In the context of a corpus-based study of German idioms and collocations,
Fellbaum (2007b) refers to both the theoretical and lexicographic aspects of the
issue, emphasizing that these expressions “are frequent, non-marginal phenomena
that pose a challenge to our understanding of grammar and lexis; the lack of rich
data and adequate linguistic theories is reflected in insufficient lexicographic
treatment” (p. 2, her italics).

1.2 Research questions

This book attempts to provide answers to various questions regarding the
linguistic behavior of Arabic idioms. The most prominent points that are under
examination are listed below according to the area of linguistic enquiry they
belong to:

e  Asto the semantic properties of idioms, two major points are examined: what
are the patterns of semantic extension that underlie the production of Arabic
idioms? And, how can these idioms be classified with respect to the notion of
isomorphism?
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e Regarding the discursive behavior of Arabic idioms, the study investigates
both their discursive functions and the ways in which they contribute to the
cohesion of their texts.

e  With reference to the lexical and grammatical behavior of the data, this work
is interested mainly in their lexical variation, changes in the lexicogram-
matical complexity, perspective-adaptation, inflectability, active and passive
voice, syntactic types and structures, constituent order, embedding, and
predicatization.

1.3 Modern Standard Arabic
In characterizing Modern Standard Arabic (MSA), Holes (2004: 5) writes that it:

is the modern descendant of Classical Arabic [for short CLA, i.e. mainly the
language of the Islamic scriptures and classical Arabic literature], unchanged
in the essentials of its syntax but very much changed, and still changing, in
its vocabulary and phraseology. This unified, codified pan-Arab variety of
Arabic is used for virtually all writing in the Arab world and nowadays, in its
spoken form, also dominates the airwaves and the television channels of
every Arab country. As the normal medium for formal discourse, it is used in
all news broadcasts, political speeches, official announcements, and — most
crucially — education in every Arab country.

MSA can be used productively, with varying degrees of grammatical accuracy, by
literate native Arabic speakers (Badawi 1995). As Ryding (2005: 7) points out,
this variety:

serves not only as the vehicle for the current forms of literature, but also as a
resource language for communication between literate Arabs from geograph-
ically distant parts of the Arab world. A sound knowledge of MSA is a mark
of prestige, education, and social standing; the learning of MSA by children
helps eliminate dialect differences and initiates Arab children into their
literary heritage and historical tradition. It aids in articulating the connections
between Arab countries and creating a shared present as well as a shared past.
Education in the Arab countries universally reinforces the teaching and main-
tenance of MSA as the single, coherent standard written language.

Last but not least, MSA plays a major role in intercultural communication, inas-
much as most of the translation into and from Arabic takes place using this variety.

1.4 Sources of idioms in MSA

Idioms in MSA come from several sources. For example, some of them clearly
originate in CLA and can be found, sometimes with different meanings, in
classical Arabic dictionaries. Second, many contemporary Arabic idioms have
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occurred as a result of the intensive translation process that has been going on for
decades from Western languages, in particular English, into Arabic, especially
in the (print) media (see e.g. Stetkevych 1970). This process has expanded the
phraseological repertoire of MSA with many examples of loan translations. As
Holes (2004: 315) notes:

[m]uch of the news reporting in the Arab media is in the form of rapidly
produced and often rather literal translations of English or French language
news agency reports. In this way, quantities of new phrases are coined ad hoc
by journalists and thence find their way into everyday use without ever having
received the endorsement of the [Arabic language] academies.

Finally, spoken Arabic dialects also serve as a source of idioms for MSA.
However, in this case, the idiom may need to undergo some lexical, grammatical,
and/or phonological modifications in order for it to adhere to and become fully
integrated in the MSA system. Indeed, many idioms from these sources are among
the examples examined in the following chapters.

El-Said Badawi (personal communication) notes that MSA relies heavily on
such sources in developing its repertoire of idioms. Two facts may constitute
together a plausible explanation for this phenomenon. First, idioms often start
life as creative, figurative uses of language and they are typically connected
with spontaneous ways of expression (see Carter 2004 and Chapters 2 and 3 in
this book). Second, MSA is confined in its spoken form chiefly to formal situa-
tions, and, on the whole, is used creatively by only highly educated Arab writers
and poets.

However, that is not to say that the users of MSA never employ its lexical and
grammatical resources to produce new idioms. For instance, originally one-off
figurative expressions that occur in contemporary Arabic literature and which
cannot be traced to any of the sources outlined above may sometimes find their
way into everyday language and become part of the phraseological stock of MSA
through repeated use.

1.5 Arabic idioms and other types of multiword units

For the purposes of this study, the term idiom is understood as: a multiword unit
that has a syntactic function within the clause and has a figurative meaning in
terms of the whole or a unitary meaning that cannot be derived from the meanings
of its individual components.

This characterization draws heavily on some classifications of multiword units
in the literature of phraseology, e.g. Howarth (1996). However, it subsumes
phenomena that do not appear to be part of his understanding of what idioms are.
A case in point is syntactically ill-formed expressions. To Howarth, idioms belong
to a category of multiword units that he terms composite units, which essentially
have a syntactic function in the clause. In characterizing composite units, he
notes that “they are exponents of recognizable syntactic units (grammatically
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well-formed)” (p. 37). In contrast, any Arabic expression that meets the criteria
stated in the foregoing characterization but shows some grammatical irregularity
has been considered an idiom in the present study.

For an expression to be considered a multiword unit, it should exhibit two
essential qualities: institutionalization and relative fixedness. Institutionalization
is a sociolinguistic process during which the expression becomes more current in
use (Barkema 1996). Institutionalization therefore can be established by the
frequency of the expression. However, it is appreciated that many multiword units
are not frequent in some corpora due to their restricted domains of use (Moon
1998). Therefore, “we must not rule out the possibility that an utterance which
does not occur repeatedly is a formula” (Hickey 1993: 33, and for a discussion of
the relationship between frequency and formulaicity, see e.g. Wray and Perkins
2000 and Howarth 1998).

Relative fixedness refers to the fact that the expression does not allow for
certain lexical and/or grammatical changes while preserving its conventionalized
meaning. This could involve restrictions, for instance, on its constituent order,
voice, inflectability, and/or lexis substitutability. Such restrictions cannot be
explained by the general grammatical rules of the particular language. In some
cases, however, the restrictions may be intentionally violated so as to produce
ambiguous constructions and/or to create humor (see Langlotz 2006 and Moon
1998).

The foregoing characterization of idiom excludes from the scope of this study
several types of multiword units. The most prominent of these are restricted
collocations and multiword units that occur outside the clause or as independent
utterances, e.g. discourse structuring devices and proverbs.

Restricted collocations are of different types. For instance, they include combi-
nations in which one component is used literally and the other is semantically
depleted, as in support-verb constructions. They also include combinations in
which one component is used literally and the other is used in a figurative meaning
(Howarth 1996). The English examples make a decision and white lie represent
these types, respectively. Some corresponding Arabic examples are:

(1) ittakhadha qarar-a-n
take.M.3SG.PST decision-ACC-INDF
he took a decision

(2) kadhibat-u-n bayda’-u
lie.F-NOM-INDF white.F-NOM
white lie

(3) ghasil-u 1-’amwal-i
washing-NOM DEF-money.PL-GEN

money laundering

The other major category of Arabic multiword units that is excluded from the
scope of this work is expressions that occur outside the clause or as independent
utterances. These are sometimes termed functional expressions (Cowie 1988),
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and they subsume a wide range of phenomena. In the following I list the most
prominent types I have encountered in the course of this study:

e Discourse structuring devices, e.g.:

(4) Dbi-‘ibarat-i-n ukhra
with-phrase.F-GEN-INDF another.F
in other words

(5) min jihat-i-n "ukhra
from direction.F-GEN-INDF another

on the other hand
e  Proverbs: expressions that convey a general truth or piece of wisdom, e.g.:

(6) al-wiqayat-u khayr-u-n min-a 1-‘ilaj-i
DEF-prevention-NOM better-NOM-INDF ~ than  DEF-treatment-GEN
prevention is better than cure

e Literal expressions that directly comment on one or more aspects of the
situation, e.g.:

(7) murgham-u-n ’akh-a-ka la batal
force.PPTCP.M-NOM-INDF dear.one.M-ACC-M.2SG.POSS  NEG  hero.M

This expression is asyntactic, as the normal grammatical rules require the
noun ‘akh “dear one” to be in the nominative rather than the accusative
case. The expression is used to convey that the speaker is taking a certain
action, often one that is deemed worthy of admiration, not because of their
bravery, but because there is no other choice available.

e Expressions that convey a rule of conduct, e.g.:

(8) udhkur-u mahasin-a mawta-kum
mention.IPM-2PL good.quality.PL-ACC dead.pL-2PL.POSS
talk good about your dead

e QGreetings, e.g.:

(9) al-salam-u ‘alaykum
DEF-peace-NOM upon.2pPL
lit. may peace be upon you

(10) tahiyyat-u-n tayyibat-u-n
greeting-NOM-INDF 200d-NOM-INDF

Another point that should be referred to here is that I have also excluded from my
data prepositional verbs that have lexicalized figurative senses. These constitute a
set that is easily separable on grammatical grounds. In addition, since a major
concern for this work is to examine how idioms behave on the formal level, the
exclusion of prepositional verbs is justified considering that their formal behavior
is on the whole only restricted by the general grammatical rules of the language
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(for similar approaches see Striassler 1982 and Moon 1998). Finally, linguists
disagree on whether such sets belong to the field of phraseology (see e.g. Granger
2005).

In the light of the discussion above, only examples such as the following are
considered as idioms in this work:

(11) tahta l-mijhar-i
under DEF-microscope-GEN
(e.g. of a situation) being examined carefully

(12) ’anzala l-sitar-a ‘ala shay’
lower.PST.M.38G DEF-curtain-ACC  on sth
he brought the curtain down on sth

(13) galaba zahr-a l-mijann-i li-shakhs/shay’
turn.around.PST.M.3SG back-Acc DEF-shield-GEN to-sb/sth

he became hostile to sh/sth after he was a friend or supporter of them/it

Given the account provided above of the contexts in which MSA is used in its
spoken form, this variety does not usually serve the pragmatic roles associated
with expressions such as greetings and formulas of social interaction in everyday
spoken discourse. Therefore, in the context of this study, a categorization of
multiword units that makes a basic distinction between those which have a
syntactic function within the clause and those which have mainly a pragmatic
function and occur outside it or as independent utterances is preferable to one
which starts with e.g. a distinction between semantically compositional and non-
compositional expressions (see Howarth 1996).

Examining idioms rather than functional expressions is more likely to reveal
interesting phenomena particularly with respect to their formal variation. This
assumption can be supported by the fact that the presence of the idiom within the
clause entails that it interacts both semantically and grammatically with other
parts in the sentence. This may be the trigger for types of formal behavior that
may not be found in functional expressions that do not have a syntactic role in
the clause.

Furthermore, restricting the phenomena considered as idioms to fully non-
compositional multiword units that occur within the clause allows the present
study to concentrate on a single, relatively homogenous class of multiword units.
This should facilitate discerning any patterns in the data and help in drawing up
any general rules for the linguistic behavior of these expressions.

1.6 Using corpora in idiom studies: advantages and limitations

The term corpus is understood here as a collection of written and/or spoken mate-
rial that is stored in machine-readable form and can be used for the purposes of
linguistic research.

Thompson and Hunston (2001: 15) describe how large corpora represent the
discourse of a speech community and point out their advantages over intuition:
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In recent years, many aspects of language use that in former times were
accessible only through intuition have become available for study using large,
machine-stored corpora. The intuition of a language user regarding a partic-
ular lexical item is the product of tens, hundreds, or thousands of experiences
of that item, scattered across years of heterogeneous language experience. In
representing the discourse of a community, a very large corpus can mimic,
though not of course replicate, that experience.

Indeed, using corpora can help avoid the critique sometimes directed to
introspection-based analyses, that is, they are “fragmentary and involve only part
of what is observable in language” (Stathi 2007: 85).

Corpus research can also generate new research questions, since the availability
of concordanced data on a particular phenomenon may draw the researcher’s
attention to issues that they have not thought of before (Conrad and Biber 2001).

Unlike other research methods such as introspection, corpus-based research
is more suitable for obtaining quantitative information on language use. As
Fellbaum (2007b) notes, “corpus investigations and quantitative methods have
made possible the statement of ‘soft’ rules in terms of probabilities and replaced
the hard rules that previously either ‘ruled in” or ‘ruled out’ specific structures”
(- 5).

In the context of phraseology, corpus investigations have contributed much to
our understanding of the fact that speakers tend to employ the same lexical combi-
nations time and again (Schmitt et al. 2004). Moreover, corpora play the major
part in statistical or frequency-based research on phraseology which adopts a
corpus-driven approach to discover recurring word combinations that may or may
not fit pre-established linguistic classes (Granger 2005).

Exploiting corpora in idiom studies can provide several advantages that other
possible approaches may be lacking. As far as the semantic study of idioms is
concerned, examining corpora may help reveal semantic properties of these
expressions that could be otherwise difficult to uncover. For instance, drawing on
sizeable, appropriately designed corpora increases the chances of detecting all the
meanings an idiom might have.

As for the study of the discursive behavior of idioms, corpus data is a more reli-
able tool in examining the discursive functions of idioms and in analyzing how
these functions are affected by different contextual factors. For example, in her
study of the evaluative function of single and multiword units, Channell (2001:
39) points out that her work:

is intended to show how analysis of the evaluative function of a word or
expression can be derived from concordanced examples extracted from a
corpus of language data. I want to argue (and demonstrate) that analysis of
evaluation can be removed from the chancy and unreliable business of
linguistic intuitions and based in systematic observation of naturally occur-
ring data. In doing this I will argue not only that a corpus-based analysis
produces a sound description of this aspect of language, but also that it allows
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observations which go beyond what intuitions can achieve, in revealing
evaluative functions which intuitions fail to pick up.

Moreover, examining some other aspects of the discursive behavior of idioms,
e.g. their contribution to the cohesion of their texts, does not seem feasible without
using corpus data.

With respect to the study of the lexical and grammatical properties of idioms,
exploiting large corpora has led to some radical changes in the way many linguists
had been thinking idioms work. In particular, major changes have taken place
regarding the view of idioms as semantically unmotivated chunks of language
that permit no or very little lexicogrammatical flexibility. For example,
Fellbaum (2007b), in her work on German idioms, stresses that the fact that
corpus-based studies of idioms have yielded many examples of syntactic
phenomena, e.g. topicalization and clefting, that had been ruled out by linguists
“underscores the need for an empirical re-evaluation of claims concerning the
uses of idioms” (p. 12).

Corpora systematically provide examples of idiom variation within context.
Pulman (1993) points out that the constructions that result from applying certain
formal operations to idioms may appear odd if they are considered uncontextualized.

In the case of Arabic idioms, relying only on introspection and existing diction-
aries has some serious shortcomings. The former is by definition highly subjective
and, moreover, can be influenced by memory. As for existing Arabic dictionaries,
they are not updated regularly, and, in general, are not based on comprehensive
examinations of large corpora. This gives rise to the subjectivity problem again,
and it may also lead to the absence of some (new) idiomatic meanings from their
entries. Due to their very nature, corpus data can help tackle these problems in a
more satisfactory, objective manner. For example, as to the subjectivity problem,
corpus data may be regarded as a poll of how different speakers use and perceive
idioms (Riehemann 2001).

On the other hand, no corpus can include every possibility in the language. It is
likely that relevant phenomena may be absent even in appropriately assembled,
large corpora. As a consequence, in reporting on corpus-based studies, there is
often a need for some qualifications that associate the findings exclusively with
the corpus or corpora used, in order to avoid unwanted overgeneralization (see
e.g. Sinclair 2005).

Despite a growing need for corpus-based research on Arabic phraseology to
meet both practical and theoretical ends, and even with the availability of several
suitable Arabic corpora, there is still a scarcity of this type of research. The present
work takes a step to fill in this gap with respect to Arabic idioms.

1.7 Model of analysis

Tognini-Bonelli (2001) distinguishes between two types of corpus investigation:
corpus-based and corpus-driven. Deignan (2005: 89) describes this distinction as
follows:
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[Clorpus-based research starts with existing paradigms and investigates these
using the corpus. Corpus-driven research, in contrast, starts with a clean slate,
with no assumptions about what will be found: it places the corpus at the
centre of the process, and allows new categories and rules to emerge from
study.

However, she also comments that “if a range of the work that claims to draw on
corpora is examined, the clarity of the distinction starts to slip, though it is still a
useful one as a guide” (p. 89).

Despite its title, this study has features of both corpus-based and corpus-driven
research. It is corpus-based since it begins with selecting a type of multiword units
that has been characterized in the literature rather than starting with an exploration
of the patterns of word combinations in the corpus used. Yet, it is also corpus-
driven because it does not seek to uphold any ideas in the literature if the data
suggest that other patterns or explanations do exist. The study aims to explore
how its examples are used in the corpus texts and seeks to employ their occur-
rences as the basis for discerning any relevant patterns and suggesting any possible
accounts.

With respect to such a combination, Cowie (2006) points out that researchers in
the field of phraseology appreciate the advantages of an approach that exploits
naturally occurring data that are obtained from large corpora and that recognizes
in its analysis the syntactic and discursive functions which multiword units carry
out. Several benefits of the use of corpora have been set out above. As will be seen
in the coming chapters, an advantage of the recognition of a classification of
multiword units that is based on their grammatical, semantic, and pragmatic
properties is the explanatory potential it provides the analyst with when trying to
account for some of the phenomena in the corpus data.

On the whole, this work adopts a general, descriptive framework. This helps
make its analyses accessible to many reader groups, e.g. linguists, translators,
lexicographers, translation software developers, and language teachers and
learners.

This said, on several occasions, I have made use of the findings of other works
that belong to particular theoretical frameworks. A case in point is the insights
provided by some cognitive-linguistic analyses of idioms. The study of idioms
and figurative language in general has been a major interest to several works that
adopt the assumptions of this framework. General works on figurative language
such as Kovecses (2002) and more focused ones on idioms such as Goossens
(2003), Geeraerts (2003), and, especially, Langlotz (2006) in his cognitive-
linguistic model of idiom variation, have been of particular use to me.

In addition, some of the ideas in the analysis of the formal properties of idioms
draw on notions such as argument structure and the effects that the lexical item
can have on the grammatical characteristics of the environments in which it
occurs, e.g. the different patterns of complementation many verbs have. Such
notions are at the heart of the analyses carried out within several contemporary
grammatical frameworks.
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1.8 Structure of the book

Chapter 2 sets forth the methodology of the study. Chapters 3, 4, and 5 present and
discuss the results of the corpus analysis. Finally, the main conclusions of the
study are provided.

Chapter 2 discusses the sources of the data, the reasons for their selection, the
data collection and selection procedures, and the role of newspaper language in
the Arab countries today. This chapter also provides a list of the idioms investi-
gated in the study along with information on their frequency in the main corpus I
draw on.

Chapter 3 is concerned with the semantic structure of idioms. It concentrates on
the patterns of semantic extension involved in their production and their classifi-
cation with regard to the notion of isomorphism. Chapter 4 focuses on the discur-
sive behavior of idioms. It includes two major sections. The first examines the
discursive functions of Arabic idioms and the other looks at how these idioms
contribute to the cohesion of their texts. Chapter 5 addresses the formal behavior
of the data. In three main sections, it investigates their lexical, lexicogrammatical,
and grammatical behavior.

The order of the analytical chapters has been motivated by a wish to determine
the extent, and facilitate the discussion, of any relationships between the semantic
and discursive properties of idioms and their lexical and grammatical behavior
(for a discussion of such connections see Nunberg et al. 1994 and Stréssler 1982).
The chapter on the semantic structure of idioms provides detailed analyses at the
individual-example level. This lays the foundation for all the other analytical
chapters in this work and, therefore, this chapter is placed first among them.

1.9 Conventions used in this book

This study adopts some conventions in presenting its data and analyses. The most
important of these are:

e  Multiword unit English translations of Arabic idioms have been given when-
ever convenient. Otherwise, paraphrastic translations have been provided.

e The translations given are not always exclusive. Sometimes, they have been
chosen primarily as conveniently close equivalents. In many cases, these
have been obtained from Wehr (1994). However, it should be noted that
Wehr’s work does not include all the idioms in the data, and in some cases it
includes the idiom but does not list all the meanings that have been attested
for it in the corpus data.

e Literal translations of Arabic idioms are sometimes given in the line following
the gloss, preceded by the abbreviation “lit”. I have adopted this approach
when [ have thought that it would make clearer how the idiomatic compo-
nents are connected grammatically and semantically at the literal level.

e Proposed English translations of the corpus examples have not been given
systematically. Sometimes I have not provided them when I have thought that
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the glosses (and the literal translations) suffice to clarify the point under
examination.

e Generally, in the case of polysemy, when the semantics of the idiom is not
crucial for clarifying the point being discussed, only its most prominent
meaning in the corpus has been given in the line following the gloss, leaving
more in-depth investigations of the semantics of the expression to be dealt
with in other appropriate sections.

e  Typically, the base forms of verbal idioms are given in the past tense, singular,
masculine, and third person form (see Chapter 2). For the sake of simplicity,
the glosses of these base forms have not in general incorporated all these
categories of morphological information.

e Very often, the base forms of the idioms have been given before their corpus
examples.

e  Although the glosses included are usually detailed, occasionally some details
that are irrelevant to the point under discussion have been left unmentioned.

e  Generally, when parts of the idiom or the corpus example are given in the
analytical or explanatory comments to discuss their specific roles, they
have been provided in the nominative case if they are nominals, and in the
indicative mood if they are verbs that occur in the example in their present
tense form.

e  Although the terms verb-subject, verbal, nominal, prepositional, adjectival,
and adverbial idioms have been used throughout this work, for convenience,
the labels V-SBJ, VP, NP, PP, AP, and ADVP idioms have often been used
inside the tables that are provided in the coming chapters.

e Sometimes in the analytical chapters, the results of the data analysis and their
discussion have been presented separately in different sections. In order to
save the reader a lot of referring backwards between the discussion and the
examples provided in the analysis, as appropriate, I have provided literal
translations of the base forms of the relevant examples in the discussion
sections.
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This chapter sets out the methodology of the study and provides lists of the idioms
investigated along with information on their frequency in the main corpus I have
used. It discusses the procedures followed in collecting and classifying Arabic
idioms and in selecting the sample for the purpose of investigation. It also gives
details on the sources of corpus data, describes the searching procedures, discusses
how the corpus data have been prepared for examination, and addresses the status
of the language of Arabic newspapers in MSA.

2.1 Collecting Arabic idioms

In order to collect the data needed for this work, idioms have been gathered from
some published dictionaries and examples I have observed in everyday inter-
actions and readings.” One important work I have used as a source of Arabic
idioms is Sieny et al. (1996). This dictionary is interested in Arabic multiword
units. However, many of its entries are devoted to types of expression that are not
considered idioms according to the characterization adopted in the present study.
These include, for instance, literal restricted collocations e.g. in (1), semi-literal
restricted collocations e.g. in (2), prepositional verbs e.g. in (3), and proverbs e.g.
in (4). Therefore, such examples were excluded.

(1) al-kamm-u wa-l-kayf-u
DEF-quantity-NOM and-DEF-quality-GEN
quantity and quality
(2) ghayyara naghamat-a-hu
change.PST tone.F-ACC-M.3SG.POSS
he changed the general character of his speech
(3) ‘awwala ‘ala
rely.PST on
4 1la ta‘dam-u l-hasna’-u dham-a-n
NEG be.lacking.PRS.F-IND  DEF-beautiful. F-NOM  fault-ACC-INDF

no one is perfect
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The expressions that have been classified as idioms in the step described above,
i.e. 680 examples, have been searched for in the 4/l Newspapers section in Arabi-
corpus, which constitutes the major source of corpus data for this study (see
section 2.4.1). Only the idioms that occur in this section have been included in the
initial list of examples. The other examples that do not occur in this section,
26 idioms, have been excluded. This step has been taken in order to ensure that the
idioms collected are in use and that corpus data that can help examine their
linguistic behavior are obtainable.

In searching for the occurrences of these idioms in the corpus, I have used
search terms that are as loose and inclusive as possible. This has been motivated
by a wish to increase the chances of locating any occurrence of the idioms in the
corpus texts. However, it is important to note that the searches conducted at this
stage were limited, since it was not feasible to look for the incidence of all the 680
idioms in the same detailed way the study uses with its sample, as will be discussed
later. Therefore, it might be the case that a few idioms that were excluded actually
occur in the corpus texts but were not retrieved during this stage.

Since the study is mainly concerned with determining the different types of
idiom and the patterns of idiom behavior in Arabic, the frequency of the examples
in the corpus has not been used as a criterion for their inclusion in this initial list
of data. At least in principle, an infrequent idiom may represent e.g. a unique
structural type or exhibit a pattern of linguistic behavior that may not be shown by
other more frequent idioms. Therefore, any idiom that occurs in the corpus even
once or twice has been included in the initial list of data.

It might be argued that the infrequency of the expression in the corpus could
bring its institutionalization into question. That is, it could be only a non-
institutionalized, one-off, figurative expression. In order to ensure that all the
examples included in the data are institutionalized, candidate expressions that
occur fewer than ten times in the corpus and that are not obtained from Sieny
et al. (1996) have been included in the initial list of idioms only if they occur in
other data sources (see section 2.4.2). The number ten is not significant in itself,
but a reasonable criterion was needed.

Following the line of thought in Moon (1998), Riechemann (2001), and Langlotz
(2006), broadly synonymous expressions with common lexis have been consid-
ered as variants of the same idiom and therefore have been recorded only once in
the idiom list. As Moon (1998: 122) puts it:

[t]his view allows newly encountered variant forms to be reconciled with
those forms already found, providing further evidence of instability, rather
than enforcing either their categorization as completely new items or else
their dismissal as deviant.

Another relevant phenomenon is that sometimes more or less the same figurative
image manifests itself in a number of expressions that belong to different syntactic
classes and have related but different meanings. For example, the following two
expressions occur frequently in the corpus data:
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(5) halqgat-u-n mufragh-at-u-n
ring.F-NOM-INDF cast.in.a.mold.PPTCP-F-NOM-INDF
lit. a cast-in-a-mold ring
vicious circle
(6) dara fi halqat-i-n mufragh-at-i-n
go.round.PST in ring.F-GEN-INDF cast.in.a.mold.PPTCP-F-GEN-INDF
lit. he went round in a cast-in-a-mold ring
he got trapped in a vicious circle

The two expressions have different meanings. Additionally, their relatively high
frequency suggests that they are not variants of the same idiom. I have therefore
considered them two different idioms.

As a result of the steps described above, the initial list of Arabic idioms gath-
ered for this study contains 654 examples. These idioms have been listed in their
base forms. The base form of an idiom is “the simplest morpho-syntactic form that
an expression can take” to activate its idiomatic meaning and function (Barkema
1996: 141; and see Langlotz 2006: 176). According to Naciscione (2001: 232), the
base form is:

the form to which other forms of the PU [i.e. phraseological unit] can be
related and with which they can be compared, practically the dictionary form
and meaning, recorded as the head form [. . .]. The base form is stored in the
long-term memory of the language user as a language unit which can be
reproduced and which is accessed when a discourse situation calls for it.

In cognitive-linguistic terms, Langlotz (2006: 178) notes that idioms:

are complex linguistic and conceptual activation networks, which can be
unfolded variably. On the formal level this complex configuration is conven-
tionally symbolised by a base-form, i.e. a basic set of specific lexical units
that are arranged according to a typical constructional schema.

He also points out that assuming the existence of such a base form is essential for
defining the notions of fixedness and variation, and that idioms are very frequently
used in their base forms (p. 176).

It is not always easy to decide on the base form of an idiom, since slightly
different formal variants with the same idiomatic meaning(s) might occur with
more or less the same frequency (see Fellbaum 2007b). Therefore, some practical
decisions have had to be made.

Generally, when the idiom occurs in Sieny et al. (1996), it has been listed in the
same form it takes in the dictionary entry. In some cases, however, I made some
changes in the form of the idiom as found in this dictionary before I incorporated
it in my list. This took place, for instance, when the results of my corpus searches
suggested that the idiom has different boundaries, by including items that are not
present in its dictionary entry or excluding items that are incorporated in it.
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If the idiom does not occur in this dictionary but has been encountered in daily
interactions and readings, the following rules have been applied as strictly as
possible:

e  When the idiom contains a verb and its subject, it has been listed in the VS
order, with the verb in the past tense form, and the subject in the singular form,
unless the corpus data suggest that the expression cannot be used in this way.

e Verbal idioms that include complements other than the subject have been
listed in the past tense, third person, masculine, and singular form, as long as
they occur in this form in the corpus data. However, there are some cases in
which such idioms occur only in the present tense form. In these cases, the
idioms have been listed in the present tense form.

e  When the idiom shows some lexis substitutability, some effort has been made
to determine its most frequent variant in order to use it in its base form. However,
the large size of the corpus I use here has made it difficult to ensure that the most
frequent variant has been always determined accurately at this early stage.

2.2 Classifying Arabic idioms

Because of the time constraints on the present study, it has not been feasible to
examine the instances of this huge number of idioms in the corpus texts. There-
fore, I have decided to select a sample of the idioms collected for the purposes of
investigation.

In order to ensure a balanced representation of the different types of idiom in
the data, two steps have been taken. First, the 654 idioms collected have been
categorized according to their syntactic class. As a result, six idiom classes have
been identified in the data. Table 2.1 shows the syntactic classes identified and
the distribution of the idioms collected over them.

Verb-subject idioms refer to examples that consist of at least one verb and
(the syntactic head of) its subject with or without any other constituents. Thus, the
minimum realization of this type consists of a verb and a noun that functions as
(the head of) its subject. This term should therefore be taken only as a label rather
than as a detailed description by itself. The labels verbal, nominal, prepositional,
adjectival, and adverbial idioms refer simply to expressions that are syntactically
headed by verbs, nouns, prepositions, adjectives, and adverbs, respectively.

Table 2.1 Syntactic classes of Arabic idioms

Syntactic class No.
Verb-subject idioms 58
Verbal idioms 304
Nominal idioms 162
Prepositional idioms 92
Adjectival idioms 31

Adverbial idioms 7
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Two points are in order. First, I have distinguished verb-subject idioms from
verbal ones because of the important syntactic differences between the two types.
In particular, Arabic grammar requires that the verb and the subject of the sentence
agree in gender, number, and person, according to certain rules. This agreement is
not required between the verb and its object. This distinction may therefore facili-
tate the discussion of the relevant phenomena in the following chapters. Second,
it should be noted that the adverbial function in Arabic is very often carried out
by nouns and adjectives used in the accusative case (see Ryding 2005 and Badawi
et al. 2004). Indeed, all the seven adverbial idioms that I have found are syntacti-
cally headed by nouns in the accusative.

In the second step, the examples belonging to each of these syntactic categories
have been arranged alphabetically within a separate list. In this order, only the
idiomatic components have been considered. Elements that the context supplies
such as negatives and open-slot fillers have been disregarded when arranging the
examples. The actual ordering has been done simply by using the “sort” function
in Microsoft Word.

2.3 Selecting the sample

The sample investigated consists of 10 percent of the idioms belonging to each of
the syntactic categories in the data. Two major steps have been taken to select this
sample from the lists. First, I have calculated how many idioms in each list are
going to be examined. Here, as a rule, I have rounded up the fractions to the
nearest higher whole numbers. This step applies to all the lists except for the
adverbial idiom one, since it contains only seven examples. I have therefore
decided to examine two adverbial idioms. Accordingly, the sample contains
6 verb-subject idioms, 31 verbal idioms, 17 nominal idioms, 10 prepositional
idioms, 4 adjectival idioms, and 2 adverbial idioms, that is, 70 examples. Second,
the actual idioms have been chosen using software that generates random numbers
within ranges that can be set by the user.

The random selection of 10 percent of the examples would hopefully reflect all
the major phenomena in the initial list of Arabic idioms for two reasons. First,
selecting the sample on the basis of the syntactic categorization of idioms ensures
that all the syntactic types of the data are covered. Second, arranging the examples
alphabetically within separate lists bases the selection process on a criterion that
is not on the whole intrinsic to the phenomenon under investigation and, therefore,
is not likely to bias the selection process and, in turn, the results of the analysis in
any major way.

On occasion, I have discussed other examples that are in the initial list of
idioms but that have not been selected in the sample. These have been only
included in particular sections when they show strikingly different linguistic
behavior compared with the behavior of the sample idioms with regard to
the point under discussion. Such idioms have been referred to appropriately
in text, and they have not been considered when I have given any statistical
information.
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2.4 Corpus data: sources, collection procedures, and
preparation

2.4.1 Arabicorpus

The study derives its data mainly from the All Newspapers section of Arabicorpus.
This is a corpus of Arabic that is accessible through the web’ and that has
been under ongoing development by Dilworth Parkinson at Brigham Young
University. In the following chapters, unless otherwise stated, when the label
Arabicorpus is used, it should be taken to refer solely to this section.

Arabicorpus is a large corpus that makes use of several powerful searching
capabilities. In the following two sections, I provide more information on this
corpus and discuss why I have decided to rely mainly on the All Newspapers
section of it. The information provided below on the contents, structure, and
searching capabilities of Arabicorpus reflects its state at the time when the major
stage of data collection for this study came to an end in September 2007.

2.4.1.1 Contents and structure of Arabicorpus

The All Newspapers section includes raw texts, i.e. texts which are not annotated
grammatically or semantically, that come from five major Arabic newspapers. Its
total word count is 83,519,701. These newspapers include one year of A/-Ahram
(1999, Egypt), two years of A/-Hayat (1996 and 1997, London — Saudi Arabia —
Lebanon) in two separate sub-corpora, a half year of Al-Tajdid (2002, Morocco),
a half year of Al-Watan (2002, Kuwait), and approximately a year of Al-Thawra
(after 2000, Syria). All these can be searched separately or together.

This section does not include the whole texts of the printed papers. For example,
it does not contain classifieds and newspaper advertisements. Rather, it only
includes, in the developer’s words, “the serious parts which ended up on the
website” of each newspaper (Dilworth Parkinson, email communication, 21 June
2009).

The word total for each newspaper in this section is given in Table 2.2. The
term word is understood here as a sequence of alphanumeric characters that is
bounded on either side by spaces, punctuation, or nothing, i.e. at the beginning
and end of paragraphs (Dilworth Parkinson, email communication, 19 June 2009).

Table 2.2 The word count of each newspaper in Arabicorpus

Newspaper Word count
Al-Ahram, 1999 16,475,979
Al-Hayat, 1996 21,564,239
Al-Hayat, 1997 19,473,315
Al-Tajdid, 2002 2,919,782
Al-Watan, 2002 6,454,411

Al-Thawra, after 2000 16,631,975
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Besides this section, Arabicorpus contains several other sub-corpora. Table 2.3
refers to these and gives information on their word counts.

The Penn Treebank news data is not included in the 4// Newspapers category.
The pre-modern corpus includes The Quran, 1001 Nights, and some works of
medieval philosophy and medicine. The modern literature corpus includes a
number of Arabic novels, some plays, and some short stories. The non-fiction
category contains some literary criticism works, other scholarly works, some
political speeches, and a number of official UN and other diplomatic documents.
The Egyptian Arabic category includes some literary works that contain an
amount of colloquial Arabic and some material from the Egypt Chat website.
Each of these components can be searched separately or as part of Arabicorpus as
a whole. Other sub-corpora group and regroup in various configurations.

Since this work is only concerned with idioms in MSA, the pre-modern and
colloquial texts are not of concern here. The decision to rely mainly on the A/l
Newspapers section rather than the other categories that relate to MSA,
i.e. modern literature, non-fiction, and Penn Treebank news data, has been taken
for a number of practical reasons.

First, the newspaper category is by far the largest section in Arabicorpus.
Combined together, the other three MSA-related categories contain 2,180,034
words, as opposed to more than 83 million words in the 4// Newspapers section.
Therefore, in terms of size, the latter is a much better candidate for revealing the
major patterns relevant to the data.

Second, and very importantly, it is not possible to combine in performing the
corpus searches one or more of these three categories with the newspapers. There-
fore, in order to search these rather small sub-corpora, one should repeat the whole
set of searches performed for each idiom. This does not seem feasible due to the
complications involved in the searching procedures (see section 2.4.1.2 for details).

Third, I have done some limited searches of these three categories but I have
often retrieved only few or even no relevant results. Two reasons may be proposed
for this: first, the rather small size of these sections; second, it might be argued
that, particularly in the case of modern literature, the authors, in their attempt to
be original and genuinely creative, may refrain from deploying some types of

Table 2.3 Components of Arabicorpus other than newspapers

Corpus Word count
The Quran 84,532
Novels 928,776
Modern Literature 1,001,899
Pre-modern Texts 912,996
Non-fiction 579,545
Penn Treebank News Data 598,590
Medieval Science 223,249
1001 Nights 557,908

Egyptian Colloquial Arabic 157,099
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prefabricated figurative multiword units, especially those that might be consid-
ered trite on account of overuse.

Finally, to varying degrees, the topics of the texts in these three sub-corpora are
also represented in the A/l Newspapers category, since this includes texts that
belong to many different domains, e.g. news articles, sports, religion, literary
works such as short stories, science, technology, literary criticism, philosophy,
and social, political, and economic analyses (also see below the discussion of the
status of newspaper Arabic, and Moon’s (1998) comment regarding the use of
idioms in newspaper language in general).

Having said that, I have sometimes consulted these three categories in order to
establish, or not, a specific use of an idiom. A case in point is where an idiom does
not occur in the All Newspapers section within a certain grammatical structure
that has been connected in the linguistic literature on Arabic with the modern
literary style. In such a case, I have consulted the modern literature section of
Arabicorpus so as to determine whether the idiom is used or not in this structure
in its texts, since this knowledge may assist in deciding whether this use is accept-
able in certain writing styles or that it does not seem to be employed in modern
Arabic writings.

2.4.1.2 Searching Arabicorpus

Arabicorpus has its own searching algorithm which utilizes many of the advan-
tages that regular expressions can provide. In computing, these expressions are
strings that can be written using a formal language to set a search pattern within
an electronically stored text. The results retrieved from the corpus consist mainly
of the search term with up to ten words before and after it in context. The corpus
also gives access to the whole texts where the idioms occur. This was very useful
during the data analysis stage, because, in many a case, I needed to read more
parts of the text so as to establish or not a certain use of the idiom, particularly on
the semantic and discursive levels.

In the following, I discuss some of the complications involved in locating the
occurrences of the data examples in the corpus texts and also provide details on
how I have conducted my searches.

Arabicorpus does not enable its user to easily locate the co-occurrence of two
or more words within ranges that they can set. Thus, in order to find the examples
of an idiom consisting, for instance, of two words, such as a verb and its object,
without any intervening elements between them, a string of the two words written
adjacent to each other must be used as a search term. In order to search for the
same two words with only one intervening element between them, another search
term is needed where regular expressions are deployed to allow for any single
sequence of alphanumeric characters to occur between the idiomatic elements. A
third search with a different search term is still needed to look for the same idiom
with two intervening elements between its components, and so on.

In many cases, such searches have been performed six times for each idiom in
order to retrieve the examples of the idiom in the corpus with up to five intervening
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words between its two components. For example, in order to locate the
occurrences of the idiom:

shakhs/shay’ tawwaqa ‘unuqg-a shakhs;,
sb/sth surround.PST neck-Acc sb,
lit. sby/sth surrounded sb; s neck

sb; or sth (e.g. trust) greatly honored sb;, or sth (e.g. debt) burdened sb;

the following six search terms have been exploited:
Tw\w*q\w* \w*en\w*q

Tw\w*q\w* \w+ \w*cn\w*q

Tw\w*q\w* \w+ \w+ \w*cn\w*q

Tw\w*q\w* \w+ \w+ \w+ \w*cn\w*q

Tw\w*q\w* \w+ \w+ \w+ \w+ \w*cn\w*q
Tw\w*q\w* \w+ \w+ \w+ \w+ \w+ \w*cn\w*q

These search terms are based on the transliteration scheme adopted by Arabi-
corpus.* This system generally ignores the symbols for short vowels. Also, in this
particular example, two other differences between this scheme and the one
adopted by the present study can be pointed to, i.e. the T and ¢ above stand respec-
tively for the t and * in the system I use.

The following regular expressions are utilized in the example: \w+, which
stands for one or more word characters in a row, and \w*, which stands for none or
more word characters in a row. The intensive use of regular expressions at the
beginning, middle, and end of the idiomatic words has successfully captured the
variations that could occur as a result of different derivational and inflectional
processes.

In general, this work follows the foregoing searching procedure when it is, in
principle, possible according to the general grammatical rules of Arabic to have
any number of intervening elements between the idiomatic components. This is
the case, for example, in verbal idioms that contain, in addition to the verb, an
object and/or a prepositional adjunct phrase. These types of idiom, as will be seen
later, are frequent in the data.

In order to put these complications into perspective, one may quote Langlotz
(2006) describing how he searched the British National Corpus (BNC) for the
occurrences of the idioms in his data:

[T]he corpus was searched with the client programme SARA-32 version 0.98,
the customary search tool supplied with the BNC World Edition [. . .] To find
tokens of a given idiom such as rock the boat, 1 used the Query Builder, a
general search mode customised by means of a visual interface. In general, 1
specified the searches by asking the program to look for combined instances
of the lexical key-constituents, i.e. rock and boat, within a span of up to
10 words. To include all morphological inflections of these head-words,
[ used the Lancaster lemma-scheme.

(Langlotz 2006: 228, his italics)
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Two points may be highlighted here: first, the relative ease of locating the
co-occurrences of the idiomatic components within ranges that can be set by the
researcher and, second, having access to an incorporated morphological analyzer
that enables the user to retrieve all the different morphological inflections
simultaneously.

Due to the properties of Arabicorpus described above, in many a case, I needed
to conduct more than ten corpus searches, in order to retrieve the examples of one
and the same idiom.

In general, when the idiom contains a word that is not frequent in use, I have
only used this word as a search term. This has increased the chances of retrieving
all the instances of the relevant idiom in the corpus. However, this approach obvi-
ously cannot retrieve any corpus examples where this word is omitted or replaced
with any other lexical item(s). As Moon (1998) puts it, locating examples of
lexical substitutions has been “a matter of serendipity” (p. 51).

Certain formal variations in idioms pose certain difficulties in locating their
incidence in the corpus. For example, lexical substitutions are particularly prob-
lematic when the idiom consists only of words that are frequent in use, since using
only one of such words as a search term would retrieve thousands of irrelevant
hits which would be practically impossible to handle. Therefore, the search terms
in such cases have had to consist of at least two idiomatic words and to be as loose
and inclusive as possible in order to be able to capture as many relevant corpus
examples as possible.

Furthermore, in some cases, the general grammar rules allow, at least in prin-
ciple, for the idiomatic words to change their positions relative to each other while
preserving their typical grammatical relationships, e.g. when the idiom consists of
a verb and its subject or when it contains two or more conjuncts. Also, in many
cases of embedding (see Chapter 5), the order in which the idiomatic words occur
differs from that of the base form. So as to capture such uses in Arabicorpus, there
are, in theory, two options. The first is to conduct the corpus searches using search
terms that utilize regular expressions that can locate the two (or more) idiomatic
components in any possible order. The other option is to conduct several sets of
searches, changing the order of the idiomatic components in each.

Practically, the first option, which often involves the use of very complicated
search terms, was problematic. In many cases, the searching process took a very
long time such that the web browsers I use failed to retrieve anything from
Arabicorpus and error messages occurred. Therefore, I have chosen, or even have
been forced to choose, the second way, since I have found it, although tedious,
less time-consuming.

2.4.2 Additional data sources

Although the judgments made in this study are chiefly based on the relevant data
in Arabicorpus, certain of these judgments are also based on additional data
obtained from other sources. These sources include some investigations of a
number of Arabic websites and of The Linguistic Data Consortium Arabic News
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Text corpus (for simplicity, I will use LDC Arabic Corpus to refer to this work.
However, it should be borne in mind that the LDC has developed other Arabic
corpora in addition to this one). This approach has been adopted in order not to
undermine relevant phenomena that do not occur in Arabicorpus. It has proven
particularly useful when the idiom does not occur frequently in its texts.

As for the former, I have occasionally examined examples obtained from some
Arabic websites that are written in MSA. These are mostly, but not exclusively,
online Arabic newspapers. In these cases, in order to locate relevant examples of
the idiom under examination, I have simply searched for its occurrences using the
Google search engine.

As for the latter, the LDC Arabic Corpus contains texts from two news agencies
and three newspapers. The news agencies are Agence France Presse and Xinhua
News Agency. The newspapers are Al-Hayat, Al-Nahar, and Al-Ummah. I have
not conducted systematic, exhaustive examinations of this corpus because it is
extremely large such that it cannot be investigated thoroughly by an individual
researcher. This corpus consists of 489,729,594 words. In addition, although
the LDC Arabic Corpus makes use of some advanced searching tools such as
wildcards, it does not utilize many of the functions of regular expressions.

Lastly, on occasion, I have carried out some informal interviews with native
speakers of Arabic. However, it should be stated that asking the informants about
how they would use and vary a certain expression is not likely to reveal all the
forms acceptable in their intuitions. Simply, they could forget to mention some of
these forms. Furthermore, this study is interested in a considerable number of
questions, i.e. semantic, discursive, lexical, and grammatical ones. It was not
therefore viable to ask the informants all the relevant questions about all the
examples in the data, since people could just lose interest in such a task. For
these reasons, I have conducted my interviews only when convenient. They have
been particularly useful in shedding light on how native speakers perceive the
relationship between the literal and idiomatic meanings of some of the examples
in the data.

My informants are adult native speakers of Arabic who have obtained at least a
first university degree in a field other than Arabic studies from a university in an
Arabic-speaking country. First, adult speakers normally possess well-developed
language systems that are not typically available to children. Possessing such
developed systems appears to be of particular significance in the context of a
study whose focus is non-literal, idiomatic language and the variation in its uses.
Second, MSA is a variety of Arabic that is learnt almost exclusively through
formal instruction at schools in Arab countries. I have, however, excluded native
speakers who hold degrees in Arabic studies, as they may not be a faithful
representation of the average native Arabic speaker today, due to their specialist
expertise in language.

Such a combination of different data sources, sometimes referred to as triangu-
lation (Perry 2005), would hopefully reveal the major phenomena in the linguistic
behavior of Arabic idioms and would help validate the interpretations presented in
the coming chapters.
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2.4.3 Preparing the corpus data

The concordance lines retrieved from Arabicorpus have been stored in Microsoft
Excel files or as HTML files when more convenient. This gave me the means to
conduct many analyses without having to have instant access to the corpus web
page all the time. As noted above, the concordance lines consist only of the search
term with up to ten words before and after it in context. Therefore, when knowl-
edge of more portions of the texts was needed during the analysis stage in order to
establish one or another use of an idiom, these files were not of much help, and I
had to consult the full texts through the corpus web page itself.

Arabic idioms differ with regard to their frequency in Arabicorpus. While some
idioms only occur a few times, others occur very often, sometimes several thou-
sand times. Two points need to be noted here. First, because the rare occurrences
of an idiom could undermine some phenomena in its linguistic behavior, other
sources of data have often been consulted when the idiom occurs only a few times
in Arabicorpus texts.

Second, it has not been possible to examine all the occurrences of very frequent
idioms. In order to deal with a similar problem, Langlotz (2006) restricted his
investigations of any idiom that occurs more than 150 times in the BNC to only a
randomly selected 100 examples (p. 228). In this study, [ have decided to limit my
investigations to a random selection of 200 concordance lines for any idiom that
occurs more than this number of times in the corpus. I have decided to include
more examples than Langlotz did mainly because the corpus I use is relatively
smaller than the BNC, which contains 100 million words.

Three final points need to be noted in relation to the preparation of the corpus
data. First, the study is interested only in the non-literal uses of the data; therefore
cases where the idioms are used literally or as similes have not been considered
when giving any statistical information in this work. However, it should be
mentioned that these uses have sometimes made clear how native speakers of
Arabic perceive the idioms in question. Second, I have excluded the very few
cases where the idioms themselves are the subject of some linguistic analysis.
Finally, sometimes, the searching algorithm retrieved the same corpus example
two or more times. In such cases, the example has been counted only once.

2.5 The language of Arabic newspapers
According to Ryding (2005: 8):

[a] fully agreed-upon definition of MSA does not yet exist, but there is a
general consensus that modern Arabic writing in all its forms constitutes the
basis of the identity of the language. Modern writing, however, covers an
extensive range of discourse styles and genres ranging from complex and
conservative to innovative and experimental. Finding a standard that is delim-
ited and describable within this great range is a difficult task; however, there
is an identifiable segment of the modern Arabic written language used for
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media purposes, and it has been the focus of linguists’ attention for a number
of years because of its stability, its pervasiveness, and its ability to serve as a
model of contemporary written usage. Dissemination of a written (and broad-
cast) prestige standard by the news media is a widespread phenomenon, espe-
cially in multilingual, diglossic, and multi-dialectal societies.

In actual fact, some researchers have defined MSA as the language of Arabic news
media (Monteil, 1960, cited in Ryding 2005: 8).

Several recent works on MSA have derived much or all of their data from news-
paper Arabic, e.g. Abdel-Aziz (2003), Badawi et al. (2004), and Ryding (2005).
In the following extracts, Ryding (2005) defends her use of media Arabic as the
major source of data for her comprehensive work on MSA grammar and argues
for the significance of the newspaper language for the learners of Arabic as a
foreign language:

Media Arabic was chosen as a main source of data for this text because of its
contemporaneousness, its coverage of many different topics, and the extem-
porary nature of daily reporting and editing. As a primary source of informa-
tion about and from the Arab world, newspaper and magazine language
reflects Arab editorial and public opinion and topics of current interest.
Various subject matter and texts were covered, ranging from interviews, book
reviews, feature stories, religion and culture, and sports reports, to straight
news reports and editorials. (p. Xix)

There are doubtless those who would assert that the ordinariness of media
language causes it to lack the beauty and expressiveness of literary Arabic,
and therefore that it is unrepresentative of the great cultural and literary
achievements of the Arabs. To those I would reply that the very ordinariness
of this type of language is what makes it valuable to learners because it repre-
sents a widely used and understood standard of written expression. As Owens
and Bani-Yasin (1987, 736) note, “the average Arab is probably more exposed
to this style than to most others, such as academic or literary writing.” In fact,
it is a vital and emergent form of written language, being created and recre-
ated on a daily basis, covering issues from the mundane to the extraordinary.
With limited time to prepare its presentation style, media Arabic reflects
more closely than other forms of the written language the strategies and
structures of spontaneous expression. (p. Xix)

Holes (2004) also notes that “constant exposure to this ‘media MSA’ seems to
be having far-reaching effects on the vocabulary, grammar, and phraseology
of the Arabic used by educated Arabs in many other contexts, written or spoken”
(p. 314).

As the major style of MSA that the average Arab is exposed to, media Arabic
thus affects how educated Arabs use their language (creatively) and influences
their judgments about what is acceptable or unacceptable in terms of language
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use. Also, the fact that newspaper language closely reflects the strategies and
structures of spontanecous expression is of great importance in the context of a
study on idioms, for these, and formulaic expressions in general, are often associ-
ated with spontaneous ways of verbal communication (see Carter 2004 and
Cameron 2001). Moon (1998: 121) also notes that:

while variations [in multiword units] occur across the range of text types, it is
[sic] often associated with journalism. Variations found in journalism cannot
be dismissed out of hand as mannerism and journalese. In fact, journalism
represents the cutting edge of language change, or the popularization of
language change: variations fossilizing here may foreshadow what will later
becomes [sic] institutionalized more widely.

In addition, the fact that newspaper Arabic is busily involved in the ongoing inten-
sive translation process particularly from English attaches more importance to it
in the context of this study. As noted in the previous chapter, Arabic has expanded
its phraseological repertoire with many loan translations from English. Using
newspaper Arabic as the major source of data in a study on idioms may therefore
provide the means to see this process of idiom creation or re-creation in action.

In the light of the foregoing observations, one may say that using newspaper
Arabic (or even newspaper language in general) as the major data source for a
study that is concerned with idioms in a variety that predominates in written
communication can be regarded as an instance of employing information-rich
samples. Such samples are exploited in research because they contain many
examples of the phenomenon under examination and, therefore, can yield consid-
erable insight into it (see Perry 2005).

The central role of newspaper language in present-day linguistic research on
MSA in general can also be seen in the availability of several corpora of different
sizes that are based on texts obtained (mainly) from Arabic newspapers. For
example, it has already been noted that the newspaper section constitutes the
largest section of Arabicorpus. In addition, the LDC has developed several
corpora based on texts derived from Arabic newspapers. Finally, Al-Sulaiti (2004)
has developed a corpus of contemporary Arabic in which she relies heavily on
texts obtained from online Arabic magazines and newspapers (for more examples
of available corpora of MSA, see Al-Sulaiti 2004).

Nevertheless, there is another factor that cannot be ruled out when accounting
for the availability of such corpora of newspaper Arabic. That is, many Arabic
newspapers are accessible in machine-readable form, which makes the process of
compiling an electronic corpus smoother.

2.6 Data examples and their frequency

In the following tables, I list the sample idioms according to their syntactic classes.
In each table, the examples are sequenced in accordance with their alphabetical
order in Arabic. Here, only the idiomatic components are considered, that is, open
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slot fillers and negatives are not. Each idiom is accompanied by information on its
frequency in the A/l Newspapers section of Arabicorpus. In addition, comments,
particularly on the translations, are sometimes given.

A number of preliminary points are in order. First, in general, the meanings
given for the examples below are their most prominent ones in the corpus. Some-
times, other less salient meanings exist. For simplicity, these are not provided
here. Second, although I have done my best to give accurate information on the
frequency of the examples, it might be the case that some of their corpus occur-
rences have not been retrieved due to one or another of the difficulties depicted
above or due to the typographical errors that sometimes occur in the corpus texts.

In this context, it was particularly difficult to determine accurately the inci-
dence of some very frequent expressions by reading through their concordance
lines one by one to exclude, for instance, literal uses and any duplicates. There-
fore, in such cases, the numbers provided reflect mainly how many concordance
lines were retrieved for each expression. However, it should be noted that these
sometimes include instances of literal uses and/or duplicates. These cases have
been labeled in the following tables with asterisks that are provided next to the
relevant numbers.

Finally, in what follows, whenever convenient, English multiword unit transla-
tions have been provided. When the English expression is only a semi-equivalent
of or seems to be stylistically different from its Arabic counterpart, it has been
included in brackets after a paraphrastic translation, for the purposes of compar-
ison. However, it should be mentioned that such semi-equivalent or stylistically
different translations have been presented mainly when the English expression is
based on the same figurative image that underlies the Arabic idiom or on one that
is similar to it. Also, while proposing English translations is, to a degree, sustained
practice throughout this work, I provide these semi-equivalents only in the
following tables.

Table 2.4 Verb-subject idioms

No. Idiom F.

1 shay’ ‘’akhadha ba‘d-u-hu  bi-rigab-i ba‘d  sthhold.on.pST 8
SOme-NOM-M.3SG.POSS  to-neck.PL-GEN ~ some lit. the parts
of sth held on to each other’s necks
sth (e.g. a set of ideas, texts, or problems) interconnected
2 ’afala najm-u shakhs/shay’ 74
set.PST  star-NOM sb/sth
lit. the star of sb/sth set
the glory or fame of sb/sth ended, (cf. the sun sets on sth)
3 ingabada sadr-u shakhs 14
contract.pST chest-NOM  sb
lit. sb’s chest contracted
sb felt depressed

(Continued Overleaf)
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Table 2.4 Continued

No. Idiom F.

4 tajammada l-dam-u fi  ‘urfig-i shakhs 8
freeze.pST DEF-blood-NOM in  vein.PL-GEN sb
the blood froze in sb’s veins

Also,
tajammada  1-dam-u fi ‘urtig-i shay’
solidify.pST DEF-blood-NOM  in vein.PL-GEN sth
sth (e.g. an organization) became completely inactive

5 la taqim-u li-shakhs/shay’  qa’imat-u-n 3
NEG  stand.up.PRS.F-IND for-sb/sth pillar.F-NOM-INDF

lit. none of sb/sth’s pillars stands up
sb/sth is completely ruined (e.g. socially or professionally)
6 dara-t raha shay’ 122
Spin.PST-F  quern.F  sth
lit. the quern of sth spun
sth (e.g. a war, elections, or disagreement) took place in a violent way

Table 2.5 Verbal idioms

No. Idiom F.

1 ’adara I-khadd-a 1-’akhar-a 28
turn.pST  DEF-cheek-ACC  DEF-other-AcC
he turned the other cheek

2 ’argha wa-’azbada 27
foam.pST and-froth.psT
he fumed with rage (cf. froth at the mouth)

3 istada fi 1-ma’-i 1-“akir-i 161
fish.pST  in DEF-water-GEN DEF-cloudy-GEN
he fished in troubled waters

4 ’akmala nisf-a din-i-hi 4
perfect.pST half-Acc religion-GEN-M.3SG.POSS
lit. he perfected the [other] half of his religion
he got married

5 ’amsaka I-‘asa min-a I-muntasaf-i 40
hold.psT DEF-stick at DEF-middle-GEN
lit. he held the stick at its middle point
he struck a balance

6 bala‘a I-tu‘m-a 10
swallow.PST  DEF-bait-ACC
he swallowed the bait

7  taqallaba ‘ala  jamr-i shay’ 7
turn.over.PST on ember.PL-GEN sth
lit. he turned over the embers of sth
he severely suffered from stk

8  haraba tawahin-a I-hawa’-1 44
fight.pST mill.PL-ACC DEF-air-GEN
lit. he fought the air mills
he tilted at windmills
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hafara qabr-a shakhs/shay’ bi-yad-i-hi 46
dig.pST grave-ACC  sb/sth with-hand-GEN-M.3SG.POSS

lit. he dug the grave of sb/sth with his own hand

he put an end to e.g. the success or career of sb, or he put

an end to sth, (cf. dig one’s own grave)

dassa l-summ-a fi 1-‘asal-i 50
put.secretly.PST  DEF-poison-ACC in DEF-honey-GEN

lit. he secretly put the poison in the honey

he deceptively promoted something bad (e.g. a way of thinking

or behaving) by presenting it in an advantageous or attractive

way or presenting it within something else good

dhaga mararat-a shay’ 167
taste.PST  bitterness-AcC  sth

lit. he tasted the bitterness of stk

he experienced the suffering of sth

rafa‘a rayat-a shay’ 620*
raise.pST flag-AcC sth

lit. he raised the flag of sth

he supported sth, he made stk triumphant, or he exhibited st/

(usually a pattern of behavior such as disobedience),

(ct. wave the flag of sth, wave the banner of sth)

shakhs/shay’  sabaqa l-rth-a 15
sb/sth race.pST DEF-wind-ACC

sb/sth ran very fast, sb acted very fast, or st/ (e.g. the

performance of a company) progressed very quickly

saraha wa-mariha 99
move.freely.PST  and-enjoy.oneself.PST

lit. he moved freely and enjoyed himself

he did as he liked

shadda I-hizam-a 69
tighten.pST  DEF-belt-AcC

lit. he tightened the belt

he tightened his belt

sabba I-ma’-a I-barid-a ‘ala  shakhs/shay’ 12
pour.PST DEF-water-ACC DEF-cold-AcC  on  sb/sth

he poured cold water on stk (e.g. a proposal), or he did

something that reduced the tension of sb/sth

daraba ‘usfur-ayni bi-hajar-i-n 130
hit.pST  sparrow-DU.ACC.INDF ~ with-stone-GEN-INDF

he killed two birds with one stone

shakhs;/shay’ tawwaqa ‘unug-a shakhs; 16
sby/sth surround.PST  neck-ACC sb

lit. sb;/sth surrounded sb; s neck

sb; or sth (e.g. trust) greatly honored sb;, or sth (e.g. debt)

burdened sb;

‘affara jabhat-a-Au 4
cover.with.dust.pST  forehead.F-ACC-M.3SG.POSS

lit. he covered his forehead with dust

he humiliated himself

ghariqga hatta ’uthun-ay-hi fi  shay’ 6
sink.PST up.to ear-DU.GEN-M.3SG.POSS in  sth

29

(Continued Overleaf)
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Table 2.5 Continued

No. Idiom

lit. he sank up to his [two] ears in sth
he was up to his ears in sth

21  shakhs/shay’; fataha l-nar-a ‘ala  shakhs/shay’;
sb/sth; open.pST DEF-fire-ACC  at sb/sth;
sb; verbally attacked sb/sth;, or sth; caused sb/sth;
to be criticized (cf. fo open fire at sb/sth)

22 qalaba zahr-a I-mijann-i li-shakhs/shay’
turn.around.pST back-ACC  DEF-shield-GEN  to-sb/sth
lit. he turned around the back of the shield towards sb/sth
he became hostile to sb/sth after he was a friend or
supporter of them/it

23  kasara shawkat-a  shakhs/shay’
break.psT thorn.F-acc  sb/sth
lit. he broke sb/sth’s thorn
he deprived sb/sth of their/its power
Another literal meaning of shawkah is ‘sting’.

24 shakhs/shay’, wa-man/ma laffa
sb/sth; and-REL.HUM/REL.NONHUM turn.round.PST
laff-a-/u;
turning.round-ACC-M.3SG.POSS;
lit. sb/sth; and that who/which turned round in the
same way as sb/sth; did
sb; and that who is of his type, sth; and that which
is of its kind, or sb; and that who does just as he does
(cf. and suchlike)

25 shay’ marra  murir-a I-kiram-i bi-shakhs
sth pass.PST passing-ACC DEF-noble.people-GEN  by-sb
lit. sth (e.g. an event or anniversary) passed as noble people
do by sb
sth passed unnoticed by sb
Also,
shakhs marra muriir-a I-kiram-i bi-shay’
sb pass.PST passing-ACC DEF-noble.people-GEN  by-sth
lit. sb passed as noble people do by sth
sb overlooked sth, or sb treated sth with disdain

26 naza‘a fatil-a shay’
pull.out.psT fuse-AcCc sth
lit. he pulled out the fuse of st/
he defused sth (e.g. a dangerous situation)

27 wada‘a shakhs/shay’ ‘ala  l-raff-i
put.pST  sb/sth on  DEF-shelf-GEN
lit. he put sb/sth on the shelf
he made sb/sth no longer useful or desirable (cf. on the shelf)

28 waqafa fi tarig-i shakhs/shay’
stand.PST in way-GEN sb/sth
he stood in the way of sb/sth

29  yahruth-u fi  I-bahr-i
plough.PRS-IND in DEF-sea-GEN
lit. he is ploughing in the sea
he is ploughing the sand

—_

71

25

126

41

190

403

52

180

21
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la  yusaddig-u ‘ayn-ay-hi 31
NEG Dbelieve.PRS.M.3SG-IND  eye-DU.ACC-M.3SG.POSS

he does not believe his eyes

yanfukh-u fi  qirbat-i-n magqti‘at-i-n 13
blow.PRS-IND into bagpipe-GEN-INDF  cut.PPTCP-GEN-INDF

lit. he is blowing into a cut-off bagpipe

he is trying in vain to convince other people to take

certain actions to improve a situation (cf. flog a

dead horse)

Table 2.6 Nominal idioms

No.

Idiom F.

1

10

’ibrat-u-n fi  kawmat-i qashsh-i-n 9
needle-NOM-INDF  in  stack-GEN hay-GEN-INDF

a needle in a haystack

ustuwanat-u-n mashrukh-at-u-n 40
record.F-NOM-INDF  crack.PPTCP-F-NOM-INDF

lit. a cracked record

repetitious boring talk about a particular topic

(cf. a broken record)

allutayya wa-llatt 2
REL.F.SG.DIMIN ~ and-REL.F.SG

much ado, or lengthy difficult discussions

baqgarat-u-n haldb-u-n 30
COW.F-NOM-INDF milch-NOM-INDF

milch cow (cf. also cash cow)

tuffahat-u ’adam 2
apple-NoM  Adam

Adam’s apple or (esp. in literary language) the

forbidden fruit

hibr-u-n ‘ala  warag-i-n 383
ink-NOM-INDF on  paper-GEN-INDF

lit. ink on paper

inactive (e.g. of decisions or laws) (cf. on paper)

halqat-u-n mufragh-at-u-n 100
ring.F-NOM-INDF  cast.in.a.mold.PPTCP-F-NOM-INDF

lit. a cast-in-a-mold ring

vicious circle

dam-u-n ’azrag-u 12
blood-NOM-INDF  blue-NOM

blue blood

rimal-u-n mutaharrik-at-u-n 97
sand.PL.F-NOM-INDF  mOVe.APTCP-F-NOM-INDF

quicksand (i.e. very dangerous situations which are difficult to escape
from), or an unreliable basis for st/ such as a plan or project

shadd-u-n wa-jadhb-u-n 123
tugging-NOM-INDF and-pulling-NOM-INDF

great tension or struggle (e.g. in a strained

political or social state)

31

(Continued Overleaf)
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Table 2.6 Continued

No.

Idiom

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

ghusn-u l-zayttin-i

branch-NOM  DEF-olive-GEN

olive branch

qarsat-u  ’udhun-i-n

pinch-NOM ear-GEN-INDF

lit. a pinch of an ear

a light non-physical punishment that serves as a
warning of a possible cruel one (cf. a rap across

the knuckles and a slap on the wrist)

gimmat-u jabal-i 1-jalid-i

top-NOM ~ mountain-GEN  DEF-ice-GEN

lit. the top of the ice mountain

the tip of the iceberg

marbat-u I-faras-i
place.where.sth.is.tied.up-NOM  DEF-mare-GEN

lit. the place where the mare is tied up

the most important point (e.g. in a problem or argument)
nar-u-n ‘ala  ‘alam-i-n

fire-NOM-INDF  on  mountain-GEN-INDF

lit. a fire on a mountain

very well-known entity

wasitat-u 1-‘iqd-1

middle.part-Nom  DEF-necklace-GEN

lit. the middle jewel of the necklace

the most important or best part of something good
(cf. the jewel in the crown and the centerpiece of sth)
al-yad-u 1-‘ulya

DEF-hand.F-NOM  DEF-upper.F

the upper hand or (in religious context) the giver of charity

49

30

56

39

79

Table

2.7 Prepositional idioms

Idiom

shakhs/shay’; bi-rummat-i-hi;

sb/sth; with-worn.out.piece.of.rope-GEN-M.3SG.POSS;
lit. sb/sth; with their/its worn out lead

all sb; (e.g. a group of people), or the whole sth;, (also can
be used adverbially to mean ‘completely’)

bayna nar-ayni

between fire-DU.GEN.INDF

lit. between two fires

between the devil and the deep blue sea

tahta 1-’adwa’-i

under DEF-light.PL-GEN

in the spotlight

‘ala  1-tawilat-i

on  DEF-table.F-GEN

on the table

3,000%*

38

65

900%*
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‘ala  safth-i-n sakhin-i-n 25
on  sheet.iron-GEN-INDF  hot-GEN-INDF

lit. on hot sheet iron

(of a person) very anxious, or (of a situation) very

tense or unstable (cf. to be on tenterhooks and to be

like a cat on a hot tin roof)

shakhs/shay’; ‘ala  bakr-at-i *ab-1-hi; 78
sb/sth; on young.camel-F-GEN father-GEN-M.3SG.POSS;
lit. sb/sth; on their/its father’s young female camel

sb/sth; (e.g. a group of people or things) all together, all

sth;, (also can be used adverbially to mean ‘completely”)

‘ala  marma hajar-i-n 31
at distance.that.sth.is.thrown stone-GEN-INDF

lit. within the distance that a stone is thrown

of proximity in space or time (cf. at a stone’s throw)

fl ’a‘qab-i shakhs/shay’ 4,320%*
in heel.PL-GEN sb/sth

lit. in the heels of sb/sth

close behind sb, or immediately after sb/sth

(ct. on the heels of)

fi daw’-i shay’ 7,500%
in light-GEN  sth

in the light of sth

min  wara’-i zahr-i shakhs 92
from behind-GEN back-GEN  sb

behind sb’s back

Table 2.8 Adjectival idioms

No.

Idiom F.

1

ba‘id-u l-ghawr-i 40
far-NOM  DEF-bottom-GEN

lit. far-bottomed

e.g. (of a feeling) deeply felt, (of a change) profound,

(of a thought or analysis) deep

tawil-u I-nafas-i 37
long-NOM  DEF-breath-GEN

lit. long-breathed

(of a policy, plan, or effort) capable of continuing

for a long time, (of a person) patient or capable

of continuing in what they are doing (e.g. negotiation)

for a long time, or (of a text or speech) long-winded

nazif-u l-yad-i 13
clean-NoM  DEF-hand-GEN

lit. clean-handed

acting ethically

wasi‘-u 1-’ufug-i 19
broad-NOM  DEF-horizon-GEN

lit. broad-horizoned

(of a person) broad-minded or (of an analysis or intellectual

work) comprehensive or inclusive

33
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Table 2.9 Adverbial idioms

No.  Idiom F.

1 janb-a-n ’ila janb-i-n 940%*
side-ACC-INDF by  side-GEN-INDF
side by side (i.e. ‘together’ in the non-physical sense)
Side by side is frequently used to mean ‘together’ in an
abstract sense, as in the following example from the BNC:
Now, the point about merit has to be recognized
side by side with opportunities
2 wajh-a-n li-wajh-i-n 555%
face-ACC-INDF  to-face-GEN-INDF
face to face (i.e. in non-physical confrontation)
Face to face is often used to refer to non-physical
confrontation as the following example from the BNC
shows:
Sometimes one is brought face to face with facts which
cannot be buried.

2.6.1 Notes on idiom frequencies

As the tables above show, some idioms only occur a few times, while others occur
more frequently in the corpus texts. This may show that the ubiquity of idioms in
language use that was pointed to in the preceding chapter does not entail that
every idiom is common in use. Rather, it only means that this type of expression
is abundant in spoken and written communication, yet with, sometimes strikingly,
different frequencies for individual examples.

In order to account fully for the dissimilarities in the frequency of idioms, one
would need to conduct an in-depth analysis of the characteristics of the contexts
in which they occur. Such an endeavor is out of the question here. However, it is
possible to point to some factors that seem to account, even in part, for why partic-
ular idioms are frequent or infrequent in the corpus. The question of how valid
these explanations are, however, can only be answered by more research on the
topic.

The meanings of some individual idioms may provide an explanation for why
they are relatively frequent in the corpus. For instance, the following idiom occurs
122 times:

(7) dara-t raha shay’
Spin.PST-F quern.F sth
sth (e.g. a war) took place in a violent way

The idiomatic meaning typically relates to wars and conflicts. Since these are a
main focus of attention in newspapers, this could explain partially the high frequency
of the idiom. Similar accounts could be proposed for the relatively high incidence
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of the following idioms. These occur 123, 403, and 383 times, respectively, and
often feature in the context of providing political and economic analyses:

(8) shadd-u-n wa-jadhb-u-n
tugging-NOM-INDF and-pulling-NOM-INDF
great tension or struggle (e.g. in a strained political or social state)
(9) naza‘a fatil-a shay’
pull.out.psT fuse-Acc sth
he defused sth (e.g. a dangerous situation)
(10) hibr-u-n ‘ala waraq-i-n
ink-NOM-INDF on paper-GEN-INDF

inactive (e.g. of decisions or laws)

In addition, some idioms have meanings that are very general in nature that they
can be called on in almost any context. A case in point is the following idiom,
which occurs about 3,000 times and functions as an expression of quantification:

(11) shakhs/shay’; bi-rummat-i-Ai;
sb/sth, with-worn.out.piece.of.rope-GEN-M.3SG.POSS;
all sb, (e.g. a group of people), or the whole st/

The following idioms, which occur approximately 4,320 and 7,500 times, have
mainly organizational functions in discourse (see Chapter 4). Such general func-
tions are needed in many contexts, and this may explain why these idioms are
frequent in the corpus:

(12) fi ’a‘qab-i shakhs/shay’
in heel.PL-GEN sb/sth
close behind sb, or immediately after sb/sth
(13) fi daw’-i shay’
in light-GEN sth
in the light of sth

In some cases, it seems that the high incidence of the idiom may be ascribed in
part to its polysemy. That is, unlike a monosemous idiom, an idiom that can take
on two or more meanings evidently has more chances to occur in different
contexts, e.g.:

(14) rafa‘a rayat-a shay’
raise.PST flag-acc sth
he supported s/, he made st/ triumphant, or he exhibited st/ (e.g. a pattern
of behavior such as disobedience)

On the other hand, the strong links that some idioms have with spoken dialects
and the generally informal styles these idioms belong to could account for their
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infrequency in the corpus. This might be the case with the following examples
which occur only once and 13 times, respectively:

(15) qarsat-u "udhun-i-n
pinch-NOM ear-GEN-INDF
a light non-physical punishment that serves as a warning of a possible
cruel one
(16) yanfukh-u il qirbat-i-n magqti‘at-i-n
blow-IND into bagpipe-GEN-INDF Cut.PPTCP-GEN-INDF

he is trying in vain to convince other people to take certain actions to
improve a situation

One could connect this to a general pattern according to which users of MSA
distance it from the linguistic features of spoken dialects (see Holes 2004, and
Chapter 5 in this book).

Examples of these idioms may also belong to a small number of Arabic dialects,
or even to only one dialect, which could constitute a further explanation for their
infrequency in the corpus.

Finally, an additional factor that might help understand the differences in
frequency between some idioms in the data is related to the external influence on
newspaper Arabic. That is, since translation from English media, in particular, is
widespread practice in newspaper Arabic, one could suggest that, at least in some
cases, the frequency of the English idiom in its original texts could be reflected in
the frequency of its Arabic (loan) translation. However, I have not attempted to
test this assumption here.



3 The semantic structure of
Arabic idioms

This chapter is devoted to the analysis and discussion of the semantic structure of
Arabic idioms. It is divided into four major sections. The first section briefly
discusses the notion of motivation, which features in many works on idioms. The
second presents the results of the analysis with regard to the figurative patterns
that underlie the data examples. The third introduces the notion of isomorphism
and looks at how Arabic idioms may be classified with regard to it. Finally, the
fourth section discusses the results of the analysis.

Examining the semantic properties of idioms may shed light on different aspects
of their discursive behavior, e.g. the nature and range of the discursive functions
they perform. For instance, Moon (1998) found that 89 percent of the expressions
in the class designated metaphors” in her data have some evaluative content. As a
step further in this direction, examining the figurative images underlying evalua-
tive idioms could help explain how and why they differ in respect of their orienta-
tion, to convey positive, negative, or ambivalent attitudes (see Moon 1998 and
Fernando 1996).

Furthermore, previous research on idioms shows that examining their semantic
structure is a crucial step in explaining their formal behavior as manifested
particularly in their potential for lexical and syntactic variation. For instance,
Riehemann (2001) found that certain types of syntactic variation, such as the
modification of individual idiomatic constituents and passivization, are only
possible with semantically decomposable idioms.

3.1 Motivation

The term motivation refers to the relationship between the literal meaning of the
idiom and its non-literal reading. As Geeraerts (2003: 436) points out, this notion
has two facets: global and constituental. The former refers to:

the relationship between the original meaning of the idiomatic expression as
a whole and its derived meaning. [The latter . . .] involves the relationship
between the original, literal meaning of the constituent parts of the idiomatic
expression, and the interpretation that those parts receive within the derived
reading of the expression as a whole [if they receive any].
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As Langlotz (2006) puts it:

An idiom reflects global motivation if the semantic extension from the literal
to the figurative scene is still transparent. Thus, for rock the boat the relation-
ship between the literal scene (ROCK THE BOAT) and its figurative interpreta-
tion (SPOIL A COMFORTABLE SITUATION) seems well-motivated: when
someone rocks a boat, the boat is likely to be overturned; this, obviously,
spoils the more satisfactory previous state or situation.

(p. 111, his italics and capitals)

Constituental motivation appears with idioms whose constituents possess
lexicalised figurative senses that also appear outside the phrasal context of the
idiom. [. . .]. For instance, swallow has the lexicalised figurative sense “accept
patiently”. This meaning is present in idioms like swallow the bitter pill
(accept an unpleasant fact) or strain at a gnat and swallow a camel (accept a
major wrong thing while being concerned with a minor one).

(p. 111, his italics)

He also notes that the bitter pill is used in the meaning “unpleasant fact” outside
the context of the idiom (p. 118).

On the other hand, an example of an unmotivated idiom in English is shoot the
breeze, where many native speakers cannot establish links between its literal and
idiomatic readings.

A number of points are in order. First, some idioms do not have (full) literal
meanings for many native speakers. This could take place for one or more of the
following reasons. First, the idiom could contain one or more unique components
that do not occur outside it and do not bear any meaning for most native speakers
today. These items are often termed cranberry elements (from cran- in cranberry,
which is opaque to most native speakers of English). Second, the idiom could be
syntactically idiosyncratic. That is, it could belong to the class that Fillmore et al.
(1988) name extragrammatical idioms wherein the structures of the expressions
“are not made intelligible by knowledge of the familiar rules of the grammar and
how those rules are most generally applied” (p. 505). Finally, the idiom could
contain a highly specialized lexical item that, though it occurs outside the context
of the idiom in certain domains, is not known to most general language users.
Idioms showing one or more of these features are sometimes labeled literally
non-compositional idioms (Langlotz 2006).

Second, even when the idiom has a synchronic, literal meaning, whether it is
motivated or not for a certain speaker depends on the depth and width of their
knowledge of the world. As a result, an idiom could be motivated for one speaker
but not for another. Thus, a degree of subjectivity is unavoidable in this regard.
For example, a speaker who has sufficient knowledge of the boxing scenario may
appreciate the relationship between the literal and idiomatic meanings of throw in
the towel. On the other hand, another speaker who does not have such knowledge
may not be able to recognize this relationship.
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Third, native speakers may assign the idiom a literal interpretation that is
different from its etymological one. This “newly” assigned reading could have a
different relationship with the idiomatic meaning, or it could fully or partially
block the semantic motivation of the idiom, rendering the expression opaque. This
phenomenon may occur, for example, because one (or more) of the idiomatic
components has undergone a process of semantic change, is a homonym of
another lexical item, or is polysemous.

Idioms containing such elements are sometimes called idioms with garden-path
constituents (Langlotz 2006), as the presence of these items often “leads contem-
porary native speakers up the garden path” about the literal meaning of the idiom.
A famous English example of this class is kick the bucket. According to Gibbs
(1994):

[pleople generally think that kick the bucket comes from the situation of a
condemned man with a rope around his neck who suddenly has the bucket he
is standing on kicked out from beneath him. However, the phrase kick the
bucket probably comes from a method of slaughtering hogs where the animal
was strung up on a heavy wooden framework and its throat cut. Bucket is
thought to be an English corruption of buquet, a French word for the wooden
framework that the hog kicked in its death struggles.

(pp. 276277, his italics)

Fourth, given the characterization above, motivation does not imply that the idio-
matic meaning of an expression can be predicted on the basis of its literal reading
(Langlotz 2006). Finally, motivation can be lost or weakened. As Geeraerts (2003:
442) notes, this:

often results from cultural changes. More often than not, the background
image that motivates the figurative shift is an aspect of the material or the
immaterial culture of a language community — and when the culture changes,
the imagistic motivation may lose its force.

3.2 Patterns of semantic extension in idioms

Idioms have often been regarded as examples of conventionalized uses of figura-
tive language (Gibbs 1994). This standpoint suggests two phases in the life history
of an idiom. First, the expression starts life as an instance of ingenious exploita-
tion of one or more figures of speech such as metaphor and metonymy. Second,
gradually, because of its repeated occurrence, the originally creative expression
shades into an institutionalized unit and becomes part of the phraseological reper-
toire of the language.

The reverse could occur too. That is, a literal expression may first become insti-
tutionalized through repeated use, then undergo a process of semantic extension
whereby it acquires a new non-literal meaning. In order for the expression in this
case to be regarded as an idiom, the new form-meaning relationship would need
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Table 3.1 Distribution of idioms over figurative patterns

V-SBJ VP NP PP AP ADVP  Total
idioms  idioms  idioms  idioms idioms  idioms
Metaphor 2 26 9 4 8 2 51
Metonymy 2 1 3
Metaphor— 3 14 3 5 1 26
metonymy
interaction
Conventional 1 3 4
knowledge
Hyperbole 2 2
Emblems 1

to become conventionalized in the speech community (for a relevant discussion,
see Cowie 1983).

I have identified 93 idiomatic meanings for the 70 examples in the sample. The
figures provided in Table 3.1 and the analyses to follow reflect the distribution
of these meanings over different patterns of semantic extension rather than the distri-
bution of the expressions themselves. It should be noted too that when an idiom has
more than one meaning, it could be associated with more than one of the categories
below when its meanings are based on different patterns of semantic shift.

Several mechanisms of semantic extension participate in the creation of the
idioms in the data. These include metaphor, metonymy, the interaction of meta-
phor and metonymy, semantic extension that is based on conventional knowledge,
hyperbole, and emblematizing.

In addition to the interaction of metaphor and metonymy which underlies many
examples in the data, some idioms seem to be based on other types of interaction
between patterns of semantic extension. For simplicity, I have not set a distinct
class for each of these types of interaction. Rather, I have subsumed such exam-
ples under the patterns of figuration that appear to play the major part in their
production. The involvement of any other pattern of semantic extension has been
discussed as appropriate, e.g. see the idiom in (20).

In five cases, it has not been straightforward to characterize the basic figuration
in the idioms using any single one of the mechanisms referred to above. There-
fore, these examples have been gathered and discussed in a distinct section under
Special Cases. These have not been incorporated in Table 3.1.

In determining the figurative patterns underlying the data, the study relies on
scrutinizing the relationship obtaining between the idiom’s literal meaning and
the non-literal meaning(s) that it takes on in Arabicorpus. In this context, some
points should be borne in mind. First, four idioms in the data are literally non-
compositional, that is, they do not bear literal meanings for many native speakers
of Arabic today. This has become evident particularly from my discussions with
native Arabic speakers. These examples are:
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(1) qalaba zahr-a l-mijann-i li-shakhs/shay’
turn.around.PST back-Acc DEF-shield-GEN  to-sb/sth
he became hostile to sh/sth after he was a friend or supporter of them/it
(2)  shakhs/shay’, bi-rummat-i-Ai;
sb/sth, with-worn.out.piece.of.rope-GEN-M.3SG.POSS;
all sb, (e.g. a group of people), or the whole st/
(3) allutayya wa-llatt
REL.F.SG.DIMIN and-REL.F.SG
much ado, or lengthy difficult discussions
(4)  shakhs/shay’, ‘ala bakr-at-i *ab-1-hi;
sb/sth, on young.camel-F-GEN  father-GEN-M.3SG.poss;

sb/sth; (e.g. a group of people or things) all together

Examples (1), (2), and (3) contain cranberry elements that carry no meaning to
many native speakers today. These items are mijann, rummah, and allutayya,
respectively. Moreover, the idiom in (3) is syntactically ill-formed, wherein two
relative pronouns are coordinated with no relative clauses present. The idiom in
(4) contains bakrah, which only occurs within specialized contexts and bears no
meaning for many Arabic native speakers. Patently, the presence of these lexical
elements and grammatical features renders the idioms unmotivated for native
speakers.

Nevertheless, it should be mentioned that native speakers may be able to recog-
nize a partial, literal interpretation in some of these cases. For instance, in (1) they
may construct a meaning such as “to turn around the back of X towards sb/sth”,
whereas the cranberry element represented by X remains inaccessible to them.

It might be argued that it is irrelevant from a synchronic point of view to estab-
lish the semantic relationships between the idiomatic meanings of such examples
and the literal meanings they probably had for native speakers at some point in
the past. However, establishing these relationships, whenever possible, has proved
useful when attempting to explain certain aspects of the linguistic behavior of
idioms today. Therefore, these examples have not been excluded.

Second, two idioms in the data contain garden-path constituents:

(5) nar-u-n ‘ala ‘alam-i-n
fire-NOM-INDF on mountain-GEN-INDF
very well-known entity

(6) halgat-u-n mufragh-at-u-n
ring-NOM-INDF cast.in.a.mold.PPTCP-F-NOM-INDF

vicious circle

The idiom in (5) is possibly based on the fact that a fire that is set on a mountain,
particularly during night, is very visible to people passing by, hence the semantic
extension to the state of being very well known (see also section 4.1.7). However,
the word ‘alam does not have the meaning “mountain” for many native speakers
today. Rather, it is frequently used to refer e.g. to “flag” or “sign”. Therefore, even



42 The semantic structure of Arabic idioms

well-educated native speakers may not be able to construct the full original, literal
meaning and, as a result, may not be able to comprehend the relationship depicted
above. In more technical parlance, the etymological motivation of the idiom may
not be clear to them.

In (6), etymologically the literal meaning of the idiom is probably “a metal ring
that is cast in a mold” and, therefore, is seamless. Classically, the expression was
used, typically as a simile, in situations wherein it is impossible to decide on the
favorite member of a group of people. In such situations, the group, e.g. the sons
of a man, is considered similar to a seamless ring of which one cannot come to a
conclusion on where it begins or ends. This meaning of the word mufraghah is
still in use. However, this word also denotes another related meaning which is
“hollow”, and native speakers seem to think only of this latter meaning rather than
of the former one when they are asked to re-motivate the expression. This, as a
result, veils the etymological motivation of the idiom.

Third, the following idiom can evoke more than one scene, because the nominal
component is polysemous:

(7) yanfukh-u fi qirbat-i-n magqti‘at-i-n
blow-IND into bagpipe-GEN-INDF Cut.PPTCP-GEN-INDF
he is trying in vain to convince other people to take certain actions to
improve a situation

The noun girbah can mean a “skin” or “bagpipe”. It seems that the former meaning
is the one that often comes to the minds of native speakers when they are asked
about the relationship between the literal and non-literal readings of the idiom. In
this meaning, two contexts seem to be possible for the literal scene. First, as some
of my informants point out, skins are often used as butter churns and inflating the
skin is a necessary step before shaking the milk. If the skin is defective, the effort
will be fruitless. The other, but rather remote, possibility is the use of inflated
skins as swimming aids. This seems to be an old practice. Also, some classical
Arabic proverbs are based on this latter context.

Playing music using a bagpipe is a different possible context for the literal
reading. Although, as noted above, native speakers seem to think more often of the
meaning “skin”, this music-related context is supported as a possible etymological
context by two factors. First, some in-text manipulations of the idiom suggest that
its literal meaning is related to playing bagpipe music. Second, since attempts to
convince people normally take place by talking to them, an analogy could be drawn
between failing to produce anything that can be heard by using a defective bagpipe
and failing to get one’s opinions recognized or heard responsively. Therefore, I
have systematically used “bagpipe” as a translation of girbah throughout the book.

Fourth, one important point that follows from this discussion is that native
speakers may be able to motivate the idiom, i.e. to link between its literal and non-
literal meanings, without knowing (for certain) the etymological context in which
the literal scene occurs or used to occur (see Langlotz 2006). This probably applies
more clearly to:
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(8) ’amsaka 1-‘asa min-a l-muntagaf-i
hold.psT DEF-stick at DEF-middle-GEN
he struck a balance

Fifth, it might be argued that the discussion of the figurative patterns which
underlie Arabic idioms that are loan translations from e.g. English may not be of
much relevance to the Arabic context. In some cases, the introduction of these
expressions into Arabic might be regarded as a result of the laziness or lack of
knowledge of the translator who did not try to find, or did not know about the
existence of, an originally Arabic expression that can adequately convey the
meaning of the English idiom.

However, a good reason may be provided for the discussion of the figurative
patterns of such idioms. That is, native Arabic speakers may re-motivate these
idioms on the basis of their experience of the world. This motivation may or may
not match the motivation on which the idiom is based in English. It may be relevant
here to refer to Geeraerts’ (2003) remark that speakers tend to find semantic links
between the literal and non-literal meanings of even the most opaque idioms (see
his notion of semantic back-formation).

It is acknowledged that in some cases the remoteness of the origin of the idiom
from the Arab culture may prevent the loan translation from becoming an estab-
lished idiom in MSA. In this respect, Holes (2004) points out that some literal
translations of e.g. English idioms “may simply be too opaque and remote from
the experience of the average reader unfamiliar with the western source languages
to have any chance of survival” (p. 315).

Indeed, the fact that native Arabic speakers abandon loan translations that are
so remote from their experience may indicate that they only adopt loan transla-
tions that they can motivate in some way or another. This provides more support
for the decision to examine the figurative patterns of such expressions here.

Finally, as Radden (2003) rightly points out, people’s experiences and knowledge
systems are subjective. Therefore, their “characterisations of semantic structures
including figurative language may be different” (p. 408). A major area in which this
subjectivity may become noticeable is deciding whether a particular figurative
expression is metaphorical or metonymic. In many cases, the borders between
metonymy and metaphor are not sharply defined, and it is a “commonly acknowl-
edged fact that a very large number of extended meanings are not amenable to char-
acterisation as either exclusively metaphors or exclusively metonymies with respect
to the root meaning” (Riemer 2003: 381). For this reason, some native Arabic
speakers might disagree on the details of some of the analyses provided below.

3.2.1 Metaphor

Metaphor is a pattern of semantic extension that is typically based on a relationship
of similarity between two concepts that belong to two different domains of human
experience. As Kovecses (2002) points out, in addition to real similarity, metaphors
may be founded on “perceived resemblance and correlations in experience” (p. 146).
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In the following, I provide examples of metaphorical idioms along with comments
on their figuration. Then I give some other examples without further analysis:

(9) ‘’afala najm-u shakhs/shay’
set.PST star-NOM sblsth
the glory or fame of sb/sth ended
(10) dara-t raha shay’
Spin.PST-F quern.F sth
sth (e.g. a war or elections) took place in a violent way
(11) bala‘a I-tu‘m-a
swallow.PST DEF-bait-ACC
he swallowed the bait
(12) yahruth-u fi I-bahr-i
plow.PRS-IND in DEF-sea-GEN
he is plowing the sand
(13) shakhs/shay’ sabaqa l-rth-a
sb/sth race.PST DEF-wind-ACC

sb/sth ran very fast, sb acted very quickly, or sth (e.g. the performance of a
company) progressed very quickly

In (9), the idiom is based on a perceived similarity between the end of the fame or
glory of somebody or something and the setting of a shining star. In (10), the
violence of an activity such as war is regarded as a form of pressure that crushes
the people involved in it as a quern grinds grain. In (11), reacting naively in
accordance to a provocation is regarded as similar to the reaction of the fish when
it swallows the fisherman’s bait.

The idiom in (12) can be classified under what Langlotz (2006) calls blended
metaphorical idioms (p. 131). These are based on integrating two distinct domains
of human experience in the image underlying the idiom. This hybrid character of
the figuration often leads the expression to have no possible literal meaning or one
that is very unlikely to occur. The idiom in hand mixes what people know about
plowing and its goals in agriculture with what they know about seas and their
nature, creating an imaginative scene that is, at least, very unlikely to occur in the
real world. This blend is then used to convey the idiomatic meaning.

Finally, in (13), the meaning “to run very fast” could be attributed to the cate-
gory of blended metaphorical idioms, since the competitor in the imaginative
racing scene is the wind which cannot normally be raced. As for the more abstract
meanings of acting fast and making progress, they seem to be further metaphor-
ical abstractions that are based on the first concrete meaning.

Other examples that belong to the category of metaphorical idioms include:

(14) ’amsaka 1-‘asa min-a l-muntagaf-i
hold.psT DEF-stick at DEF-middle-GEN
he struck a balance
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(15) rimal-u-n mutaharrik-at-u-n
sand.PL-NOM-INDF MoVe.APTCP-F-NOM-INDF
quicksand, or an unreliable basis for s¢4 such a plan or project

(16) ’ibrat-u-n fi kawmat-i qashsh-i-n
needle-NOM-INDF in stack-GEN hay-GEN-INDF
aneedle in a haystack

(17) gimmat-u jabal-i I-jalid-i
top-NOM mountain-GEN DEF-iCe-GEN
the tip of the iceberg

(18) bayna nar-ayni
between fire-DU.INDF.GEN

between the devil and the deep blue sea

3.2.2 Metonymy

Metonymy is a type of semantic extension in which the concepts conveyed in the
literal and non-literal readings of the expression belong to the same domain of
human experience. In other words, the two concepts in this case stand in a rela-
tionship of contiguity rather than similarity. Various types of metonymic associa-
tion exist, including the relationships between the parts and the whole, the
instrument and the action, the container and the contained, the cause and the
effect, among others (see e.g. Saeed 2003).

Examples of this type in the data include:

(19) ingabada sadr-u shakhs
contract.PST chest-NOM sb
sb felt depressed
(20) tajammada l-dam-u fT ‘urtqg-i shakhs
freeze.PST DEF-blood-NOM in vein.PL-GEN sb
the blood froze in sb’s veins
(21) al-yad-u I-‘ulya
DEF-hand.F-NOM DEF-upper.F

the giver of charity

In both (19) and (20), the (assumed) bodily reactions stand for their emotional
causes. In (19), the tension experienced in the muscles of the chest (or maybe
in the heart) stands for its cause: depression. In (20), “the emotional experience
[of fear] is felt to be associated with assumed or real changes in body temperature”
(Kovecses 2002: 71) in which this temperature becomes lower than usual.
However, the literal meaning violates truth conditions — after all, blood does
not freeze inside people’s veins when they are frightened. This could be
ascribed to the involvement of a hyperbolic element. Finally, in (21), the upper
hand stands for the person who gives charity in a part-whole relationship.
The hand is the body part normally used in the action of giving.
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3.2.3 The interaction of metaphor and metonymy

Metaphor and metonymy may interact to provide the basis for idioms. The interac-
tion between these two patterns in expressions that belong to the domain of
linguistic action has been studied by Goossens (2003). However, some examples
of the interplay of metaphor and metonymy in my data do not appear to fit in any
of the categories that he puts forward in his account. Indeed, although Goossens
points out that the domain of “linguistic action is sufficiently complex” and that
his “data base exhibits enough diversity to allow us to come up with the main
patterns”, he notes that his data base “is restricted and can therefore not be expected
to provide an exhaustive account of the possible interaction patterns” (p. 350).

Accordingly, this section is broken into two parts. The first deals with the data
examples that can be categorized according to Goossens (2003), and, therefore, I
rely here heavily on his characterization of the phenomenon. The second part
deals with the examples that do not fit in his categorization.

3.2.3.1 Metaphtonymy

Goossens (2003) uses the label metaphtonymy as a covering term for the interac-
tion between metaphor and metonymy (the term metaphtonimic is sometimes used
as an adjective). His characterization of the phenomenon seems to account for 19
of the 26 cases that feature interaction between these two patterns in the data. Three
of the subtypes described in his work can be identified in Arabic idioms: metaphor
from metonymy, metonymy within metaphor, and metaphor within metonymy.

3.2.3.1.1 METAPHOR FROM METONYMY

In characterizing this type, Goossens (2003) notes that “the main point here is that
underlying the metaphor there is an awareness that the donor domain and the
target domain can be joined together naturally in one complex scene, in which
case they produce a metonymy” (p. 366, his italics). In other words, the scene
expressed in the literal interpretation of the expression and the situation or action
conveyed in the idiomatic reading can co-occur in reality. This constitutes the
metonymic basis in this type of expressions.

Among the examples Goossens (2003) gives to illustrate this pattern is the
English idiom beat one’s breast, i.e. to “make a noisy open show of sorrow that
may be partly pretence. Here the metonymic basis is the religious practice of
beating one’s breast while one confesses one’s sins publicly” (p. 362).

However, he points out that in some cases the semantic extension in one and the
same expression may be considered purely metaphorical or as involving a metaphor
from metonymy. Indeed, “metaphor from metonymy occurs with varying degrees of
cognitive saliency” (p. 358) and its “boundary lines with pure metaphors and pure
metonyms are sometimes a little hazy” (p. 361, and see Radden’s remark above).

Sixteen idiomatic meanings can be classified under the metaphor from
metonymy category. These belong to nine verbal idioms and three prepositional
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ones. In what follows, I provide examples of these along with comments on their
figuration. Then, I list some other examples of this type without further analysis:

(22) ’adara I-khadd-a 1-’akhar-a
turn.pPST DEF-cheek-AccC DEF-other-AccC
he turned the other cheek

(23) ’argha wa-’azbada
foam.psST and-froth.pST
he fumed with rage

(24) min wara’-i zahr-i shakhs
from behind back-GEN sb
behind sb’s back

(25) tahta 1-’adwa’-i
under DEF-light.PL-GEN

in the spotlight

In (22), the actual turning of the other cheek after being slapped on the first one
is connected, at least given its Biblical reference, to refraining from retaliating
(and forgiveness) after an insulting bodily attack. When the expression is used
to denote refraining from retaliating in general without intending its literal
meaning, it turns into a metaphor.

In (23), some people produce a lot of saliva that might come out of their mouths
while shouting because of anger. This may be the metonymic basis of this idiom,
wherein the effect stands for its cause. When it is used without intending its literal
meaning, it becomes metaphorical and coveys only the meaning “act in a very
angry way”. Another possible account is that it is based on the image of an animal
that, while angry, produces large amounts of saliva which come out of its mouth.
This is perhaps the basis of the English idiom froth at the mouth.

In (24), when trying to keep somebody unaware of an activity, people may
engage in that activity literally behind their back, hence the metonymic associa-
tion between the actual involvement in an activity behind someone’s back and
keeping them in the dark. This metonymic linkage may be regarded as one in
which the cause stands for the effect. When the expression is used without
intending its literal meaning, it becomes metaphorical.

In (25), when someone is literally in the spotlight e.g. in a party or festival, this
draws people’s attention to them. This may provide a metonymic basis for the
idiom wherein the cause stands for the effect. The expression becomes metaphor-
ical when it is used to refer to being the center of public attention without intending
its literal meaning.

Other examples that belong to this category include:

(26) waqafa fl tariq-i shakhs/shay’
stand.PST in way-GEN sbisth
he stood in the way of sb/sth
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(27) qalaba zahr-a l-mijann-i li-shakhs/shay’
turn.around.PST back-acc DEF-shield-GEN  to-sb/sth
he became hostile to sb/sth after he was a friend of or supporter to them/it
(28) saraha wa-mariha
move.freely.PST and-enjoy.oneself.psT
he did as he liked
(29) ‘ala I-tawilat-i
on DEF-table-GEN
on the table

A corollary of the foregoing characterization is that, in principle, idioms that are
based on this type of figuration can be used as pure metonymies. That is, they may
be used to refer to a scene where both the literal and idiomatic readings are rele-
vant. As Goossens (2003) puts it, “these items have a hybrid character, in that they
are metonyms in some contexts, metaphors from metonymy in others and some-
times undecided between these two interpretations in actual contexts” (p. 358).
However, in actual use, not all these expressions occur as metonymies. Examples
that are used sometimes as metonymies include the idioms in (23), (24), and (26).
With regard to (23), for instance, it can be interpreted as a metonymy when it is used
with a human subject. However, in some contexts, even when the subject is human,
it is not clear whether the literal meaning is intended or not, that is, in such cases
both the metonymic and metaphor from metonymy interpretations are possible.
Also, a prominent example in this context is (24). In the following corpus extract,
both its literal and idiomatic meanings can be relevant in the football match scene:

(30) istikhdam-a  1-khushiinat-i wa-1-darb-i bidain-i
using-ACC DEF-roughness-GEN  and-DEF-beating-GEN ~ without-GEN
kurat-i-n min Khalf-i zahr-i I-hakam-i (Al-Ahram, 1999)

ball-GEN-INDF from behind-GEN back-GEN DEF-referee-GEN
lit. violent conduct and off-the-ball fouls behind the referee’s back

3.2.3.1.2 METONYMY WITHIN METAPHOR

According to Goossens (2003), in this type, “a metonymically used entity is
embedded in a (complex) metaphorical expression. The metonymy functions
within the target domain” (p. 367). There are both metaphorical and metonymic
relationships between the literal and idiomatic readings. The metonymic relation-
ship is present within a metaphor that functions at the level of the meaning of the
whole expression. The metonymic item is actually a shared element in both
the source and target domains of the metaphor. It “functions metonymically in
the target domain only, whereas it is interpreted literally or (more often)
(re)interpreted metaphorically in the donor domain” (Goossens 2003: 363).

One of Goossens’ examples of this pattern is shoot one’s mouth off, which he
defines as: “talk foolishly about what one does not know about or should not talk
about” (p. 364). He analyzes the figuration as follows:
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The donor domain is the foolish or uncontrolled use of firearms: the foolish
(and therefore potentially, though not intentionally, dangerous) use of a gun
is mapped onto unthoughtful linguistic action. By integrating mouth into a
scene relating to the use of firearms it is reinterpreted as having properties of
a gun in the donor domain; this is the metaphorisation in the donor domain.
In the recipient domain, however, there is a first level of interpretation which
amounts to something like “using one’s mouth foolishly,” in which mouth
is a metonymy for speech faculty. [. .. The] significance of the metonymy
becomes clear, if one replaces mouth by parts of the body which are less or
not functional in the act of speaking (such as nose or eyes).

(p. 364, his italics)

Two idioms may be regarded as metonymies within metaphors:

31) la yusaddig-u ‘ayn-ay-hi
NEG believe.PRS.M.3SG-IND  eye-DU.ACC-M.3SG.POSS
he does not believe his eyes

(32) nazif-u l-yad-i
clean-NOM DEF-hand-GEN

acting ethically

In (31), at the highest level, i.e. the level of the embedding metaphor, this idiom
features a metaphorical extension that is possibly based on a perceived similarity
between the reaction of a person who is very surprised by something they see and
that of a person who does not accept what someone tells them as true. The word
‘aynan “two eyes” then is interpreted metaphorically in the source domain by
attributing a human quality to the eyes, i.e. the quality that a human being may or
may not be believed as a source of information. In the target domain, i.e. the
domain of the idiomatic meaning, on the other hand, the eyes, as the organ of
vision, stand in a metonymic relationship with the what-is-seen part of the
idiomatic reading.

The idiom in (32) is based on a combination of a metaphor in which what is
ethical is considered as clean and a metonymy in which yad “hand” stands for the
activity (see Kovecses 2002: 210, for an analysis of have clean hands).

3.2.3.1.3 METAPHOR WITHIN METONYMY

In this case, an element that is used metaphorically is embedded into a metonymy.
Goossens (2003) illustrates this type with the English idiom be/get on one’s hind
legs, which he defines as: “stand up in order to say or argue something, esp. in
public” (p. 366). His analysis of this example goes as follows:

The peculiarity about this item is perhaps best revealed if we leave out Aind:
being/getting up on one’s legs with reference to “standing up in order to say
something in public” is metonymic, there is an overall sense of somebody
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standing up and saying something publicly. The addition of Zind forces us to
reinterpret the expression in terms of an animal standing up. This suggests a
greater effort, an event which attracts more attention. At the same time there
is a bathetic effect, because a human being is interpreted as being involved in
the pseudo-achievement of standing on two legs. One may, of course, also
argue that the addition of hind makes the expression as a whole metaphorical;
it is only to the extent that we process it with an awareness of the metonymy,
that it is more adequate to view this as a metaphor embedded into a metonymy.

(p. 366, his italics)

Only one idiom in the data could be classified as a metaphor within metonymy:

(33) al-yad-u 1-‘ulya
DEF-hand.F-NOM DEF-upper.F
the upper hand

yad “hand” stands metonymically for power, as it is the instrument with which
power is often exercised. The metaphorical extension of ‘ulya “upper” is based on
perceiving being in control in terms of being at a higher physical position (for an
analysis of the figuration in the English idiom gain the upper hand see Kovecses

2002: 210).

3.2.3.2 Another type of interaction of metaphor and metonymy

Seven idiomatic meanings reflect an interaction between metaphor and metonymy
that does not straightforwardly fit the foregoing classification. Although these
cases have been discussed separately here, since the term metaphtonymy refers
to the interaction of metaphor and metonymy in general, these examples can, of
course, be subsumed under it. Indeed, Langlotz (2006) describes some similar
expressions in English as metaphtonimic.

These meanings belong to three verb-subject idioms, two nominal idioms, and
one prepositional idiom:

(34) la taqiim-u li-shakhs/shay’ ga’imat-u-n
NEG stand.up.PRS.F-IND for-sb/sth pillar.F-NOM-INDF
sb/sth is completely ruined (e.g. socially or professionally)

(35) shay’; ’akhadha ba‘d-u-hu; bi-rigab-i ba‘d
sth, hold.psT some.of-NOM-POSS;  at-neck.PL-GEN some
sth; (e.g. a set of ideas or problems) interconnected

(36) tajammada I-dam-u fT ‘urtqg-i shay’
solidify.pST DEF-blood-Nom in vein.PL-GEN sth
sth (e.g. an organization or political movement) became inactive

(37) shadd-u-n wa-jadhb-u-n
tugging-NOM-INDF and-pulling-NOM-INDF

great tension or struggle (e.g. in a strained political or social state)



The semantic structure of Arabic idioms 51

(38) nar-u-n ‘ala ‘alam-i-n
fire-NOM-INDF on mountain-GEN-INDF
very well-known entity

(39) ‘ala safth-i-n sakhin-i-n
on sheet.iron-GEN-INDF ~ hot-GEN-INDF

(of a person) very anxious, or (of a situation) very tense or instable

Evidently, these are metaphors, as the literal and idiomatic meanings in each case
belong to two different domains, i.e. they are not contiguous, and the meaning
extensions involve a relationship of similarity. However, they are not pure meta-
phors, since there seems to be a set of metonymic shifts that took place prior to the
metaphorical extensions.

At first glance, the figuration in these idioms might be attributed to the meta-
phor from metonymy type discussed above. Yet, a closer look helps see the
dissimilarity between the two cases. According to Goossens (2003), the main
point in the metaphor from metonymy type is that “the donor domain and the
target domain can be joined together naturally in one complex scene, in which
case they produce a metonymy” (p. 366, his italics). This is not the case in these
idioms. They cannot be used as pure metonymies wherein both their literal and
idiomatic readings are relevant. For instance, in (34), being socially or profession-
ally ruined is not contiguous with “a tent or building having none of its pillars
up”." In (37), “social or political tension or struggle” does not naturally co-occur
with concrete pulling and tugging. And, in (38), fame is not contiguous with “a
fire on a mountain”.

In these cases, the perceived similarity relationships obtain between the idio-
matic reading and an implication of the literal meaning rather than the literal
meaning itself. These relationships are basically between social ruination and
physical ruination in (34), ideational or abstract interconnection and physical
interconnection in (35), inactivity and death in (36), social tension and physical
tension in (37), well-knownness and clear visibility in (38), and emotional or
social instability and physical instability in (39). Many of these cases, and several
other idioms in the data, relate to more general conceptual metaphors. For
example, the idiom in (38) may be connected to a general model in which
“knowing” is perceived in terms of “seeing”.

3.2.4 Conventional knowledge

Shared knowledge about the world within a given speech community may provide
the basis for some idioms (Kovecses 2002). The sources of this shared knowledge
in the data vary. They include general knowledge of the world, religion, and, even,
superstitions. The three examples that can be classified under this category are:

(40) hibr-u-n ‘ala waraq-i-n
ink-NOM-INDF on paper-GEN-INDF
inactive (e.g. of decisions, laws, or agreements)
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From what we know about the world, agreements, truces, etc. are usually written,
so when these are “only ink on paper”, this implies that they are not in (full) force.

(41) ’akmala nisf-a din-i-hi
perfect.pST half-acc religion-GEN-M.3SG.POSS
he got married

The idiomatic meaning in this case is derived from knowledge of some Islamic
teachings. In the third case, the idiomatic meaning “Adam’s apple” is based on a
superstition, and the meaning “the forbidden fruit” is based on a particular inter-
pretation of some religious texts:

(42) tuffahat-u ’adam
apple-NOM Adam
Adam’s apple, or (esp. in literary language) the forbidden fruit

With regard to the first meaning, the Oxford English Dictionary (OED) notes that
this part of the throat is “so called from a superstitious notion that a piece of the
forbidden fruit stuck in Adam’s throat, and occasioned this prominence.”

3.2.5 Hyperbole

The term hyperbole is used for “exaggeration or overstatement, usually deliberate
and not meant to be taken (too) literally” (McArthur 1998: “hyperbole”). The
following idioms can be considered instances of this trope:

43) fi ’a‘qab-i shakhs/shay’
in heel.PL-GEN sb/sth
immediately behind sb, or immediately after sb/sth
(44) ‘ala marma hajar-i-n
at distance.that.sth.is.thrown stone-GEN-INDF

of proximity in space or time

In (43), the spatial meaning is probably based on the presence of a deliberate
exaggeration. The temporal reading is a further metaphorical extension that is
based on the general model in which temporal relationships are perceived in terms
of spatial ones (see Lakoff and Johnson 2003 and K&vecses 2002).

As to the spatial meaning in (44), when the entity or location is actually within a
stone’s throw, the expression would be literal. Nevertheless, it is doubtful that
native speakers do mean the literal reading even in this case. When the entity or
location is close but not really within a stone’s throw, the expression could be
regarded as an instance of hyperbole. As for the temporal meaning of the idiom, this
is driven by a further metaphorical extension which is based on its spatial meaning.

Following Burger (1998), Langlotz (2006) terms semantic shifts that are based
on other semantic extensions secondary metaphorization, pointing out that
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“[i]diomatic polysemy reflects the creation of an institutionalised pattern of
meaning extension based on a figurative construction. [...] Such lexicalised
meaning variants therefore reflect the general potential for meaning shift in
idioms” (p. 181).

3.2.6 Emblems

The OED defines emblem as a “picture of an object (or the object itself) serving as
a symbolical representation of an abstract quality, an action, state of things, class
of persons, etc.” The emblematic relationship underlies the meaning extension in:

(45) ghusn-u l-zayttin-i
branch-NoM DEF-0live-GEN
olive branch

3.2.7 Special cases

Five idioms show characteristics that make it difficult to categorize them under
any single one of the classes above:

(46) dam-u-n ’azrag-u
blood-NOM-INDF blue-NOM
blue blood

(47) shakhs/shay’, ‘ala bakr-at-i *ab-1-hi;
shakhs/shay’;  on young.camel-F-GEN father-GEN-M.3SG.POSS;
sb/sth; (e.g. a group of people or things) all together

(48) shakhs/shay’; bi-rummat-i-Ai;
sb/sth, with-worn.out.piece.of.rope-GEN-M.3SG.POSS;
all sb, (e.g. a group of people), or the whole st/

(49) allutayya wa-llat1
REL.F.SG.DIMIN and-REL.F.SG
much ado, or lengthy difficult discussions

(50) marbat-u 1-faras-i
place.where.sth.is.tied.up-NOM DEF-mare-GEN

the central point (e.g. in a problem or argument)

As to the idiom in (46), the following extracts from the OED about blue blood are
enlightening:

Blood is popularly treated as the typical part of the body which children
inherit from their parents and ancestors; hence that of parents and children,
and of the members of a family or race, is spoken of as identical, and as being
distinct from that of other families or races.

Blue blood: that which flows in the veins of old and aristocratic families, a
transl. [i.e. translation] of the Spanish sangre azul attributed to some of the
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oldest and proudest families of Castile, who claimed never to have been
contaminated by Moorish, Jewish, or other foreign admixture; the expression
probably originated in the blueness of the veins of people of fair complexion
as compared with those of dark skin; also, a person with blue blood; an
aristocrat.

Therefore, hlood may be linked metonymically to the race or family. Blue relates
to the group of aristocrats to whom the expression historically referred, i.e.
because of the blueness of their veins. Both blood and veins are connected, since
the latter is the container of the former. The literal reading of the idiom, however,
violates truth conditions, as blood cannot be blue. Finally, it seems that at some
point, probably due to some similarity in status and/or behavior, the narrow
meaning of the expression as used within its etymological context was extended
through a generalization process to refer to any race or group of people that is
considered noble or aristocratic. Because of this generalization, the literal meaning
of blue does not relate to the current idiomatic reading, as they are not contiguous
with each other.

However, the Arabic idiom seems to be a loan translation of the English, or
maybe other Western, version. Therefore, the foregoing analysis might not be
relevant in its entirety to the Arabic context. The reason for this is that it is
possible, at least in principle, that the expression was borrowed after the probable
generalization process referred to had taken place (see also section 4.1.7).

In (47), this classical literally non-compositional idiom possibly originates in
the story of three sons who were killed by an enemy during a journey in the desert,
and then their bodies were sent back home carried “all together” on their father’s
camel. The idiom therefore has a metonymic basis. It seems that at a later stage, a
generalization process took place, whereby the expression has become to mean
“all together” in a wide range of situations, without any reference to its original
context.

In (48), this literally non-compositional idiom belongs to the context of selling
and buying farm animals. The word rummah means “a worn out piece of rope”
that could be used as an animal’s lead. Thus, a sentence such as:

(51) khudh-hu bi-rummat-i-hi
take.IMP.M.3SG-M.3SG together.with-a.worn.out.piece.
of.rope-GEN-M.3SG.POSS

would literally mean “take it together with its worn out lead”. This shows that the
idiom has a metonymic basis. A generalization process seems to have taken place,
by which the expression has become to mean “all” or “completely” in a range of
contexts that is much wider than its original one.

Both (47) and (48) may be regarded as cases of grammaticalization, i.e. the
change whereby lexical items and constructions come in certain linguistic contexts
to perform grammatical functions (Hopper and Traugott 2003). In the present
cases, the expressions have abandoned their original meanings to denote a
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meaning of quantification. On the role of metonymy in the occurrence of such
phenomena, Brinton and Traugott (2005) point out that:

[w]hile the result of grammaticalization is often synchronically metaphorical,
textual evidence for the development of many grammatical formatives out of
lexical and constructional material is metonymic in the sense that it is highly
context-bound and arises out of the implicatures in the speaker-hearer
communicative situation (p. 28).

They note that “implicatures from lexical items in specific, repeatedly used
contexts come to be semanticized” (p. 29). Also, Bennett (2002) points out that
“[o]ne mechanism for semantic change is for an inference to be reinterpreted
as part of the meaning of an expression” (p. 10). In (47) and (48), it seems that
the inferences had even been reinterpreted as the whole meanings of the
expressions.

The study has arrived at no satisfactory conclusions regarding the nature of
the semantic extension underlying the idioms in (49) and (50). However, as far
as the former is concerned, one plausible account, which has been referred to in
some classical Arabic dictionaries, is that the expression is the remnants of two
coordinated, complete relative clauses that denoted a very unpleasant state of affairs.

3.3 Arabic idioms and isomorphism

According to Geeraerts (2003), the term isomorphism refers to:

a one-to-one correspondence between the formal structure of the expression
and the structure of its semantic interpretation, in the sense that there exists a
systematic correlation between the parts of the semantic value of the expres-
sion as a whole and the constituent parts of that expression. [. . . Isomorphism
is a static notion] that merely notes that a one-to-one correspondence between
the parts of the semantic value of the expression as a whole and the meanings
of the constituent parts of the expression can be detected, regardless of the
question whether this correspondence has come about through a process of
bottom-up derivation or through a top-down interpretative process (p. 437).

Examples of isomorphic idioms in English include to kill two birds with one stone
— “to achieve two goals in one action” — and fo spill the beans — “to reveal secret
information”. The constituent parts of the idioms in these cases can be linked to
parts of their meanings. In the former example, £ill can be linked to “achieve”, two
birds to “two goals”, and one stone to “one action”. In the latter, spill can be
connected to the action of “revealing” and the beans to “the information”
disclosed.

Some examples of non-isomorphic idioms in English are saw logs — “snore” — and
on edge — “tense”. In both cases, although the relationship between the literal and
idiomatic meanings is transparent, no connections can be made between the formal
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constituents of the idioms and identifiable parts of their meanings. The first example
consists of the two-place verb saw and logs which functions as its patient. The idio-
matic meaning, on the other hand, is denoted by the one-place verb snore; therefore
logs has no place in the semantic structure of the idiomatic meaning. The second
example consists of the locative preposition on and the location edge. Since the idio-
matic meaning is an attribute that is denoted by an adjective, i.e. tense, the formal
structure of the expression does not map onto its semantic structure.

Isomorphism overlaps, as Langlotz (2006) points out, with the notion of decom-
position, which is a directional top-down process whereby identifiable parts of the
idiomatic meaning can be assigned to the constituent parts of the idiom. In this
regard, Nunberg et al. (1994) classify idioms into two categories: idiomatic
combinations and idiomatic phrases (these two types are called decomposable
and non-decomposable idioms respectively in other works, e.g. Villavicencio and
Copestake 2002, and for a justification for using these labels see Richemann
2001). In the former, the non-literal meaning can be distributed over the idiomatic
components by assigning a non-standard meaning to each of them. In the latter
case, on the other hand, such distribution of the idiomatic meaning over the parts
of the expression is not possible.

Using the English idioms pull strings as an example of the former type, Nunberg
et al. (1994) note that one would:

be able to establish correspondences between the parts of the structured denota-
tion of the expression (the relation of exploiting, the connections exploited) and
the parts of the idiom (pull and strings), in such a way that each constituent will
be seen to refer metaphorically to an element of the interpretation. That is, the
idiom will be given a compositional, albeit idiosyncratic, analysis (p. 296).

However, this is not to say that the meanings of the idioms are completely equal
to those of their literal paraphrases. The figurative nature of many idioms enables
them to evoke mental images and implications that may not be attainable through
any other literal means (see Croft and Cruse 2004). In the context of the concep-
tual view of idioms, Gibbs (1994) illustrates this point using the English idiom
spill the beans:

phrases like spill the beans cannot simply be paraphrased as “to reveal a
secret” in the way most idiom dictionaries give definitions [. . .]. The mapping
of source domains, such as containers, onto target domains, such as minds,
results in very specific entailments about the act of revealing a secret. Thus,
the act of revealing a secret is usually seen as being caused by some internal
pressure within the mind of the revealer, the action is thought to be done
unintentionally, and the action is judged as being performed in a forceful
manner [. . .]. One interesting possibility is that people actually draw on these
inferences about the act of revealing a secret each time they comprehend
the idiom spill the beans. If this is the case, people might be less likely
to draw such inferences about causation, intentionality, and manner when
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comprehending literal paraphrases of idioms. Literal paraphrases, such as
reveal the secret, are not motivated by the same set of conceptual metaphors
as are specific idioms, such as spill the beans. For this reason, people do not
view the meanings of spill the beans and reveal the secret as equivalent,
despite apparent similarity (p. 303).

In order to decide whether an idiom is isomorphic or not, a body of interdependent
information needs to be at the analyst’s disposal. This includes (1) a precise
description of the meaning(s) that the expression takes on in different contexts,
(2) information on the presence of any “discourse entities” (Pulman 1993) or
“discourse referents”, whether stated explicitly in the text or not, that can be
linked to the idiomatic constituents in a one-to-one fashion, and, very importantly,
(3) determining whether or not the idiomatic constituents are used in their figura-
tive senses outside the context of the idiom, since, if they are, this would be a clear
indication of the idiom’s isomorphism (see e.g. Geeraerts 2003).

Analyzing the data obtained from Arabicorpus, and other sources, has been of
much help in providing this information. The analysis shows that it is not sufficient
to classify Arabic idioms as either isomorphic or not. A third class is needed to
subsume examples that are used in both ways. Tables 3.2 and 3.3 show the distribu-
tion of the data over these three classes. In the former, the classification is produced

Table 3.2 Isomorphism and the syntactic types of idioms

V-SBJ VP NP PP AP AdvP Total

idioms  idioms  idioms  idioms  idioms  idioms
Isomorphic 2 20 10 2 9 43
Non-isomorphic 5 16 10 11 2 44
Isomorphic/ 5 1 6

non-isomorphic

Table 3.3 Isomorphism and the patterns of semantic extension in idioms

Isomorphic Non-isomorphic Isomorphic/
non-isomorphic

Metaphor 37 10 4
Metonymy 3
Metaphor-metonymy interaction 5 19 2
Conventional knowledge 4
Hyperbole 2
Emblems 1
Special cases 1 5

Total 43 44 6
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with reference to the syntactic types of the idioms, whereas in the latter, it is produced
with regard to their patterns of semantic extension. The examples discussed under
Special Cases above have been considered in both tables. In the latter, they have
been incorporated in a separate column. Once more, the numbers provided below
reflect a classification of the idiomatic meanings with regard to isomorphism rather
than a classification of the expressions themselves (see section 3.2).

Examples of isomorphic idioms include:

(52) ‘’afala najm-u shakhs/shay’
set.PST star-NOM sb/sth
the fame or glory of sb/sth ended
(53) bala‘a I-tu‘m-a
swallow.PST DEF-bait-ACC
he swallowed the bait
(54) haraba tawahin-a l-hawa’-i
fight.psT mill.PL-ACC  DEF-air-GEN
he tilted at windmills
(55) dassa l-summ-a fi 1-‘asal-i
put.secretly.PST DEF-poison-ACC  in DEF-honey-GEN

he deceptively promoted something bad (e.g. a way of thinking or behaving)
by presenting it in something else good

(56) gimmat-u jabal-i l-jalid-i
top-NOM mountain-GEN DEF-iCe-GEN
the tip of the iceberg
(57) dam-u-n ’azrag-u
blood-NOM-INDF blue-NoM
blue blood
(58) rimal-u-n mutaharrik-at-u-n
sand.PL-NOM-INDF move.APTCP-F-NOM-INDF
quicksand, or an unreliable basis for s¢k such as a plan or project
(59) bagarat-u-n haltib-u-n
COW.F-NOM-INDF milch-NOM-INDF
milch cow
(60) ’ibrat-u-n il kawmat-i qashsh-i-n
needle-NOM-INDF in stack-GEN hay-GEN-INDF
aneedle in a haystack
(61) bayna nar-ayn
between fire-DU.GEN.INDF

between the devil and the deep blue sea

For instance, in (52), najm “star” stands for the glory or fame of an entity, and the
verb ‘afala “to set” may be interpreted as “to end”. In (53), al-tu ‘m “the bait”
stands for the provocation, and the verb bala ‘a “to swallow” idiomatically conveys
the meaning “to react naively”. In (55), al-summ “the poison” stands for the bad
idea or pattern of behavior that the subject promotes, and al-‘asal “the honey”
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stands for the attractive package in which this idea is presented. In (59), bagarah
“cow” stands for the source of profit, and halith “milch” for the quality of being
productive and steady. Finally, in (61), nar-an “two fires” refers metaphorically to
the two difficult choices in the idiomatic meaning.

However, it should be noted that even when it is possible to link all the formal
constituents to identifiable parts of the idiomatic meaning, some meaning parts
may not have parallel formal constituents. For instance, in (60), an essential part
of the meaning is that it is hard to locate the entity that the needle metaphorically
represents. However, this essential part does not map onto any single constituent.

Examples of non-isomorphic idioms include:

(62) tajammada lI-dam-u fT ‘urtig-i shakhs
freeze.psST DEF-blood-NOM  in vein.PL-GEN  sb
the blood froze in sb’s veins

(63) sabaqa l-rth-a
race.PST DEF-wind-AcC
he ran or acted very fast

(64) waqafa fi tariq-i shay’
stand.PST in way-GEN sth
he stood in the way of sth

(65) ’argha wa-’azbada
foam.psST and-froth.pST
he fumed with anger

(66) saraha wa-mariha
move.freely.PST and-enjoy.oneself.PST
he did as he liked

(67) nar-u-n ‘ala ‘alam-i-n
fire-NOM-INDF on mountain-GEN-INDF
very well-known entity

(68) qarsat-u “udhun-i-n
pinch-NoM ear-GEN-INDF
a light non-physical punishment that serves as a warning of a possible cruel
one

(69) hibr-u-n ‘ala waraq-i-n
ink-NOM-INDF on paper-GEN-INDF
inactive (e.g. of decisions or laws)

(70) f1 ’a‘qab-i shakhs/shay’
in heel.PL-GEN sbisth
close behind sb, or immediately after sb/sth

(71) min wara’-i zahr-i shakhs
from behind-GEN back-GEN sb

behind sb’s back

Five idioms are used in both ways. For example, the idiom in (72a) can be used in
the meaning “much social or political tension” wherein it is not isomorphic, as in
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(72b). Also, it occurs in contexts where each coordinate can be linked to one of
two opposing forces that try to pull some benefits towards themselves and that are
detectable in the context, as in (72c):

(72) a. shadd-u-n wa-jadhb-u-n
tugging-NOM-INDF and-pulling-NOM-INDF
b. wa-‘alaqat-i-n-i ttasafa-t bi-1-shadd-i

and-relationship-GEN-INDF  characterize.REFL.PST-F  by-DEF-tugging-GEN
wa-1-jadhb-i (Al-Hayat, 1996)

and-DEF-pulling-GEN

lit. and a relationship that was characterized by the pulling and tugging
and a relationship that was characterized by much tension

c. bayna shadd-i |-’Traniyy-ina wa-jadhb-i
between tugging-GEN  DEF-Iranian-PL.GEN  and-pulling-GEN
1-’Grubbiyy-ina li-daf*-i tihran-a li-1-takhallt
DEF-European-PL.GEN  for-forcing-GEN ~ Tehran-GEN  to-DEF-giving.up
‘an barnamaj-i-ha l-nawawiyy-i (Al-Thawra, after 2000)
about program-GEN-POSS DEF-nuclear-GEN

lit. between the pulling of the Iranians and the tugging of the Europeans
to force Tehran to give up its nuclear program

In (72b), although it is possible to notice two opposing forces, the meaning of the
idiom seems to be centered on the tension entailed by their concurrent presence.
On the other hand, in (72c), it seems that each idiomatic constituent could receive
a rather general reading that represents one of the two challenging actions, and
that the specific interpretation can only be determined depending on the context.

Another example of this type is the idiom in (73a). In (73b), it seems to be more
natural to interpret the idiom as “make sb/sth no longer useful or desirable” in
which case the noun phrase al-raff’ “the shelf” does not bear any part of the
idiomatic meaning. However, in (73c), the nominal modifier al-intizar “waiting”
points out the state in which the referents of the object are left. It is co-referential
with raff. This example suggests that raff sometimes bears part of the idiomatic
meaning, rendering the idiom isomorphic:

(73) a. wada‘a shakhs/shay’ ‘ala l-raff-i

put.pST sbisth on DEF-shelf-GEN

b. ’inna ‘amaliyyat-a l-salam-i lan tida‘-a ‘ala
indeed process.F-ACC DEF-peace-GEN NEG.FUT put.PRS.PASS.F-SBJV on
l-raff-i fi fasl-i l-sayf-i (Al-Ahram, 1999)
DEF-shelf-GEN  in season-GEN  DEF-summer-GEN
lit. the peace process will not be put on the shelf in the summer

c. yabdu ’anna I-tashkil-at-a l-wazariyy-at-a
seem.PRS ~ COMP DEF-formation-F-ACC DEF-ministerial-F-ACC
1-’akhir-at-a stab‘ada-t-hum wa-wada‘a-t-hum ‘ala

DEF-last-F-ACC exclude.pST-F-M.3PL  and-put.PST-F-M.3PL  on



The semantic structure of Arabic idioms 61

raff-i l-intizar-i (Al-Hayat, 1996)

shelf-GEN DEF-waiting-GEN

lit. it seems that the last governmental formation has excluded them and
put them on the shelf of waiting

3.4 Discussion

This section discusses the following points as revealed in the analysis: (1) any
correlations between the patterns of figuration and the syntactic types of idioms,
(2) the high frequency of idioms that involve metaphorical extensions, (3) the
high incidence of the metaphor from metonymy pattern compared with the other
metaphtonimic types, (4) why idioms that are based on the metaphor from
metonymy pattern vary with regard to their use as pure metonymies, and (5) how
the differences between idioms with regard to isomorphism can be explained.

The study shows that six out of the thirteen meanings of the prepositional
idioms involve a metonymic element. These meanings belong to four idioms that
involve an interaction between metaphor and metonymy and the two prepositional
idioms that have been discussed among the five special cases. This correlation
between prepositional idioms and the metonymic extension is not surprising in
view of the range of the meanings that Arabic prepositions convey. They commu-
nicate various associations in time or space or express different relationships of
causality, instrumentality, and accompaniment, inter alia (see e.g. Ryding 2005
and Badawi et al. 2004). Since metonymy is by definition concerned with meaning
extensions that are based on such relationships, when prepositional phrases are
used figuratively, this use often involves a metonymy.

The fact that idioms very often involve metaphorical extensions could be
ascribed in part to the ubiquity of this pattern in thought and in language use in
general (see Lakoff and Johnson 2003 and Gibbs 1994). Indeed, as noted earlier,
many idioms in the data can be linked to some conceptual metaphors. For instance,
the data contain examples that may be linked to general patterns of metaphorical
mapping such as those between temporal relationships and spatial relationships,
making progress and moving forward, social or emotional instability and physical
instability, and knowing and seeing.

Additionally, metaphors fulfill several important communicative functions. In
particular, they provide a compact way to convey complex meanings and enjoy a
high degree of vividness (Gibbs 1994) that might not be found in literal language
and in non-literal expressions that are based on other patterns of semantic exten-
sion. These communicative advantages could lead speakers and writers to prefer
using particular metaphorical expressions over other possible alternatives, hence
turning these expressions into idioms through institutionalization.

The metaphor from metonymy pattern is far more frequent in the data than the
other metaphtonimic types. In characterizing this pattern, Goossens (2003) notes that:

[m]etaphor from metonymy implies that a given figurative expression func-
tions as a mapping between elements [A and B] in two discrete domains, but
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that the perception of “similarity” is established on the basis of our awareness
that A and B are often “contiguous” within the same domain. This frequent
contiguity provides us with a “natural,” experiential, [sic] grounding for our
mapping between two discrete domains (p. 368).

In fact, this experiential basis does not only provide the grounding for the mapping
between the two distinct concepts, but it can also be regarded as a plausible expla-
nation for the high frequency of this pattern as opposed to the other types, which
do not share the same degree of embedding in human everyday experience.

As far as the metonymy within metaphor pattern is concerned, the condition to
incorporate a shared element, i.e. one that functions both in the source and target
domains, might at some level be considered a restriction on the productivity of
this type, and hence provides at least a partial explanation for its infrequency in
the data. However, in order to better understand this, other studies need to be
conducted on different sets of data. In those studies, some effort should be made
to categorize idioms in semantically coherent groups and to pay close attention to
the question of how distinct the target domains are from the source domains. This
would help uncover relevant patterns and provide a way to verify, or not, the
generalizability of the findings of this study.

It is important in this context to note that Goossens (2003), in his study on figu-
rative expressions conveying linguistic action, reported a high frequency of the
metonymy within metaphor type. According to him, this was the case when the
source domain involved a body part that “can be functional in linguistic action”
(p. 365). This finding clearly shows the significance of the suggestion to assemble
idioms in semantically consistent groups in preparation for a closer investigation.

Finally, the metaphor within metonymy type is represented by only one example
in the sample. “The fact that if we embed a metaphor into a metonymy, it tends to
‘metaphorise’ the whole expression” (Goossens 2003: 367) may explain this rarity.

Not all the metaphor from metonymy idioms are used as pure metonymies. This
may be due to linguistic and/or socio-cultural factors. For example, the idioms in
(23) “he foamed and frothed”, (24) “behind sb’s back”, and (28) “he moved freely
and enjoyed himself” can be used metonymically because they are clearly moti-
vated and their metonymic basis is relevant to the present-day world of native
speakers. On the other hand, an idiom such as (27) “he turned the back of the
shield towards sb” is always used as a metaphor from metonymy. The reason for
this is mainly linguistic, as the expression is literally non-compositional, thus it is
not motivated for most native speakers. It might be added that even when this
idiom is motivated for speakers who possess more linguistic knowledge, it is still
used only as a metaphor from metonymy because, generally, the scene it evokes
in its literal reading is not related to everyday life today.

In some other cases, restrictions on the purely metonymic uses might occur
because of socio-cultural changes in the speech community. For instance, an
expression that belongs to this type may continue to be used, whereas the situation
with which it is metonymically associated has ceased to occur in the real world.
Also, the metonymic basis of an idiom might be irrelevant to the everyday life of
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native speakers because the expression is the result of a borrowing process that
has taken place due to some form of language contact. However, in this case, one
would have to assume that the idiom has survived in the Arabic context despite its
remoteness from the experience of native speakers who are not familiar with its
source language (see section 3.2).

As Table 3.3 shows, 37 out of the 43 isomorphic examples are metaphorical,
and 24 out of the 44 non-isomorphic ones have at least a metonymic ingredient
(these include two of the idioms discussed as special cases).

Metaphors are based on noticing a set of similarities between two concepts.
This usually leads to the analyzability of purely metaphorical idioms, as it is often
possible to establish the connections between parts of the idiomatic meaning and
parts of the constituent structure encoding the literal meaning.

However, this is not to say that all metaphorical idioms are isomorphic. For
example, the following metaphorical idiom is non-isomorphic:

(74) qarsat-u "udhun-i-n
pinch-NoM ear-GEN-INDF
a light non-physical punishment that serves as a warning of a possible cruel
one

In this example, a light non-physical punishment or warning is considered similar
to a pinch of an ear, which is a light physical punishment. This idiom has not been
considered a metaphor from metonymy because its literal and idiomatic meanings
do not co-occur simultaneously.

The unanalyzability of this idiom appears to be due to its syntactic structure.
This structure features two nouns in a construct phrase. In this structure, “two
nouns [... are] linked together in a relationship where the second noun deter-
mines the first by identifying, limiting, or defining it” (Ryding 2005: 205). It is not
straightforward to devolve the idiomatic meaning over the constituents of this
structure, as this idiom is more easily perceived as referring to an entity, i.c. a
punishment, that has a particular attribute, i.e. “light”, rather than as an entity that
belongs to or is limited by another.

On the other hand, the presence of a metonymy in the semantic structure of the
idiom usually renders the idiom non-isomorphic. This accords with the findings of
Langlotz (2006) in his work on English idioms. Within his cognitive-linguistic
account, this correlation is explained as follows:

By establishing deferred foci on conceptual relationships, metonymies can
prevent direct ontological correspondences between constituents and possible
correspondents in the idiomatic meaning. The constituental structure only
provides indirect access to these correspondences via metonymic contiguity
relationships (p. 120).

He also uses the English idiom fo go around in circles as an example to illustrate
this point:
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The metonymy highlights an entailment in the literal-meaning domain. Thus,
go around in circles entails stagnation. This entailment is then metaphorised to
the more abstract idiomatic meaning: go around in circles denotes stagnation
in any type of target activity. Since this process of figuration projects a meto-
nymic association-pattern onto the target-domain, this idiom, as well as the
other idioms of this class, does not reflect direct constituental mapping (p. 129).

Nevertheless, some idioms which involve metonymies are isomorphic, e.g.:

(75) al-yad-u 1-‘ulya
DEF-hand-NoM DEF-upper
the upper hand

(76) dam-u-n ’azrag-u
blood-NOM-INDF blue-NoMm
blue blood

(77) rafa‘a rayat-a shay’
raise.pST flag-acc sth
he supported sth

The analyzability of the first two examples is due to the fact that their metonymic
extensions are constituental rather than global. The noun in (75) and the noun and
adjective in (76) are motivated, at least as far as their etymology is concerned, by
individual metonymic relationships and stand, each on its own, for other contig-
uous concepts. This constituental motivation by separate patterns of figuration
helps explain why these elements map onto identifiable parts of the idiomatic
meaning, rendering the examples isomorphic.

The idiom in (77) has been classified as a metaphor from metonymy. People do
wave the flags e.g. of their countries in the context of showing support for them.
The metonymic extension thus is global. However, an emblematic relationship
can be noticed between ‘alam “flag” and the entity it represents. This constituental
motivation has rendered the idiom isomorphic.

As to the examples that can be used as isomorphic or non-isomorphic, this
phenomenon could be explained by the way in which (different) native speakers
perceive the same idiom. In the cases discussed in (72) “tugging and pulling” and
(73) “he put sb/sth on the shelf”, it appears that the idiomatic meanings can be
perceived cither as figurative abstractions that are based on entailments of the
literal readings, in which case the expressions become non-isomorphic, e.g. in
(72b) and (73b), or as abstractions that have semantic structures which are iden-
tical to those of the literal meanings themselves, in which case the expressions
become isomorphic, e.g. in (72¢) and (73c).

Partial isomorphism of the type observed in (60) “a needle in a haystack” can
be attributed to the fact that the meaning “hard to locate” is an institutionalized
implication of the literal reading of the expression. This meaning part is implied
by what we know about the physical characteristics of both needles and haystacks.
It is not part of the compositional meaning of the expression, and, therefore, does
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not have a place in a structured semantic representation that is based only on this
meaning.

Besides, in this example, and in others too, some implications that are commu-
nicated by the idiom, e.g. the perplexity that someone who actually looks for a
needle in a haystack could experience, are not part of the literal reading of the
idiom and do not have a place in a semantic representation that is based solely on
it. This shows how difficult it is to paraphrase idioms literally without losing parts
of their meanings. Indeed, this phenomenon reflects one of the communicative
functions of metaphors in general, that is, their ability “to communicate complex
configurations of information” in a compact way of expression (Gibbs 1994: 125).
Finally, examples such as (60), (72), and (73) demonstrate how difficult it is in
some cases to set a clear-cut distinction between metaphor and metonymy.



4 The discursive behavior
of Arabic idioms

This chapter examines how Arabic idioms contribute to the content and structure
of their texts. It contains two major sections. The first section looks at the discur-
sive functions that idioms perform both in terms of what typical functions may be
linked to different idioms and how contextual factors might affect this linkage in
actual use. The second section concentrates on the major ways in which idioms
contribute to the cohesion of their texts.

In this work, the term zext is used to refer to a particular stretch of language,
written or spoken, that is complete in its own right, e.g. a newspaper article. The
term discourse is taken to mean a text in its situational and socio-cultural context
(see Stubbs 1983 and Moon 1998).

4.1 Discursive functions of idioms

This section looks at what native speakers of Arabic do with idioms. In
more technical parlance, it is concerned with the functions that these expressions
have in discourse. Idioms contribute different types of content to their texts,
and an awareness of the nature of these types is crucial for successful communica-
tion. Moon (1998) emphasizes that the roles that multiword units in general
“have in real-time discourse are no less significant than their lexical, syntactic,
and semantic characteristics. Neglecting or ignoring these roles may lead
to discoursal ill-formedness in encoding and to misinterpretation in decoding”
(p- 219).

Nunberg ef al. (1994) point out that studying how idioms function in discourse
and what figurative patterns underlie them plays a major role in explaining their
formal and semantic behavior. They also criticize some accounts of idioms and
present their own approach as an advantageous alternative to these:

The problem with these accounts, on our view, is that they have tended to
overgrammaticize the phenomena — to ask the syntactic or semantic apparatus
of the grammar to explain regularities that are in fact the consequences of
independent rhetorical and discursive functions of the expressions. By
contrast, we will argue here that in order to explain the properties of these
expressions fully, we have to appeal not just to the semantic properties of
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idioms, but to the figurational processes that underlie them and the discursive
functions that they generally serve.
(Nunberg et al. 1994: 494)

Indeed, examining the discursive functions of idioms may help explain different
aspects of their formal behavior. For example, Stréssler (1982) found that verbal
idioms that express negative evaluations of their subjects tend not to occur in the
first person form.

In the following analysis, I have made use of the ideas and categories discussed
particularly in Moon (1998), Thompson and Hunston (2001), Fernando (1996),
and Channell (2001). The labels deployed here are mainly based on Moon (1998).
However, my characterization of some of them may differ to some extent from
hers. This is primarily because I have attempted to incorporate insights from other
relevant works as well.

The functional classes discussed below are based on analyzing how Arabic
idioms contribute to the content and structure of their texts. The specific discur-
sive function of an idiom is determined by establishing the type of contribution
that it usually communicates in the contexts in which it occurs. Four basic func-
tional categories have been identified for the idioms in the data. The following is
a list of these along with some comments on what they refer to. More details on
these categories and some of their examples in the data are provided in later
sections:

e Informational idioms: these refer to entities, actions, states, or qualities.

e FEvaluative idioms: these express the speaker’s or writer’s attitude towards
one or more discourse referents.

e  Modalizing idioms: these convey different meanings that are related to
modality.

e Organizational idioms: these signal the structure of the text or indicate
different types of relationship between its referents and propositions.

Some preliminary points are in order. First, the data analysis shows that idioms
very often perform two or more functions simultaneously. For example, some
verbal idioms that communicate actions express as well positive or negative eval-
uations of their subjects. Second, it has become evident from the analysis that the
precise contribution of an idiom in a specific text is contingent on context. For
instance, an idiom that usually conveys a negative evaluation might express a
positive evaluation in some of its corpus examples, depending on how relevant
contextual factors are managed. In this regard, idioms behave in a manner similar
to other types of lexical items.

Third, some of the analyses of the evaluative ingredient in idioms below have
strong links to the notion of semantic prosody. This refers to the phenomenon that
a given word or expression with an informational or modalizing content may
collocate very often with words or expressions that convey positive or negative
evaluations. Consequently, this word or expression becomes associated with this



68  The discursive behavior of Arabic idioms

positive or negative evaluation, and this linkage can be utilized by speakers and
writers to express their evaluations less openly (see Louw 2000 and Channell
2001). An example of this in English is the phrasal verb set in, which is often used
with subjects that refer (in context) to unpleasant things, e.g. despair, infection,
and rain (see e.g. Xiao and McEnery 2006).

Finally, as noted in Chapter 2, I sometimes have consulted other data sources in
addition to Arabicorpus in order to establish the uses of the idioms that do not
occur frequently in its texts. However, my searches show that some meanings of
polysemous idioms, and indeed some idioms, do not occur frequently in the
sources | draw on. As a consequence, consulting these sources in such cases has
not provided me with much help. I have therefore based my decision regarding the
relevant discursive functions only on the examples available for me to examine.
This might give rise to a degree of subjectivity in some of the analyses below (see
Channell 2001, who demonstrates that the evaluative content of many lexical
items can only be established by examining many of their corpus examples).

Another reason for this degree of subjectivity is that in some cases, ascertaining
the exact contribution of the idiom needed significant knowledge of the context.
This was not always easily obtainable through the corpus texts. In this regard, one
may draw attention to the fact that the newspapers included in Arabicorpus belong
to different Arab countries, and sometimes they discuss topics that [ may not be
(completely) familiar with. Although I have tried to obtain the knowledge needed
so as to make an informed decision, there is still a chance that in some cases
relevant contextual factors were not available for me to analyze.

The results of the data analysis are reported in sections 4.1.1 to 4.1.6, and the
discussion of these results is provided in section 4.1.7. Section 4.1.1 focuses on
the distribution of the data over the different functional categories. Sections 4.1.2
to 4.1.5 concentrate on idioms with mainly single discursive functions. Section
4.1.6 is devoted to idioms that perform different combinations of discursive func-
tions simultaneously. This division has led this latter section to include additional
examples of some of the phenomena reported in its preceding ones. For this
reason, separating the results of the data analysis from their discussion has been
convenient and helpful in reducing repetition.

4.1.1 Distribution of the data over functional categories

Information on the distribution of the data over the functional categories is given
in Table 4.1. The figures mainly reflect the distribution of the idiomatic meanings
over different discursive functions (see section 3.2). In this table, idioms that
perform more than one function at once have been taken into account. The infor-
mation below concentrates in the main on the typical roles of idioms. Some exam-
ples of how contextual factors might affect these roles are provided in later
sections.

A relevant point in this context is that an idiom might be associated with more
than one typical discursive function, depending on the types of lexical item it
collocates with. An example of this is:
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Table 4.1 Distribution of idioms over discursive functions

V-SBJ VP NP PP AP ADVP Total
idioms idioms idioms idioms idioms idioms

Informational 2 4 1 1 8
Evaluative 2 2
Modalizing 2 2
Organizational 5 2 7
Informational-evaluative 2 31 10 2 9 54
Informational-modalizing 4 2 1 7
Evaluative-modalizing 1
Informational-modalizing- 3 3 5 2 13
evaluative
(1) a. shakhs/shay;,  wa-man/ma laffa
sblsth, and-REL.HUM/REL.NONHUM turn.round.PST
laff-a-hu,

turning.round-ACC-M.3SG.POSS;
sb; and that who does just as he does, sh; and that who is of his type, or s/,
and that which is of its kind

b. dhalika  bi-1-dabt-i huwa l-khata’-u
DEM with-DEF-exactness-GEN  M.3SG DEF-mistake-NOM
1-’akbar-u lladhi waqa‘a fi-hi 1-’amrikiyy-tina
DEF-biggest-NOM REL  fall.PST in-M.3SG DEF-American-PL.NOM
wa-man laffa laff-a-hum (Al-Watan, 2002)
and-REL turn.round.pST  turning.round-ACC-M.3PL.POSS

lit. that is exactly the biggest mistake that the Americans and that who
turned round in the same way as they did fell in

that is exactly the biggest mistake that the Americans and who followed
them made

c. li’anna  I-ta’min-a ‘ala  I-sayyarat-i wa-l-shahinat-i
because DEF-insurance-ACC on DEF-car.PL-GEN  and-truck.PL-GEN
wa-ma laffa laff-a-huma hasba
and-REL turn.round.PST  turning.round-ACC-3DU.POSS  according.to
l-qawanin-i l-stiriyyat-i huwa ta’min-u-n
DEF-law.PL-GEN DEF-Syrian-GEN ~ M.3SG  insurance-NOM-INDF

’ijbariyy-u-n (Al-Thawra, after 2000)

compulsory-NOM-INDF

lit. because insurance on cars, trucks, and that which turned round in the
same way as they [two] did, according to the Syrian laws, is compulsory
because having insurance on cars, trucks, and the like, according to the
Syrian laws, is compulsory

When the idiom is used to mean “sb and that who does just as he does” or “sh and
that who is of his type”, it performs an informational-evaluative function. This is
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the case in (1b) where the action which the idiom denotes and the discourse
referents relevant to it are negatively evaluated. In this particular context, these
are the American government and those who acted in accordance with its policies.
In general, the involvement of the indefinite relative pronoun man “that who”
which is inherently vague (see Badawi ef al. 2004: 736) helps conceal the identi-
ties of those on whom the writer passes their negative judgment.

In (1c¢), the relative pronoun refers generally to types of vehicle that are similar
to cars and trucks. In this case, the idiom is only informational, that is, it does not
negatively or positively evaluate any referent in discourse. Considering the
behavior of this idiom in the data, one may conclude that when the relative
pronoun refers to a person, country, or ideology, the idiom communicates a nega-
tive evaluation in addition to its informational content. But it does not perform this
evaluative function when the relative pronoun refers to an object.

4.1.2 Informational idioms

Informational idioms contribute to their texts by referring to entities or expressing
actions, qualities, or states. The type of information conveyed can usually be
linked to the syntactic class of the idiom. For instance, denoting entities is
typically the function of nominal idioms, e.g.:

(2) tuffahat-u ’adam
apple-NoM Adam
Adam’s apple

Expressing states and actions is usually the function of verb-subject and verbal
idioms, e.g.:

(3) a. shay; ‘’akhadha ba‘d-u-hu, bi-riqab-i ba‘d
sth; hold.on.pST  some.of-NOM-POSS; to-neck.PL-GEN  some
sth; (e.g. a set of ideas, texts, or problems) interconnected

b. huwa majmi‘at-u nusiis-i-n ya’khudh-u
3SG.M group.F-NOM text.PL-GEN-INDF hold.on.PRS-IND
ba‘d-u-ha bi-riqab-i ba‘d (Al-Thawra, after 2000)

some.of-NOM-F.3SG.POSS to-neck.PL-GEN some
lit. it is a group of texts that hold on to each other’s necks
it is a group of texts that are connected with each other

(4) a. shadda I-hizam-a
tighten.pST DEF-belt-AccC
he tightened his belt
b. da‘a l-mas’til-Tna ’ila shadd-i 1-’ahzimat-i
invite.PST.M.3SG DEF-official-PL.ACC to tightening-GEN DEF-belt.PL-GEN
wa-l-mudiyy-i fi  bind’-i l‘iraq (Al-Hayat, 1997)

and-DEF-continuing-GEN  in  building-GEN  Iraq
he invited the officials to tighten the belt and continue to build Iraq
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However, idioms belonging to other syntactic classes may communicate some of
these general types of meaning too. For instance, the following prepositional
idiom conveys the state of being offered for discussion:

(5) ‘ala I-tawilat-i
on DEF-table-GEN
on the table

4.1.3 Evaluative idioms

The sole function of evaluative idioms is to express the speaker’s or writer’s attitude
towards one or more discourse referents. Two main parameters of evaluation can be
distinguished in the data: the good-bad parameter and the important-unimportant one
(see Thompson and Hunston 2001). Only two idioms in the sample are purely evalu-
ative. Both convey evaluations of a positive orientation, i.e. good or important:

(6) a. wasitat-u 1-‘iqd-i
middle.part-NoM  DEF-necklace-GEN
the most important or best part of something good

b. kana-t-i I-muhadarat-u wasitat-a 1-‘iqd-i
be.PST-F DEF-lecture-NOM middle.part-AcC  DEF-necklace-GEN
fi  barnamaj-i-n hafil-i-n (Al-Hayat, 1996)
in  program-GEN-INDF varied-GEN-INDF

lit. the lecture was the middle jewel of the necklace in a varied program
the lecture was the best part in a varied program

(7) a. marbat-u 1-faras-i
place.where.sth.is.tied.up-NOM DEF-mare-GEN
the most important point (e.g. in a problem or an argument)
b. fa-l-muwasafat-u ’idhan wa-l-iltizam-u bi-ha
and.so-DEF-standard.PL.F-NOM then and-DEF-adhering-NOM  to-F.3PL
hiya marbat-u |-faras-i fi ’amaliyyat-i

3PL.F place.where.sth.is.tied.up-NOM DEF-mare-GEN in activity.PL-GEN
1-tasdir-i (Al-Ahram, 1999)

DEF-exporting-GEN

lit. standards and adhering to them then are the place where the mare is
tied up in exporting activities

lit. standards and adhering to them then are the most important factor in
exporting activities

In (6b), the positive evaluation relates to both the lecture and the varied program. In
(7b), the idiom positively evaluates adhering to the standards in exporting activities.

Relevant changes in the context may affect the evaluative content of the idiom.
As Fernando (1996) notes, “[a]typical appraisals arise from appropriate manage-
ment of the co-text accompanying the idiom” (p. 146). Moon (1998: 254) also
points out that:
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[t]he canonical evaluative orientation of FEIs [i.e. fixed expressions and
idioms] cannot always be taken for granted, and corpus evidence shows that
in context evaluations are sometimes modified in the co-text or framing
narrative, perhaps through the addition of a negative or modal. In particular,
FEIs denoting actions or situations that are conventionally and culturally
marked as good or bad may be used in contexts where their polarity is reversed
and the evaluation renegotiated instantially.

In the following corpus example, the idiom in (6a) does not express the same
degree of positive evaluation it typically does:

(8) tahawwala-t-i  l-madinat-u llatt kana-t  bi-la qalb-i-n
transform.PST-F  DEF-city.F-NOM REL be.PST-F Wwith-NEG heart-GEN-INDF
fi  shi‘r-i hijazi ’ila wasitat-i ‘iqd-i-n
in poetry-GEN  Hijazi to  middle.part-GEN necklace.M-GEN-INDF
mutamathil-i  1-habbat-i yadumm-u kull-a  I-mudun-i
identical-GEN  DEF-pearl.PL-GEN include-IND all-ACC DEF-city.PL-GEN
I-‘arabiyyat-i  (Al-Hayat, 1996)

DEF-Arab-GEN

lit. the city, that was heartless in Hijazi’s poetry, transformed to the
middle jewel of a necklace of identical pearls that includes all the Arab
cities

In this context, the idiom does not portray the entity that it evaluates, here the city,
as the best, but only as one of equally good or important cities. In other words,
although the idiom still positively evaluates the city, the degree of this evaluation
has been reduced by manipulating the original metaphorical image.

4.1.4 Organizational idioms

Organizational idioms in the data signal the temporal, spatial, or logical
relations between the propositions or discourse referents (see Moon 1998: 234
and Fernando 1996). Examples of these include:

(9) a. ‘ala marma hajar-i-n
at distance.that.sth.is.thrown  stone-GEN-INDF
of proximity in space or time
b. yaqa‘-u l-mathaf-u 1-’tlimbiyy-u 1-shahir-u
be.located-IND DEF-museum-NOM DEF-Olympian-NOM DEF-famous-NOM
‘ala marma hajar-i-n min-a
at distance.that.sth.is.thrown stone-GEN-INDF  from

1-fundug-i (Al-Hayat, 1997)

DEF-hotel-GEN

the famous Olympian Museum is located within a stone’s throw from the
hotel
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(10) a. fi ’a‘qab-i shakhs/shay’
in heel.PL-GEN sb/sth
close behind sb, or immediately after sb/sth
b. ’ashara ’ila ’anna miltsifitsh taraja‘a  fi ’uktlbar fi ’a‘qab-i
refer.PST to CcoMP MiloSevi¢ retreat.PST in October in heel.PL-GEN
I-tahdid-i bi-shann-i harb-i-n
DEF-threat-GEN with-launching-GEN war-GEN-INDF
Jjawwiyyat-i-n (Al-Ahram, 1999)
airy-GEN-INDF
lit. he pointed out that MiloSevi¢ retreated in October in the heels of the
threat to launch an airy war
he pointed out that MiloSevi¢ retreated in October after the threat to
launch an air war
(11) a. fi daw’-i shay’
in light-GEN sth
in the light of sth
b. fi daw’-i ma sabaqa yanbaght li-kull-i  dawlat-i-n
in light-GEN REL precede.PST should  for-all-GEN country.F-GEN-INDF

‘ala hidat-i-n ’an  takhtar-a  nizam-a ’as‘ar-i

on solitude-GEN-INDF COMP choose-SBJV regime-ACC rate.PL-GEN
I-sarf-i lladht yakiin-u ’akthar-a
DEF-money.changing-GEN REL be.PRS-IND more-ACC
mula’amat-a-n li-’awda‘-i-ha

suitability-ACC-INDF for-situation.PL-GEN-F.3SG.POSS
l-igtisadiyyat-i wa-1-maliyyat-i (Al-Hayat, 1997)
DEF-economic-GEN and-DEF-financial-GEN

in the light of what preceded, every country should choose by itself the
exchange rate regime that is more suitable for its economic and financial
situation

4.1.5 Modalizing idioms

Modalizing idioms express the degree of the reality of the proposition or phenom-

enon as perceived by the speaker or writer (see Trask 1993). Some meanings that

belong to modality are notions of probability, improbability, certainty, doubt, igno-

rance, expressions of vagueness, retreating from definite assertion, indications of

the extent or degree of the phenomenon, and indications of the range of the refer-

ence by pointing to the degree of inclusiveness (see Palmer 1990 and Moon 1998).
The following modalizing idioms express the degree of inclusiveness:

(12) a. shakhs/shay; bi-rummat-i-Ai;
sblsth; with-worn.out.piece.of.rope-GEN-M.3SG.POSS;
all sb/sth,
b. qad tu‘arrid-u l-nizam-a 1-’idariyy-a

may expose-IND  DEF-system.M-ACC DEF-administrative.M-ACC
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bi-rummat-i-hi ila
with-worn.out.piece.of.rope-GEN-M.3SG.POSS to

l-ihtizaz-i (Al-Hayat, 1996)

DEF-convulsion-GEN

lit. this may expose the administrative system with its worn out lead to

convulsion
this may shake the whole administrative system
(13) a. shakhs/shay; ‘an bakr-at-i *ab-1-Ai;
sb/sth; about young.camel-F-GEN father-GEN-POSS;
sb/sth; (e.g. a group of people or things) all together, or all sth;
b. fa-hal min-a l-ma‘qul-i qatl-u ‘a’ilat-i-n
and.so-Q of DEF-sensible-GENKkilling-NoM  family.F.PL-GEN-INDF
‘an bakr-at-i ’ab-1-ha (Al-Hayat, 1997)
about  young.camel-F-GEN father-GEN-F.3PL.POSS

and so is it sensible to kill entire families?

It may be suitable to note here that although these expressions have relatively
general meanings, they show a considerable difference in their frequency. That
is, as noted in Chapter 2, while the idiom in (12a) occurs about 3,000 times in
Arabicorpus, the idiom in (13a) occurs only 78 times.

An explanation for this could be sought in the semantic preference of the latter
idiom, which is much more restricted than that of the former one. The semantic
preference refers to the general semantic features that are shared by the typical
collocates of a given word or expression (see e.g. Xiao and McEnery 2006). The
idiom in (13a) often co-occurs with two general sets of collocates. First, in many
instances, the idiom occurs in contexts where writers strongly disapprove
of destroying entire villages, killing entire populations, burning whole cities, and the
like. Second, the idiom also occurs with verbs that share the general meaning “go”.
This could explain in part why this idiom is not as frequent as that in (12a).

4.1.6 Multiple functioning

Many idioms in the data perform more than one discursive function at the same
time. In these cases, the expression is selected in text for its ability to perform both
functions simultaneously. In order to facilitate the discussion of this phenomenon
and minimize any repetition in reporting its manifestations in the data, these
idioms have been classified at two levels: the first is based on whether or not the
idiom carries out an evaluative function, and the other considers the specific
combination of functions that the idiom performs.

Accordingly, at the highest level, there are only two categories: non-evaluative
multifunctional idioms, and evaluative multifunctional idioms. The former category
subsumes only one subtype, that is, informational-modalizing idioms. On the other
hand, the latter category includes three subtypes: informational-evaluative idioms,
evaluative-modalizing idioms, and informational-evaluative-modalizing idioms.
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4.1.6.1 Non-evaluative multifunctional idioms

These include only informational-modalizing idioms which both contribute
to the informational content of their texts and incorporate a modality
ingredient, e.g.:

(14) a.

(15) a.

(16) a.

qarsat-u "udhun-i-n

pinch-NoM ear-GEN-INDF

a light non-physical punishment that serves as a warning of a possible
cruel one

inna khasarat-a  Imustaqillat-i bi-I-‘ultim-i

indeed defeat.F-acc almustaqillat.F-GEN in-DEF-science.PL-GEN
I-ijtima‘iyyat-i  qad takiin-u ‘ibarat-a-n ‘an
DEF-social-GEN may be.PRS.F-IND equivalent-ACC-INDF  to
qarsat-i "udhun-i-n li-qiyadiyy-i-ha (Al-Watan, 2002)
pinch-GEN ear-GEN-INDF  for-leader-PL.GEN-3SG.F

lit. indeed, the defeat of the Al-Mustagqillah [list] in [the student union
elections in the faculty of] Social Sciences may be a pinch of an ear for
its leaders

indeed, the defeat of the Al-Mustaqillah list in the student union
elections in the faculty of Social Sciences may be a warning for its
leaders

tahta I-’adwa’-1

under DEF-light.PL-GEN

in the spotlight

’inna wafd-a l-dawlat-i I-“ibriyyat-i
indeed delegation.M-ACC DEF-state-GEN DEF-Hebraic-GEN
kana tahta 1-’adwa’-1 wa-markaz-a
be.PST.M.35G under DEF-light.PL-GEN and-center-ACc
jadwal-i 1-’a‘mal-i (Al-Hayat, 1996)
schedule-GEN DEF-work.PL-GEN

lit. indeed, the delegation of the Hebraic state was under the lights and
the center of the schedule of works

indeed, the Hebraic state’s delegation was in the spotlight and the center
of the agenda

la yusaddig-u ‘ayn-ay-hi

NEG believe.M.3SG-IND eye-DU.ACC-M.3SG.POSS

he does not believe his eyes

lam nusaddiq ’a‘yun-a-na ‘indama
NEG.PST believe.1PL.JUSS eye.PL-ACC-1PL.POSS when
dakhala l-sayyid-u l-ra’is-u
enter.M.3SG.PST DEF-mister-Nom DEF-president-NOM
wa-l-sayyidat-u ‘aqilat-u-hu li-tanawul-i

and-DEF-lady-NoM wife-NOM-M.3SG.POSS for-having-GEN
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1-’iftar-1 ma‘a-na (Al-Thawra, after 2000)
DEF-breakfast-GEN with-1PL

we did not believe our eyes when Mr. President and his wife came in to
have breakfast with us

The idiom in (14b) both refers to the phenomenon, i.e. the punishment, and indicates
its extent by situating it on the harsh-soft scale, here it is only a light punishment.
The idiom in (15b) refers to the state of receiving public attention and indicates
the high intensity of this attention at the same time. Finally, in (16b), the idiom
both refers to the state of being surprised and indicates the great extent of this
feeling.

4.1.6.2 Evaluative multifunctional idioms

A key point that features in the following analysis of the evaluative ingredient
in idioms is the element or elements to which the evaluation relates, that is, the
action, quality, situation, and/or entity on which the speaker or writer passes their
judgment.

The three subtypes belonging to evaluative multifunctional idioms comprise
68 cases. Nineteen of these are typically associated with positive evaluations, and
42 with negative ones. In other cases, the orientation of the evaluation can only be
decided on in context. Finally, some idioms convey both positive and negative
evaluations that relate to different discourse referents.

4.1.6.2.1 INFORMATIONAL-EVALUATIVE IDIOMS

These idioms denote e.g. actions, situations, or qualities, and, at the same time,
express the speaker’s or writer’s attitude. Some examples of this type in the data
are provided below and followed by some analytical comments. Since the infor-
mational content of each of these examples is stated explicitly in the English
translation provided for it, the comments mainly concentrate on the orientation of
the evaluation and the element(s) to which it relates in context:

(17) a. hibr-u-n ‘ala waraq-i-n
ink-NOM-INDF on paper-GEN-INDF
inactive (e.g. of decisions or laws)
b. lakin wa-lil’asaf bagiya l-qarar-u
but and-unfortunately remain.PST  DEF-decision-NOM
hibr-a-n ‘ala  warag-i-n (Al-Thawra, after 2000)

ink-ACC-INDF  on paper-GEN-INDF
lit. but, unfortunately, the decision remained ink on paper
but, unfortunately, the decision remained inactive

(18) a. istada fi l-ma’-i 1-“akir-i
fish.psT in DEF-water-GEN DEF-cloudy-GEN
he fished in troubled waters
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(19) a.

(20) a.

1) a.
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huwa yushir-u ’ila naw‘iyyat-i-n min-a [-nas-i

M.3SG refer.PRS-IND to  type.F-GEN-INDF of DEF-people-GEN
‘tada-t ’an  tastad-a fi 1-ma’-i 1-“akir-i
use.PST-F  COMP fish.PRS-SBJV in DEF-water-GEN DEF-cloudy-GEN
wa-‘tada-t ’an tastafid-a min  masa’ib-i
and-use.PST-F  COMP benefit.PRS-SBJV from disaster.PL-GEN
ghayr-i-ha (Al-Hayat, 1997)
other.than-GEN-F.3SG
he refers to a type of people that used to fish in troubled waters and gain
advantages from other people’s disasters
yanfukh-u fl qirbat-i-n magqti‘at-i-n
blow.PRS-IND into bagpipe-GEN-INDF  cut.PPTCP-GEN-INDF
he is trying in vain to convince other people to improve a situation

. samih-G-na ’idha  ’asrarna ‘ala  muwasalat-i
forgive.IMP-2PL-1PL COND insist.PST.IPL  on continuing-GEN
1-nafkh-i fi l-girbat-i l-maqt’at-i
DEF-blowing-GEN into DEF-bagpipe-GEN DEF-CUt.PPTCP-GEN
wa-waqaf-na fi makan-i-na nuhawil-u radd-a
and-stand.PST-1PL in position-GEN-1PL.POSS try.PRS.IPL-IND regaining-Acc
l-i‘tibar-i wa-raf*-a l-mahanat-i ‘an
DEF-respect-GEN  and-removing-ACC ~ DEF-humiliation-GEN ~away.from
lughat-i-na l-wataniyyat-i (Al-Ahram, 1999)

language-GEN-1PL.POSS DEF-national-GEN

lit. forgive us if we insist on continuing blowing into the defective
bagpipe and if we stand in our position trying to regain respect for and
remove the humiliation away from our national language

nazif-u l-yad-i

clean-NOM DEF-hand-GEN

acting ethically

. wa-"anta  ’ayyuha l-q@’id-u l-nazif-u l-yad-i
and-M.2SG vOC DEF-leader-NOM DEF-clean-NOM  DEF-hand-GEN
I-tahir-u l-nafs-i intaliq bi-na ’ila
DEF-pure-NOM  DEF-soul-GEN  go.quickly.iMP.2sG ~ with-1PL  to
’afaqg-i mustagbal-i-n mushrig-i-n (Al-Ahram, 1999)

horizon.PL-GEN  future-GEN-INDF  bright-GEN-INDF
lit. and you, O, the clean-handed, pure-soul leader, lead us to the horizons
of a bright future

ghusn-u l-zaytiin-i
branch-NOM DEF-olive-GEN
olive branch

. yuqaddim-u ghusn-a  l-zaytin-i li-ha’ula’i lladhina
prezent.PRS.M.3SG-IND branch-ACC DEF-olive-GEN to-DEM.PL  REL
khasam-u l-silm-a (Al-Ahram, 1999)
set.oneself.against-3PL DEF-peace-ACC

lit. he presents the olive branch to those who set themselves against peace
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In (17b), the idiom disapproves of inactivity. But, in some examples, the contexts
may also suggest a negative evaluation of the entity that is deemed responsible
for not bringing e.g. the decision, law, or agreement into force. The idiom in
(18b) disapproves of both gaining advantages from other people’s problems
and the type of people who used to do so. The idiom in (19b) negatively evaluates
the situation that the subject wants to make better. Sometimes, it also suggests
disapproval of those who the subject is trying to convince to take the actions
needed to improve the situation. In this particular corpus example, the context
shows that the negatively evaluated entity is those who support the use of
English as the language of instruction in the faculties of science in Egyptian
universities. It may be added too that the subject of this idiom is often regarded
positively and considered, as some native Arabic speakers point out, as a
“reformer”.

The idioms in (20a) and (21a) convey positive evaluations. In (20b), the idiom
positively evaluates acting according to ethics and the leader doing this. However,
at least in some cases, the mere reference to and praise of this quality may induce
a negative evaluation of those who do not show it. In (21b), the positive evalua-
tion mainly relates to the notion of peace. However, in many cases, when this
idiom is used, any discourse referent that accepts or offers peace is positively
evaluated, and any discourse referent that rejects it is negatively evaluated.

Some other examples of informational-evaluative idioms are given below
without analytical comments. Typically, the idioms in (22) to (28) convey negative
evaluations, whereas the idioms in (29) to (31) express positive evaluations:

(22) ’adara l-khadd-a 1-’akhar-a
turn.PST DEF-cheek-AcC  DEF-other-acc
he turned the other cheek

(23) bala‘a I-tu‘m-a
swallow.PST DEF-bait-ACC
he swallowed the bait
(24) bagarat-u-n haltib-u-n
COW-NOM-INDF milch-NOM-INDF
milch cow
(25) dam-u-n ’azrag-u
blood-NOM-INDF  blue-NOM
blue blood
(26) ’ustuwanat-u-n mashrtikh-at-u-n
record.F-NOM-INDF crack.PPTCP-F-NOM-INDF
repetitious boring talk about a particular topic
(27) bayna nar-ayni
between fire-DU.GEN
between the devil and the deep blue sea
(28) min wara’-i zahr-i shakhs
from behind-GEN back-GEN sb

behind sb’s back
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(29) ’akmala nisf-a din-i-hi
perfect.M.38G.PST half-acc religion-GEN-M.3SG.POSS
he got married
(30) daraba ‘usfur-ayni bi-hajar-i-n
hit.psT sparrow-DU.ACC.INDF with-stone-GEN-INDF
he killed two birds with one stone
(31) wasi‘-u 1-’ufug-i
broad-Nom DEF-horizon-GEN

broad-minded

Context plays an important part in establishing the elements to which the evalua-
tive content relates. For example, the idiom in (32a) is often used to refer to non-
human entities that are used as ready sources of easy profit. The negative evaluation
typically relates to whoever takes advantage of the entity that the idiom refers to
in context, but not to the entity itself, as in (32b). However, in other contexts, e.g.
in (32¢), when this idiom is used to refer to a person, it could suggest some nega-
tive connotations of him or her, since it would depict a human being in terms of
an animal. Therefore, the speaker or writer should be cautious if they do not want
this to happen, as (32c) shows:

(32) a. baqarat-u-n haltb-u-n
COW-NOM-INDF  milch-NOM-INDF
milch cow

b. wa-bi-sabab-i ba‘d-i I-hukkam-i lladhina ja‘al-ui
and-by-reason-GEN some-GEN  DEF-ruler.PL-GEN REL.PL  make.PST-3PL
min-a  l-istiqlal-i baqarat-a-n haliib-a-n
out.of  DEF-independence-GEN COW-ACC-INDF  milch-ACC-INDF
(Al-Ahram 1999)
lit. and because of some rulers who made a milch cow out of
independence
and because of some rulers who used independence as a milch cow

c. wa-"asbaha ba‘d-u ’ashab-i I-munsha’at-i
and-become.PST some-NOM oOwner.PL-GEN  DEF-establishment.PL-GEN
ma‘a Il-ihtiram-i la-hum baqarat-a-n haltib-a-n
with DEF-respect-GEN  for-M.3PL  COW-ACC-INDF  milch-ACC-INDF
(Al-Thawra, after 2000)
and some establishment owners have become, with all due respect, a
milch cow

In its original text, the Arabic idiom in (32c) is typed within two forward
slashes with no apparent case endings. This might be explained by one or
both of the following reasons. First, the slashes might be employed here to
signal the use of non-literal language. Second, this expression is sometimes
used in spoken Arabic. Therefore, using it between forward slashes without
case endings could be taken as an indication that the expression is somewhat
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colloquial, at least from the viewpoint of the writer. However, it should be noted
that neither of these seems to be a standard use of this punctuation mark in Arabic
today.

Another interesting example of the interaction between the idiomatic
meaning and the contexts in which the idiom is used is (33a). Although this
idiom refers to nobility, in the data it is often used derogatorily in contexts that
disapprove of the group of people that is considered of a higher rank or class, as
in (33b):

(33) a. dam-u-n ’azrag-u

blood-NOM-INDF  blue-NoM
blue blood

b. al-fard-u l-mutlag-u yubarrir-u
DEF-0ne-NOM DEF-absolute-NOM justify.PRS-IND
sultan-a-hu bi-hadhihi 1-’asatir-i llatt
authority-ACC-M.3SG.POSS with-DEM DEF-myth.F.PL-GEN  REL
yarwi-ha 1-balat-u ‘an  dam-i-hi
recount.PRS.IND-F.3PL DEF-court-NOM about blood-GEN-M.38G.POSS
l-nabil-i 1-’azraq-i (Al-Hayat, 1997)
DEF-noble-GEN DEF-blue-GEN

the absolute ruler justifies his authority with those myths that the court
recounts about his noble blue blood

At least in some of its examples, this idiom also suggests disapproval of the notion
and practice of discrimination on the basis of race, color, etc. in general.

The orientation of the evaluative content of some idioms can only be decided
on in context, e.g.:

(34) a. rafa‘a rayat-a shay’
raise.pST flag-acc sth
he supported sth
b. tarfa‘-u rayat-a l-wahdat-i
raise.PRS.F.3SG-IND flag-AccC DEF-unity-GEN
|-‘arabiyyat-i (Al-Hayat, 1996)

DEF-Arab-GEN
lit. it raises the flag of the Arab unity
it supports the Arab unity
c. rafa‘-ui rayat-a I-shaytan-i (Al-Tajdid, 2002)
raise.PST-3PL flag-acc DEF-devil-GEN
lit. they raised the flag of the devil

In (34b), the context shows that the idiom conveys a positive evaluation of
the action and the subject, here the MBC TV station. In (34c), the context
shows that the action and the subject, i.e. the imperial powers, are negatively
evaluated.
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Finally, some idioms convey both positive and negative evaluations of different
referents in their contexts. For instance, the idiom in (35a) typically, but not
always, occurs in contexts where the subject of the verb is negatively evaluated
and the thing prevented is positively evaluated, as in (35b):

(35) a. waqafa fi tarig-i shakhs/shay’
stand.PST in way-GEN sblsth
he stood in the way of sb/sth

b. yaqif-a l-jamid-tina wa-l-muhafiz-tina

stand.PRS-SBJV DEF-rigid-PL.NOM  and-DEF-conservative-PL.NOM
fi tarig-i tayyar-i 1-’islah-at-i
in way-GEN current-GEN DEF-reform-F.PL-GEN
l-ijtima‘iyy-at-i (Al-Ahram, 1999)

DEF-social-F-GEN
lit. the rigid and the conservative stand in the way of the current of social
reforms

4.1.6.2.2 EVALUATIVE-MODALIZING IDIOMS

These idioms convey an evaluation of a phenomenon, situation, or entity and
also communicate the speaker’s or writer’s estimation of its degree of
reality, e.g.:

(36) a. gimmat-u jabal-i l-jalid-i

top-NOM mountain-GEN DEF-ice-GEN
the tip of the iceberg

b. al-halat-u llati tamma I-kashf-u ‘an-ha
DEF-case.F.PL-NOM REL be.done.PST DEF-disclosure-NOM of-F.3PL
hatta I’ana laysa-t siwa  gimmat-i jabal-i
until now NEG-F but top-GEN mountain-GEN
1-thalj-i (Al-Ahram, 1999)
DEF-ice-GEN

lit. the cases that have been disclosed until now are not but the summit of
the ice mountain

the cases that have been disclosed until now are not but the tip of the
iceberg

Here, the cases that have been disclosed are assessed as only a small part of a
much bigger problem (see Moon 1998: 240, for a relevant analysis of the English
idiom the tip of the iceberg).

4.1.6.2.3 INFORMATIONAL-EVALUATIVE-MODALIZING IDIOMS

Idioms belonging to this category contribute informationally to their texts and
also include both evaluative and modalizing components. Some examples of these
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are given below. In (39b), that and which is used in the literal rendition of the
corpus example only as a convenient translation of the idiom:

37) a.

(38) a.

(39) a.

(40) a.

“argha wa-’azbada
foam.psST and-froth.pST
he fumed with rage

. waqafa-t ma‘l “umm-1 wa-’ikhwat-1
stand.PST-F ~ with.1SG ~ mother-1SG.POSS and-brother.PL-1SG.POSS
wa-’ikhwat-u-hu lakinna-hu "argha
and-brother.PL-NOM-M.3SG.POSS but-M.3SG foam.PST.M.3SG
wa-’azbada wa-qata‘a l-jami‘-a
and-froth. PST.M.3SG and-break.with.PST DEF-everyone-AcC
wa-"ajbara-ni ‘ala mugata‘at-i-him (Al-Ahram, 1999)

and-force.PST.M.38G-1SG on breaking.with-GEN-3PL

lit. my mother stood by me and so did my brothers and his brothers, but
he foamed and frothed and broke with everyone and forced me to break
with them

my mother stood by me and so did my brothers and his brothers, but
he fumed with rage and broke with everyone and forced me to break
with them

dhaqa mararat-a shay’
taste.PST bitterness-AcCC sth
he experienced the suffering of sth
. dhaqa mararat-a 1-hazimat-i (Al-Ahram, 1999)

taste.PST bitterness-AcC  DEF-defeat-GEN
lit. he tasted the bitterness of defeat

allutayya wa-llatt
REL.F.SG.DIMIN and-REL.F.SG
much ado

. fa-stahwa-na 1-kitab-u wa-badhal-na ghayat-a
and.so-attract-1PL  DEF-book-NOM and-make.PST-1PL  utmost-ACC
1-majhaid-i li-1-husul-i ‘alayhi wa-ba‘da
DEF-effort-GEN  for-DEF-obtaining-GEN on.3SG.M and-after
llutayya wa-llatt kama yugal-u wasala ’ilayna
REL.F.SG.DIMIN and-REL.F.SG as  say.PASS-IND arrive.PST t0.I1PL
1-kitab-u (Al-Hayat, 1996)

DEF-book-NOM

lit. and so the book attracted us, and we made the utmost effort to obtain
it, and after that and which, as it is said, the book arrived to us

so the book attracted our interest and we made the utmost effort to obtain
it, and, after much ado, as they say, it arrived

nar-u-n ‘ala ‘alam-i-n

fire-NOM-INDF  on mountain-GEN-INDF

very well-known entity
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3

b. fa-I’ahram-u nar-u-n ala ‘alam-i-n
and.so-Alahram-NoM fire-NOM-INDF  on mountain-GEN-INDF
wa-ta‘tazz-u bi-dawr-i-ha
and-be.proud.PRS.F.38G-IND of-role-GEN-F.3SG.POSS
l-thaqafiyy-i (Al-Ahram, 1999)

DEF-cultural-GEN
lit. and so Al-Ahram is a fire on a mountain, and it is proud of its
cultural role

As the contexts show, in (37b), the idiom refers to the angry behavior, indicates
its great extent, and negatively evaluates the subject. In (38b), the idiom refers to
the suffering because of defeat, the great extent of this suffering, and negatively
evaluates this experience. In (39b), the idiom refers to the effort needed to obtain
the book, indicates it great extent, and negatively evaluates this considerable
effort. Finally, the idiom in (40a) refers to the quality of being well known, indi-
cates its considerable extent, and positively evaluates the entity that it relates to in
context (perhaps as one that should be followed as an example). This entity in
(40b) is the Al-Ahram establishment.

4.1.7 Discussion

This section discusses the following main points: (1) the relatively low incidence
of organizational idioms, (2) the high frequency of the informational and evalua-
tive functions, (3) how the particular orientation of the evaluative content in
idioms can be accounted for, (4) why negatively evaluative idioms outnumber
positively evaluative ones, (5) the nature of the modalizing ingredient in idioms,
and (6) the high frequency of multifunctional idioms.

The low frequency of organizational idioms can be accounted for by two
factors: first, the rather restricting characterization of the term idiom that this
study adopts. This characterization excludes several types of multiword units. In
particular, it excludes multiword units that occur outside the clause to indicate or
comment on different aspects of the organization and content of the text. As
Fernando (1996), among others, shows, these types of expression very often carry
out the organizational function.

Second, the figurativity of many idioms could constitute an additional explana-
tion for this phenomenon. Moon (1998) reports that only a few organizational
multiword units in her data can be classified as metaphors, “this is significant with
respect to the markedness or saliency of such items in text” (p. 234). In this
context, it could be suggested that, due to their nature, figurative expressions are
generally more attention-drawing than literal ones. This characteristic may not be
needed in performing the organizational function, which may lead to favoring
literal expressions.

On the other hand, the informational and evaluative functions occur frequently
in the data. These functions are often performed by the class of idioms sometimes
labeled ideational idioms, which typically signify message content by expressing
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actions, events, situations, people and things, attributes, and evaluations (Fernando
1996). In her characterization of this category, Fernando (1996) points out that the
Hallidian term ideational is used:

to designate the macro-function of language realized through the clause and
concerned with articulating the speaker’s or writer’s experience of the world:
participants, actions and processes, the attributes of the participants and the
circumstances associated with actions and processes [. . .]. Typically, idea-
tional idioms are realized by units smaller than the clause [. . .]. These units
function as parts of clauses (pp. 97-98).

Therefore, it may be said that, once more, regarding idioms as only fully non-
compositional multiword units that occur within the clause may provide an expla-
nation for the frequency of these two functions in the data.

In addition, the high frequency of the informational function in particular can
be attributed simply to the fact that giving information is an essential function of
language (Moon 1998).

A substantial number of the idioms in the data convey evaluations. Similar
observations have been made in previous work. For instance, Nunberg et al.
(1994: 493) note that:

[i]dioms are typically used to imply a certain evaluation or affective stance
toward the things they denote. A language doesn’t ordinarily use idioms to
describe situations that are regarded neutrally — buying tickets, reading a
book — though of course one could imagine a community in which such activ-
ities were sufficiently charged with social meaning to be worthy of idiomatic
reference.

Carter (2004: 132) also points out that:

idioms are not simply neutral alternatives to less semantically opaque expres-
sions. There is a difference between “I smell a rat” and “I am suspicious”, or
“She’s on cloud nine” and “She’s extremely happy”, or “The garden’s a real
mish-mash of different herbs” or “The garden’s a real mixture of different
herbs.” In all cases the idiomatic expression is used evaluatively and represents
a more intense version of the literal statement.

The evaluative ingredient in idioms may “arise from their informational content,
the imagery conveying this content, habitual collocates, and habitual contexts of
use over time and space” (Fernando 1996: 146). Examining the first two sources
on the basis of synchronic data can help establish why many idioms have evalua-
tive functions. On the other hand, examining the habitual collocates of an idiom
using only synchronic data may show what evaluative content the idiom has. But
it may not necessarily explain how the idiom has acquired this content in the first
place, since it is possible that any patterns in the idiom’s collocability are in fact a
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result of the evaluative content it acquired at an earlier stage of its life rather
than the trigger of this content. Indeed, looking at the usual collocates of idioms
has often helped me establish their evaluative content. Finally, investigating the
habitual contexts of use over time and space would require a diachronic approach,
which is not taken in this study. Therefore, any explanations suggested below that
rely (partly) on this diachronic dimension are only given as hypotheses that need
to be tested in future work.

The informational content of the expressions may account for the presence of
the evaluative ingredient in idioms such as (18a) “he fished in the cloudy water”,
(20a) “clean-handed”, (21a) “olive branch”, (31) “broad-horizoned”, and (39a)
where two relative pronouns are coordinated to denote “much ado”.

Cultural norms may provide explanations for the particular orientation of the
evaluation in such cases. For instance, the idiom in (18a) “he fished in the cloudy
water” negatively evaluates the action it denotes and the agent. The motivation for
this idiom consists in the perception that a fish would bite more readily when the
water is stained, since, under these circumstances, it would be able to see the bait
but not the fisherman, as one of my informants has pointed out. This motivation
does not seem to be clear to many native speakers, however. Therefore, it may not
explain the negative evaluative content. In fact, this motivation could be a source
of a positive evaluation, since it implies skill in choosing the appropriate circum-
stances in which one can easily get what he or she wants. Rather, the negative
orientation of the evaluative content would be better accounted for by the fact that
people normally disapprove of attempts to gain advantages from difficult situa-
tions, in particular, when some people try to take advantage of others’ problems.

Cultural values may be the only source of explanation for the evaluative orien-
tation in idioms that are not based on metaphors and/or metonymies. For example,
the positive evaluative content in (21a) “olive branch” and (29) “he perfected his
religion” can be attributed to the fact that the speech community highly regards
peace, religion, and marriage.

Relying on the figuration underlying the idiom in (33a) “blue blood” in its non-
Arabic etymological context does not appear to help in explaining its negative
evaluation. In fact, it is possible that, in its original context, the expression had a
positive evaluative content. Also, the typically neutral use of the English idiom
blue blood suggests that the negative evaluation in the Arabic expression is not
due to the influence of English. Thus, this negative evaluation could be ascribed
to the historical developments of the contexts in which this idiom is used. That is,
the idiom might have developed its negatively evaluative content because of the
socio-cultural changes that have led many people to take a dim view of different
sorts of discrimination on the basis of e.g. color, race, or class. Additionally, the
effects of imperialism might have played a part here too.

However, a possible role of the original context cannot be completely ruled out.
That is, in this context, the families to whom the idiom originally referred claimed
that they were pure and had not been contaminated by people from other different
races, including the Moors. Since the Moors are Muslims who are of mixed Berber
and Arab descent, considering them as a source of contamination could provide a
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plausible explanation for why this idiom is often used disapprovingly in Arabic.
Given this analysis, it might be said that the etymological context of the idiom is
not, after all, entirely irrelevant to the Arabic context. However, determining to
what extent such historical circumstances actually explain the contemporary evalu-
ative orientation would require adopting a diachronic approach to the investigation.

The property of figurativity that features in many Arabic idioms may provide a
credible explanation for the high frequency of the evaluative function. The strong
link between figurative language and evaluation has been reported in previous
studies. For example, Moon (1998) found that the vast majority of the examples
in her data that show “any metaphorical or simile content have some evaluative
function” (p. 225). Also, Krzeszowski (1990) points out that figurative language
is more likely to express evaluations than non-figurative language.

As instances of figurative language, many idioms evoke mental scenes that may
not be attainable through literal language. The situations or actions that are
expressed in the literal readings of idioms may be experienced as good or bad and
they may be culturally regarded approvingly or disapprovingly (Moon 1998). In
cognitive-linguistic terms, “[t]he literal scene works as a rich resource for weak
implicatures because it encodes directly accessible basic conceptual and precon-
ceptual experiences that are rich in both [sic] conceptual, sensory and emotional
content” (Langlotz 2006: 140). These received cultural norms and implicatures
may constitute the basis for the evaluative content in many idioms.

The imagery may account, fully or partially, for the presence of the evaluative
content in idioms such as (6a) “the middle jewel of the necklace”, (22) “he turned
the other cheek”, (27) “between two fires”, (28) “from behind sb’s back”, (30) “he
hit two sparrows with one stone”, (36a) “the top of the ice mountain”, (37a) “he
foamed and frothed”, and (38a) “he tasted the bitterness of sth”.

Examining the characteristics of the figuration underlying evaluative idioms,
perhaps including how the literal scene is interpreted within its etymological
socio-cultural context, often clarifies why they have particular orientations. As
Moon (1998) points out, “[m]etaphors frequently hold the keys to the orientation
of the expression, [. . .] real-world knowledge about the metaphorical image and
its connotations colours and clarifies evaluation” (p. 248).

For example, in (6a) “the middle jewel of the necklace”, the positive evaluation
draws on the knowledge that the middle piece of jewelry in a necklace is usually
the biggest and most valuable part of it. However, a famous classical book, titled
Al-‘iqgd-u I-farid “The unique necklace”, named its central chapter wasitat-u
I- ‘igd “the middle jewel of the necklace”. This could be the source of the idiom.
However, since many native speakers today may not know about this classical
work, they may just motivate the idiom and understand its evaluative content only
relying on interpreting its literal meaning.

In (36a) “the top of the ice mountain”, the fact that icebergs cause huge prob-
lems for ships may underlie the typically negative evaluation expressed in this
idiom. In (28) “from behind sb’s back”, the negative evaluation may be derived
from the fact that the literal scene is often associated with contexts of e.g. betrayal
or cowardice, which are socially unacceptable.
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The orientation of the evaluative content in idioms can be linked to the proc-
esses of highlighting and hiding that take place during the process of metaphoriza-
tion. The former refers to mapping selected features from the source domain of the
metaphor onto the target one. The latter refers to the suppression of some other
features in the source domain (Kdvecses 2002). At least in principle, some of the
metaphorical images on which idioms are based can be sources of negative or
positive evaluations. The specific orientation of the evaluative content depends on
what aspects of the literal meaning are or are not transferred to the idiomatic one.
An example of this is the idiom in (30) “he hit two sparrows with a stone”. It often
conveys a positive evaluation because the element highlighted in the literal
meaning is basically the skill involved in accurately targeting two aims at the same
time. This meaning, however, could have been a source of a negative evaluation if
cruelty to animals, which is disapproved of by many people, was highlighted.

The way in which the literal scene is interpreted within its etymological socio-
cultural context could provide an explanation for the specific orientation of the
evaluation in some idioms. For example, the idiom in (40a) “a fire on a mountain”
often evaluates positively the well-known entity. However, the literal scene does
not explain why it is used in this way. A possible explanation for this orientation
is the context within which the literal scene used to occur (and maybe still occurs
in certain environments). That is, setting fires on mountains at night in the desert
played an important role in saving the lives of many people who were lost and/or
in need of food and water. The fire guided them to a place where they were able
to find what they desperately needed.

The positive way in which this scene was regarded can be noticed in classical
literature. Namely, in one of her famous poems, Al-Khansa’, a celebrated clas-
sical poet, made use of a very similar image in the context of praising her brother.
In this poem, she says that her brother is a shining example that people follow and
uses the simile:

ka-’anna-hu ‘alam-u-n fI ra’s-i-hi nar-u-n
as.if-that-M.3sG mountain.M-NOM-INDF in head-GEN-M.3SG.POSS fire-NOM-INDF
lit. as if he is a mountain with a fire on its summit

Indeed, this literary use itself could be the source of the idiom and its positive
evaluation. The fact that this expression is partly not motivated to many native
speakers due to the presence of ‘alam (see section 3.2) could support the attribu-
tion of the evaluative content solely to its historical development. However, fame
in itself is highly regarded by many people today.

Also, the etymological development of the idiom in (13a) “on their father’s
camel”, i.e. all together, suggests itself as an explanation for why in many cases it
has a negative association. That is, the relatively frequent association of this idiom
with the strong disapproval of the actions of destruction, killing, burning, and the
like could be ascribed to its contexts of use that might have been affected by its
(assumed) etymology, i.e. the story of the three sons who were killed and sent back
carried on their father’s camel (see section 3.2.6). The fact that the motivation of



88  The discursive behavior of Arabic idioms

the idiom is not transparent, at least to many native speakers, could back up this as
an account for the phenomenon. However, again, diachronic examinations are
needed to ascertain this or not.

An important point that needs to be accounted for is that negatively evaluative
idioms outnumber positively evaluative ones. Carter (2004) draws attention to the
fact that “idiom uses do not simply describe but comment in positive and (more
usually) negative ways on events, processes and persons” (p.132).

This phenomenon may be explained by the property of indirectness in idioms.
As semantically non-compositional expressions, idioms are evidently indirect in
communicating their meanings. This often makes them an appropriate choice when
indirectness is needed in conveying certain information and/or evaluations. For
instance, speakers and writers may resort to indirect language when direct messages
are considered to be face-threatening or rude (Moon 1998). This also may account
for the presence of many idioms that express meanings related to topics that are
regarded as taboo, such as death and sex, and explain why these are frequently
preferred to their literal counterparts in certain contexts (Langlotz 2006).

In general, language users need tactful ways to express negative evaluations
more than they do to express positive ones. This could provide a motivation for
formularizing more indirect negatively evaluating expressions than indirect posi-
tively evaluating ones. Since the use of formulaic language is characterized by the
need for less cognitive processing effort (Wray 2002), formularizing many
negatively evaluative non-literal expressions could then be regarded as an
attempt to maximize the advantages that these expressions equip language
users with.

Two advantages may be noted here. First, many idioms allude to values that are
shared in the speech community. Appealing to shared values provides a shield
behind which the speaker or writer can hide from critique or pre-empt disagreement
when they want to communicate certain evaluations, particularly negative ones. It
does this by making use of the more or less consensus about how the literal scene
of the idiom is generally evaluated in the speech community. Appealing to shared
values both substantiates the message conveyed and reinforces the widely accepted
attitude (Moon 1998).

The other advantage of (evaluative) non-literal expressions is their ability
to create and support rapport between speakers/writers and hearers/readers. This
property is present in the use of indirect language in general. The skill to
accurately encode and decode indirect language is often a strong indication
of belonging to the same group, whereas failing to do so frequently signals
outsiders. As Wray (2008) notes, “implicit encoding simultaneously supports
internal social cohesion and creates a barrier to communication with outsiders
who do not share the group’s knowledge” (p. 54). Gibbs (1989: 250) even raises
the possibility that this could be the principal social function of metaphors. In
his words:

metaphorical talk often presupposes and reinforces an intimacy between
speaker and listener, the cultivation of which is, perhaps, the primary
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function of such language [. . .]. Intimacy can be enjoyed by all those who are
confident that what they say will be understood. It is the bond among those
who share not only a basic linguistic competence, but a common stock of
experiences, interests, sensibilities, and the ability to call upon that informa-
tion when interpreting language.

As examples of indirect language, idioms may then help the speaker or writer
with creating and/or reinforcing solidarity with their hearers or readers. In the case
of some classical (opaque) Arabic idioms, one may suggest a different, though
related, motivation for their selection in discourse. That is, by using them, some
writers might want to show their mastership of classical Arabic (phraseology), a
quality that is appreciated within some literary circles. Also, by making use of
such idioms, some writers may be, to some extent, distancing their work from the
general readership and associating it with a more sophisticated, at least language-
wise, one.

Selecting Arabic idioms that are loan translations of Western, especially
English, ones, could sometimes indicate the speaker’s or writer’s interest in exhib-
iting their trendiness and acquaintance with “modernity”. Also, particularly in
some contemporary literary texts, some writers may employ idioms that are loan
translations and, at the same time, evoke historical or religious implications that
are shared interculturally. This, in some contexts at least, can be regarded as a way
of creating solidarity with even a wider, more inclusive audience.

This function, i.e. creating and reinforcing rapport, is relevant even when
language users alter the base form of the expression through idiom-based word-
play (see section 5.1). As Langlotz (2006) notes, this type of wordplay “reasserts
the intimate sense of community between the speaker and the hearer since it
presupposes the mutually-known neutral base form as a shared starting point for
understanding” (p. 210).

Moon (1998) points out that negatively evaluative multiword expressions are
“periphrastic devices to convey negative evaluations more politely and less
overtly or face-threateningly than simplex items” (p. 265). However, it is impor-
tant to note that in the case of some negatively evaluative Arabic idioms, even
though the evaluative content is conveyed indirectly, this does not mean that it is
necessarily expressed politely (see section 5.4.1.1).

Two reasons may be provided for this. First, establishing the form-meaning
relationship through the conventionalization of a figurative expression makes it
more “direct”, or on record in Brown and Levinson’s (1987) terms, in expressing
its non-literal meaning (see the notion of conventionalized indirectness in Brown
and Levinson 1987). This could also be supported by the fact that many idioms are
not used in their literal meanings. Second, the implicatures that are often evoked
by the literal readings of many idioms, especially when their figurative images are
manipulated in context, may intensify their evaluative content.

It can be said then that although the development of negatively evaluative
idioms could be attributed to a need for indirectness, their actual selection in
discourse does not always reflect a wish on the part of the speaker or writer to
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avoid direct communication of negative judgments. In other words, although the
indirectness of idioms may account, even partially, for why they have come into
existence, it may not always explain why they are preferred over literal language
in some actual contexts.

The foregoing analysis may not only account for why negatively evaluative
idioms are more frequent than positively evaluative ones, but it could also offer an
additional explanation for the high frequency of the evaluative function in general.
The premises of this explanation can be formulated as follows: (a) examples of
indirect language are very often used, or even created, to express negative, face-
threatening evaluations, and (b) idioms are prototypical instances of indirect
language. Then, it could be expected that many idioms would communicate (nega-
tive) evaluations.

Many idioms in the data express modalizing content that often manifests in
situating an action, quality, etc. near or at one end of a scale between two oppo-
sites, usually, but not always, the extreme one. This may be explained by the fact
that idioms are not typically used to refer to regular phenomena or moderate qual-
ities. As Carter (2004) points out, the idiomatic meanings normally represent
more intense versions of any apparently equal literal statements (p. 132).

In this context, it may be suitable to refer to the findings of some work on the
verbal communication of emotions. For example, Gibbs (1994) points out that
research on verbal expression of emotional states showed that “[m]ore intense
emotions were described using metaphor much more than in descriptions of
milder emotions” (p. 126). With regard to idioms that denote fear in particular,
Dobrovol’skij and Piirainen (2005) note that, “[a]s a whole, idioms tend to express
strong emotions, otherwise one would not use idiomatic means of language.
Normally, the speaker uses an idiom if he/she feels that standard non-idiomatic
linguistic means are not expressive enough” (p. 154).

This typical property of idioms in addition to the other properties discussed
above in accounting for the pervasiveness of the informational and evaluative
functions in the data can help understand why many idioms perform more than
one discursive function simultaneously.

The distribution of information types over the syntactic classes of idioms is in
accordance with the general meaning categories usually linked to the syntactic
heads of idioms. For instance, actions are typically denoted by verbs, entities by
nouns, and qualities by adjectives.

The organizational function is carried out only by prepositional and adverbial
idioms. This could be explained by the fact that prepositions and adverbs usually
express different types of spatial, temporal, and logical relationships.

Analyzing the figurative image could help see how some idioms contain a
modalizing ingredient. For instance, in (36a) “the top of the ice mountain”, the
phenomenon is estimated as a small part of a bigger problem by mapping it only
onto the tip of the iceberg in the literal scene.

Reworking the figurative image to alter the degree of the evaluative content of
the idiom, as in (6b) “the middle jewel of a necklace of identical pearls™, is facili-
tated by the clarity of the motivation of the idiom. In other cases, e.g. in (7a) “the
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place where the mare is tied up”, such a manipulation has not occurred, probably
because of the opaqueness of the underlying motivation.

In the foregoing discussion, both isomorphism and motivation have been useful
in shedding light on the phenomena related to the discursive functions of Arabic
idioms. Yet, the latter seems to be a more powerful explanatory notion in this
regard. Isomorphism is mainly about the mappings between the formal constitu-
ents of idioms and any parts of their internal semantic structure. Therefore, it
should not be surprising to find that this notion does not provide much help with
explaining phenomena that are more related to the meaning of the idiom as a
whole and how it contributes functionally to its text. The notion of motivation,
with its focus on the meaning-meaning relationship rather than the form-meaning
one, is a better candidate for this task.

4.2 Idioms and cohesion

Cohesion “can be defined as the set of resources for constructing relations in
discourse which transcend grammatical structure” (Martin 2003). “It is the
enabling system of ties or links within a text that makes it possible to interpret its
elements as meaningful and relevant” (Moon 1998: 278). The relationship
between two elements in discourse is often called the cohesive tie. The nature of
this tie is semantic, that is, the two elements “are tied together through some
meaning relation” (Hasan 1994: 76). As for the relationship between the cohesion
of a text and its coherence, Hoey (2001) points out that the “coherence of a text is
reflected in and signalled by the cohesion in the text” (p. 51).

Different types of device may be employed to create cohesion in text. These
types are discussed in many linguistic accounts of the phenomenon, e.g. Halliday
and Hasan (1976), Hasan (1994) and Hoey (1991 and 2001). The list below only
provides some examples:

e simple repetition: repeating the same lexical item (Hoey 2001);

e complex repetition: the use of two morphologically related words such as a
verb and a noun that are based on the same stem, e.g. hibernates and hiber-
nation (Hoey 2001);

e co-reference: this subsumes the use of pronouns and determiners;

®  conjunctions;

e lexical cohesion: this refers to the semantic relationships that obtain between
the lexis of a text, e.g. synonymy, antonymy and hyponymy.

As far as idioms are concerned, “it is their very lack of cohesion which signals
their metaphoricality and anomalousness. The lexico-semantic content of the text
sets up contextual constraints whereby any literal value for the metaphor is
[normally] excluded” (Moon 1998: 283). This lack of semantic compatibility
between the literal reading of the expression and its context is what leads the
hearer or reader to resort to the non-literal interpretation in understanding the text
(see Croft and Cruse 2004).
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The following sections investigate six ways in which Arabic idioms contribute
to the cohesion of their texts. Section 4.2.1 examines how the determiners and
demonstratives incorporated in some idioms may signal in-text semantic rela-
tions. Section 4.2.2 addresses the role of organizational idioms in cohesion.
Section 4.2.3 looks at the role of some types of syntactic modifier in creating
textual cohesion. Section 4.2.4 explores how extending the figurative images of
some idioms contributes to cohesion. Section 4.2.5 looks at the phenomenon of
contextual transformations in its relation to cohesion in discourse. Finally, section
4.2.6 addresses how some morphological properties of the idiomatic components
may indicate cohesion in text.

4.2.1 Cohesion through determiners and demonstratives

The definite articles incorporated in some idioms may signal information that is
given in the co-text or can be retrieved from the context. Since retrieving this
information often requires an awareness of longer stretches of the text, some of
the examples below are rather long:

(41) a. istada fi l-ma’-i 1-“akir-i

fish.pST  in DEF-water-GEN DEF-cloudy-GEN
he fished in troubled waters

b. tadrib-u Ishawwa bi-1-ra’1s-i I-stiriyy-i
give.as-IND Al-Shawwa with-DEF-president-GEN  DEF-Syrian-GEN
hafiz al’asad I-mathal-a fi tafwit-i
Hafiz Al-Asad  DEF-example-AcC in  making.escape-GEN
1-fursat-i ‘ala ’isra’ll bi-1-sayd-i fi I-ma’-i
DEF-chance-GEN on Israel to-DEF-fishing-GEN in DEF-water-GEN
1-“akir-i ‘indama dhahaba ’ila ‘amman li-taqdim-i
DEF-cloudy-GEN when  g0.PST.M.3SG to Amman for-giving-GEN
wajib-i l-‘aza’-i li-l-malik-i l-jadid-i
duty-GEN  DEF-consolation-GEN  to-DEF-king-GEN  DEF-new-GEN
wa-l-sha‘b-i 1-’urduniyy-i 1-shaqiqg-i

and-DEF-people-GEN  DEF-Jordanian-GEN DEF-brother-GEN

(Al-Ahram, 1999)

lit. Al-Shawwa gives the Syrian president Hafiz Al-Asad as an example

in making the chance to fish in the cloudy water escape from Isracl when

he went to Amman to give the duty of consolation to the new king and the

brother Jordanian people

Al-Shawwa points to the Syrian president Hafiz Al-Asad, who set an

example in depriving Israel of a chance to fish in troubled waters when he

went to Amman to console the new king and the sister Jordanian nation
(42) a. dassa I-summ-a fi  1-‘asal-i

put.secretly.PST DEF-poison-ACC  in DEF-honey-GEN

he deceptively promoted something bad (e.g. an idea or proposal) by

presenting it in an attractive way
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b. ’inna ‘amaliyyat-i tahrir-i I-mubadalat-i
indeed  activity.F.PL-GEN  freeing-GEN  DEF-exchange.PL-GEN
I-tijariyyat-i fi l-sila‘-i wa-l-khadamat-i
DEF-commercial-GEN in DEF-commodity.PL-GEN and-DEF-service.PL-GEN
tastadim-u bi-l-masalih-i l-igtisadiyyat-i
clash.PRS-IND with-DEF-interest.PL-GEN  DEF-economic-GEN
li-1-duwal-i l-namiyat-i [...] wa-zalla
of-DEF-country.PL-GEN  DEF-developing-GEN  and-remain.PST
1-‘alam-u fi halat-i ghaybubat-i-n ~ wa-ftiqad-i-n
DEF-world-NOM in state-GEN coma-GEN-INDF and-losing-GEN-INDF
li-l-tawazun-i khilala I-tis‘tniyyat-i haythu kana-t
of-DEF-balance-GEN during DEF-ninety.PL-GEN when be.PST-F
’adawat-u I-‘awlamat-i lI-nashitat-i taduss.PRS-u
tool.PL-NOM  DEF-globalization-GEN DEF-active-GEN  secretly.put-IND
l-summ-a fi 1-‘asal-i wa-tugaddim-u
DEF-poinson-AcC in DEF-honey-GEN  and-present.PRS-IND
li-1-‘alam-i stirat-a-n wardiyyat-a-n  li-mustagbal-i
to-DEF-world-GEN  picture-ACC-INDF  10Sy-ACC-INDF  of-future-GEN
1-‘alam-i fl zill-i l-‘awlamat-i (Al-Ahram, 1999)
DEF-world-GEN in shadow-GEN DEF-globalization-GEN
lit. indeed, the activities of freeing trade exchange in products and ser-
vices clash with the economic interests of developing countries [. . .]
And the world remained in a state of unconsciousness and imbalance
during the nineties when the active tools of globalization were secretly
putting the poison in the honey and presenting to the world a rosy picture
of its future in the shadow of globalization
indeed, freeing trade in products and services clashes with the economic
interests of developing countries [...] And the world remained oblivious
and unstable during the nineties when the active tools of globalization were
promoting it in an attractive package and presenting to the world a rosy
picture of its future under globalization

In (41b), al-ma’-u [-‘akir “the cloudy water” refers to some tension in the rela-
tionships between Syria and Jordan that Israel, according to the writer, tried to
gain an advantage from. In (42b), al-summ “the poison” stands for the major
economic risks involved in globalization for developing countries, and al-‘asal
“the honey” maps onto the attractive package in which globalization is presented
or onto some potential benefits that these countries might gain from it.

The idioms in both examples are isomorphic. The nominal groups in this class
of idioms typically bear identifiable parts of the idiomatic meaning, and the enti-
ties for which they stand figuratively can be retrieved from the linguistic or extra-
linguistic context. This explains why the definite articles in these nominal groups
can have a signaling function in context.

On the other hand, this type of form-meaning connection is not present in
non-isomorphic idioms and, as a result, normally no signaling function can be
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identified for the definite articles they contain. Examples (43) to (47) are non-
isomorphic idioms in which the definite articles are not used to signal any given
or shared information in discourse:

(43) tajammada l-dam-u fT ‘urtg-i shakhs
freeze.pST DEF-blood-NOM  in vein.PL-GEN  sb
the blood froze in sb’s veins

(44) ‘’adara l-khadd-a 1-’akhar-a
turn.PST DEF-cheek-AccC DEF-other-AccC
he turned the other cheek

(45) ghusn-u l-zaytiin-i
branch-NOM DEF-0live-GEN
olive branch

(46) marbat-u |-faras-i
place.where.sth.is.tied.up-NoMm DEF-mare-GEN
the central point (e.g. in a problem or an argument)

(47) sabaqa l-1th-a
race.PST DEF-wind-ACC

he ran very fast

However, even in the case of isomorphic idioms, the definite article may not
signal any shared or given information, e.g.:

(48) gimmat-u jabal-i I-jalid-i
summit-NOM mountain-GEN DEF-ice-GEN
the tip of the iceberg

(49) haraba tawahin-a I-hawa’-i
fight.psT mill.pL-AcC DEF-air-GEN

he tilted at windmills

In (48), the nominal group al-jalid “the ice” does not seem to map onto any part
of the idiomatic meaning. Rather, the mapping is between the whole noun phrase
Jjabal-u I-jalid “the iceberg”, lit. the mountain of the ice, and the meaning “a much
bigger problem”. In (49), the nominal group al-hawa’ “the air” does not map onto
any part of the idiomatic meaning. Instead, the mapping is between the whole
noun phrase fawahin-u I-hawa’ “the windmills”, lit. the air-powered mills, and
the meaning part “imaginary enemies”. Therefore, the definite articles in both
al-jalid and al-hawa’ do not perform any signaling function.

In isomorphic idioms, when the reference of the nominal group is already
established in context, demonstratives may be used within the idiom structure to
signal these referents (Fellbaum 1993), e.g.:

(50) a. wasitat-u 1-‘iqd-i
middle.part-NoM DEF-necklace-GEN
the most important/best part of something good
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b. fa-l1-shiira hiya wasitat-u hadha
and.so-DEF-taking.counsel.F F.3SG middle.part-NOM DEM
1-‘iqd-i (Al-Tajdid, 2002)

DEF-necklace-GEN
lit. taking counsel is the middle jewel of this necklace

(51) a. bala‘a I-tu‘m-a

swallow.PST DEF-bait-ACC
he swallowed the bait

b. ’inna  hunaka jihat-i-n [...] yunasib-u-ha ’aw hatta
indeed there party.F.PL-GEN-INDF SUit-IND-F.3PL  or  even
yanfa‘-u-ha ‘an tusawwar-a rusya waka’anna-ha
profit-IND-F.3PL  COMP  depict.PASS.F-SBJV  Russia.F as.if-F.3SG
ma  baraha-t ‘@jizat-a-n wa-muthqalat-a-n
NEG depart.being.pST-F helpless-Acc-INDF and-burdened-ACC-INDF
bi-mashakil-i-ha l-dakhiliyyat-i wa-"ana ’ad‘u
with-problem.PL-GEN-F.38G.POSS DEF-internal-GEN and-1SG urge.PRS.IND
l-qurra’-a I-muhtaram-ina ’ila ’an yakiin-u
DEF-reader.PL-ACC DEF-respectful-PL.ACC to  COMP be.PRS-PL.SBJV
muntabih-Tna wa-1a yabla‘-t hadha

attentive-PL.ACC and-NEG ~ swallow.PRS-PL.SBJV DEM
lI-tu‘m-a (Al-Hayat, 1997)

DEF-bait-ACC

indeed, there are parties that it suits, or even profits, them to portray
Russia as if it is still helpless and burdened with its internal problems.
And I urge the respectful readers to be careful and not to swallow this bait

The referents of the inserted demonstratives are set by the respective contexts. By
analyzing the wider context of (50b), it becomes clear that the writer links iddha
I- ‘igd “this necklace” to an Islamic socio-political system that is founded on salah
“performing prayers”, shiird “consultation”, particularly in running the matters of
the state, and zakah “giving charity”. Among these three elements, the second is
considered to be central. In (51b), hadha I-fu ‘m “this bait” is used to refer to the
attempt to misleadingly portray Russia as a country that is still, i.e. after the
collapse of the former Soviet Union, helpless and burdened with its own domestic
problems.

4.2.2 Cohesion through organizational idioms

The organizational idioms reported in section 4.1.4 create cohesion in discourse
by signaling temporal, spatial, or logical relations between its propositions and
referents. Some examples of these are:

(52) f1 ’a‘qab-i shakhs/shay’
in heel.PL-GEN sb/sth
close behind sb, or immediately after sb/sth
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(53) fi daw’-i shay’
in light-GEN sth
in the light of sth

(54) janb-a-n ’ila janb-i-n
side-ACC-INDF by side-GEN-INDF

side by side (i.e. “together” in the non-physical sense)

4.2.3 Cohesion through modifiers

Different types of lexical item may be used to modify parts of the idiom. One of
the functions that these modifiers can have is to link the idiom to its context (see
e.g. Himmer 2007, on contextual anchoring). The modifiers may fill open slots in
the structure of the idiom, but sometimes they are not required for the syntactic
well-formedness of the expression.

In the following examples, the modifying adjectives and noun phrase contribute
to the cohesion of the text by topicalizing the idiom or linking its parts to the context:

(55) a. baqarat-u-n haltib-u-n
COW.F-NOM-INDF milch-NOM-INDF
milch cow
b. wa-baqarat-u-n daribiyyat-u-n haltb-u-n (Al-Hayat, 1997)

and-cow-NOM-INDF related.to.taxes-NOM-INDF milch-NOM-INDF
lit. and a tax milch cow

(56) a. al-yad-u 1-‘ulya
DEF-hand.F-NOM DEF-upper.F
the upper hand
b. yaqtadi l-ihtifaz-a bi-1-yad-i
require.PRS.M.3SG DEF-keeping-ACC with-DEF-hand.F-GEN
1-’amrikiyyat-i 1-‘ulya ‘ala  bihar-i l-mantiqat-i

DEF-American.F-GEN  DEF-upper.F over sea.PL-GEN DEF-region-GEN
(Al-Hayat, 1997)
it requires keeping the American upper hand over the seas of the region

(57) a. wasitat-u 1-‘iqd-i
middle.part-NoM DEF-necklace-GEN
the most important or best part of something good

b. fi I-kunghris lladh1  yu‘add-u wasitat-a

in  DEF-Congress REL consider.PRS.PASS-IND  middle.part-acc
‘iqd-i I-thawrat-i l-jumhiriyyat-i llatt
necklace-GEN  DEF-revolution-GEN  DEF-republican-GEN REL
saytara-t ‘ala l-wilayat-i
take.control.PST-F on DEF-state.PL-GEN
l-muttahidat-i (Al-Thawra, after 2000)

DEF-united-GEN
lit. in the Congress that is considered the middle jewel of the necklace of
the republican revolution that took control of the United States
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In (55b), the adjective daribiyyah “related to taxes” links the idiom to the topic of
the text. In (56b), the adjective ‘amrikiyyah “American” states the entity in control
and links the idiom to context. In (57b), the noun phrase al-thawrat-u l-jumhiriyyat-u
llatt saytara-t ‘ala [-wilayat-i I-muttahidah “the republican revolution that took
control of the United States” is a genitive modifier that states the discourse entity
for which the noun ‘igd “necklace” stands metaphorically.

The idioms in these cases are isomorphic and can therefore be modified in the
way specified in order to help create cohesion. However, the issue of syntactic
modification in idioms is a very complicated one that is worthy of more in-depth
investigations. Indeed, syntactic modifiers may contribute to cohesion, among
other functions, in different ways and with idioms of different internal semantic
structures (for some recent accounts of the phenomenon in other languages see
Stathi 2007 on German verbal idioms and Minugh 2007 on English idioms).

4.2.4 Cohesion through extending the figurative image

Sometimes, the image underlying the idiom is developed in the co-text by using
lexical items that are not part of its base form and that belong semantically to the
source domain of the metaphor (see Moon 1998). Through using these items, the
speaker or writer creates cohesive ties at the literal level between the idiom and its
co-text.

Extending metaphors can be motivated by a wish to create humor or to be
sarcastic, as in (58b), but this is not always the case, e.g. in (59b) and (60b):

(58) a. ’adara I-khadd-a 1-’akhar-a

turn.PST DEF-cheek-AcC DEF-other-ACC
he turned the other cheek

b. ’idha ’adarna la-hu khadd-a-na 1-’ayman-a
COND  turn.PST 1PL  t0-M.3SG cheek-ACC-1PL.POSS DEF-right-ACC
ba‘da ’an yadrib-a khadd-a-na 1-’aysar-a
after comp hit.PRS.M.3SG-SBJV  cheek-ACC-1PL.POSS  DEF-left-AcC
fa-sawfa yuballit-u-na ‘ala  mu’akhirat-i-na

SO-FUT  bring.down.PRS.M.3SG-IND-1PL on  bottom-GEN-1PL.POSS
(Al-Thawra, after 2000)

lit. if we turn to him our right cheek after he hits our left one, he would
bring us down on our bottoms

(59) a. gimmat-u jabal-i l-jalid-i
top-NOM mountain-GEN DEF-ice-GEN
the tip of the iceberg

b. yumkin-u rasm-u ba‘d-i

be.possible.PRS-IND drawing-Nom some-GEN
tadarTs-i gqimmat-i  jabal-i 1-jaltd-i
topographical.feature.PL-GEN summit-GEN mountain-GEN DEF-ice-GEN
l-tafiyat-i ‘ala l-sath-i (Al-Hayat, 1997)

DEF-floating-GEN on DEF-surface-GEN
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lit. it is possible to draw some of the topographical features of the top of
the ice mountain that is floating on the surface

(60) a. ’ibrat-u-n fi kawmat-i qashsh-i-n

needle-NOM-INDF in stack-GEN hay-GEN-INDF
a needle in a haystack

b. ’inna l-qital-a I-fa‘‘al-a didda 1-’irhab-i
indeed DEF-fighting-AcC DEF-effective-ACC against DEF-terrorism-GEN
laysa l-bahth-a ‘an-i  1-’ibrat-i fi  kawmat-i
NEG  DEF-searching-acc  for  DEF-needle-GEN  in stack-GEN
l-qashsh-i  bal ’izalat-a kawmat-i I-qashsh-i kull-i-ha

DEF-hay-GEN but removing-ACC stack-GEN DEF-hay-GEN all-GEN-F.38G
(Al-Watan, 2002)

lit. indeed, effective fighting against terrorism is not searching for the
needle in the haystack, but it is removing the haystack altogether

In (58b), ‘ayman “right”, yadrib “to hit”, ’aysar “left”, and yuballit-u-na ‘ala
muakhirat-i-na “he brings us down on our bottom” are semantically compatible
with the literal reading of the idiom. In particular, the latter intensifies the sense of
humiliation usually expressed by the idiom and may be a source of humor for
some readers, i.¢. a sort of “black humor”. In (59b), rasm-u ba ‘d-i tadaris “drawing
some topographical features” and al-tafiyat-u ‘ala I-sath “floating on the surface”
relate semantically to the literal reading of the expression. A comment along the
same lines can be made about ‘izalah “removing” in (60b).
Such extensions sometimes intensify the idiomatic meaning, e.g.:

(61) a. shadda l-hizam-a
tighten.pST DEF-belt-acc
he tightened his belt
b. al-muwatin-iin yashudd-ti-na 1-’ahzimat-a
DEF-citizen.PL-NOM tighten.PRS-3PL-IND DEF-belt.F.PL-ACC
‘ala ’akhir-i-ha (Al-Watan, 2002)
to end-GEN-F.3PL.POSS

lit. citizens are tightening their belts to the maximum

In (61b), ‘ala "akhir-i-ha “to their end point” expresses the great extent to which
citizens reduce their expenditure.

Generally, in order for the language user to be able to deploy such extensions,
the motivation of the idiom needs to be clear to them. The effects that these
extensions have may be attributed to the vivid images and implicatures of
the elements added. Conventionalization could reduce the vividness of the
figurative motivation. Extending the figurative images by using non-conventional
elements, on the other hand, brings them back to life and allows the language
user to add to or make changes in the idiomatic meanings. Langlotz (2006) notes
that “[b]y re-constructing the literal scene by means of conspicuous, non-core
vocabulary, its conceptual and emotional entailments can be further exploited
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to trigger a series of additional weakly implicated premises and conclusions”
(p. 210).

4.2.5 Cohesion through contextual transformations

Occasionally, some idiomatic components may be replaced with lexical items that
refer literally or even metaphorically to what these components represent in
discourse. These transformations make the idiom cohesive with its co-text by
showing how the idiomatic parts are interpreted in context.

Generally, finding examples of this phenomenon in Arabicorpus has been a
matter of chance, as it is not possible to predict in advance whether, and in what
way, a certain idiom would be used in this manner, e.g.:

(62) a. daraba ‘usfur-ay-ni bi-hajar-i-n
hit.psT sparrow-DU.ACC-INDF with-stone-GEN-INDF
he killed two birds with one stone
b. sawfa yusib-u ‘usfur-ay-ni bi-qaniin-i-n
FUT hit.a.target-IND  sparrow-DU.ACC-INDF ~ with-law-GEN-INDF
wahid-i-n (Al-Ahram, 1999)

one-GEN-INDF
lit. it will hit two sparrows with one law

c. ya‘ni takrTs-a haqiqat-i-n ’isra’1liyy-at-i-n
mean.PRS.M.3SG establishing-acC  fact-GEN-INDF  Israeli-F-GEN-INDF
jadid-at-i-n "ukhra wa-"izahat-a haqa’ig-a
new-F-GEN-INDF  another and-removing-ACC fact.PL-GEN
filistiniyy-at-i-n bi-hajar-i-n wahid-i-n
Palestinian-F-GEN-INDF with-stone-GEN-INDF ~ one-GEN-INDF

(Al-Hayat, 1997)
lit. it means establishing another new Israeli fact and removing
Palestinian facts with one stone

In (62b) and (62c), contextual transformations have been applied to the object of
the preposition and to the verb and its object, respectively. In another idiom:

(63) a. ’ibrat-u-n il kawmat-i qashsh-i-n
needle-NOM-INDF in stack-GEN hay-GEN-INDF
aneedle in a haystack

b. yarsim-u l-sha‘ir-u khuttit-a-n li-malamih-i
draw.PRS-IND ~ DEF-poet-NOM  line.PL-ACC-INDF  of-feature.PL-GEN
1-gharib-i I-ha’im-i 1-bahith-i ‘an
DEF-stranger-GEN DEF-wanderer-GEN  DEF-searcher-GEN  for
wajh-i-hi fi kawmat-i qashsh-i-n gharibat-i-n
face-GEN-M.3SG.POSS in stack-GEN hay-GEN-INDF strange-GEN-INDF
‘an  rah-i-hi (Al-Hayat, 1996)

to Soul-GEN-M.3SG.POSS
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lit. the poet draws lines of the features of the stranger, the wanderer, the
searcher for his face in a haystack that is strange to his soul

The noun phrase wajh-u-hu “his face”, which stands metaphorically perhaps for
identity, has replaced the idiomatic word ’ibrah “needle”.

The idioms in these examples are isomorphic. The relationships that can be
established between their formal constituents and parts of their significations
account for why such transformations can occur.

4.2.6 Cohesion and the morphology of the idiomatic components

The morphological properties of some idiomatic components may link them to, and
thus make the idiom cohesive with, the context. This phenomenon is best exempli-
fied by the idiom in (62a). The singularity of hajar “stone” and the duality of ‘usfiiran
“two sparrows” connect these components to other elements in the discourse, as it is
normally straightforward to identify the single action and the two goals in context.
Typically, these three elements are stated explicitly in the co-text, e.g.:

(64) yas‘a lyarmik-u ’ila  darb-i ‘usfur-ay-ni
seek.PRS  Alyarmuk-NOM  to  hitting-GEN  sparrow-DU.ACC-INDF
bi-hajar-i-n radd-i ‘tibar-i-hi
with-stone-GEN-INDF regaining-GEN respect-GEN-M.3SG.POSS
wa-’ilhag-i “awwal-i khasarat-i-n bi-Ishabab-i
and-inflicting-GEN  first-GEN defeat-GEN-INDF  on-Alshabab-GEN

(Al-Watan, 2002)
lit. Al-Yarmuk seeks to hit two sparrows with a stone: regaining its respect
and inflicting the first defeat on Al-Shabab

In this example, hajar “stone” stands metaphorically for the Al-Yarmuk team’s
hoped-for victory in the match, while ‘usfitran “two sparrows” maps on the two
goals, i.e. regaining respect and defeating Al-Shabab team for the first time in the
tournament.

In other cases, when the goals set or achieved are more than two, appropriate
quantifiers are used and the goals themselves are referred to in the co-text, e.g.:

(65) intaza‘a [...] l-suwidiyy-tina buttlat-a 1-‘alam-i
snatch.psT DEF-Swedish-PL.NOM championship-AcC DEF-world-GEN
l-sadisat-a ‘asharata li-kurat-i l-yad-i wa-darab-0
DEF-sixth-AcC  ten of-ball-GEN  DEF-hand-GEN  and-hit.PST-3PL
thalathat-a ‘asafir-a bi-hajar-i-n wahid-i-n
three-Acc sparrow.PL-GEN  with-stone-GEN-INDF ~ one-GEN-INDF
fa-qad haqqaq-u l-lagab-a li-rabi‘-i marrat-i-n
for-already win.pST-3PL  DEF-title-acC for-fourth-GEN time-GEN-INDF
fi tarikh-i-him wa-tha’ar-ii min-a

in history-GEN-M.3PL.POSS and-take.revenge.PST-3PL on
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l-rts-i lladhina faz-u ‘alayhim  f1
DEF-Russian.PL-GEN ~ REL achieve.victory.PST-3PL  upon.M.3PL in
niha’iyy-i buttlat-i 1-‘alam-i l-madiyat-i  bi-lyaban
final-GEN  championship-GEN  DEF-world-GEN DEF-last-GEN in-Japan
wa-fi nafs-i l-waqt-i jaddad-u ’ahlam-a-humu

and-at same-GEN DEF-time-GEN renew.PST-3PL dream.PL-ACC-M.3PL.POSS
l-gadimat-a  bi-’an yakiin-0i ’asyad-a 1-‘alam-i
DEF-old-AcC of-COMP be.PRS-3PL.SBJV master.PL-ACC DEF-world-GEN
fi hadhihi I-lu‘bat-i

in DEM DEF-game-GEN

the Swedish snatched the sixteenth handball world championship and killed
three birds with one stone: they won the title for the fourth time in their life,
they took revenge on the Russians who defeated them in the final at the last
world championship in Japan, and, at the same time, they revived their old
dreams of being the masters of the world in this game

In this example, hajar-u-n wahid “one stone” stands metaphorically for the Swedish

victory in the final match at the handball world championship, while thalathat-u

‘asafir “three sparrows” maps on winning the title for the fourth time, taking

revenge on the Russian team, and reviving the dreams of being the best in this game.
Another idiom that can be used as a good example here too is:

(66) bayna nar-ayni
between fire-DU.GEN.INDF
between the devil and the deep blue sea

In its corpus examples, the two difficult choices, referred to metaphorically by
naran “two fires”, are normally stated clearly in the co-text. The isomorphism of
the two examples evidently accounts for the possibility to notice these relation-
ships between their formal characteristics and relevant elements in their contexts.

Once more, both isomorphism and motivation have been useful in explaining
the phenomena related to the role of idioms in creating cohesion. However, unlike
the case with the discursive functions of idioms, isomorphism seems to be a more
powerful explanatory notion in this context. As noted earlier, cohesion is realized
through formal features in text. A cohesive tie links one formal element to another
in a text. Due to its focus on the connections between the formal structure of the
idiom and its semantic structure, isomorphism is generally a better candidate for
accounting for the occurrence of many cohesive ties between the idiomatic
components and other formal elements in context.



S The lexical and grammatical
behavior of Arabic idioms

This chapter addresses the formal properties of idioms as manifested in their
lexical and grammatical behavior. It begins by introducing a basic distinction
between the notions of systematic variation and wordplay, relying on some recent
works in the linguistic literature on idioms.

Since some aspects of the formal behavior of idioms cannot be deemed purely
lexical or purely grammatical, this chapter deals with the relevant phenomena in
the data within three major sections: lexical behavior of idioms, lexicogrammat-
ical behavior, and grammatical behavior. In the first, the point at issue is lexical
variation in idioms. The second section is concerned with two main issues:
changes in lexicogrammatical complexity, and perspective-adaptation.

The third section focuses on various aspects of the grammatical behavior of the
data. It is broken down into three major parts. The first pays attention to the
morphological behavior of idioms as manifested mainly in their potential for
inflection. The second addresses itself to the use of the active and passive
voice. Finally, the third part deals with the syntactic behavior of the data with
regard to their syntactic types and structures, constituent order, embedding, and
predicatization.

In the discussions to follow, I have attempted to link (any in-text changes in)
the formal structures of idioms to their semantic and discursive properties as set
out in Chapters 3 and 4, and, when appropriate, to the semantic, grammatical, and
discursive properties of their texts.

5.1 Systematic variation vs. wordplay

Before going into the details of the various aspects of the lexical and grammatical
behavior of the data, it is important to distinguish between these two types of
formal variation in idioms. This distinction is essential for proposing any general
explanations or drawing up any rules that govern the in-text formal behavior of
idioms. In what follows, I mainly rely on Langlotz (2006) for his detailed account
of the phenomenon.

Systematic formal variation in idioms refers to changes that are limited by the
idiom’s formal and semantic structure. These changes “do not trigger strikingly
unconventional semantic effects” (Langlotz 2006: 223). They mainly aim to
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maximize the semantic integration of the idiom into its context and determine the
specific meaning that it takes on in a particular text.

Therefore, these variations could be explained by general rules that are derived
mainly from the properties of the semantic structure of idioms and from their discur-
sive characteristics. Such rules may help understand why certain types of variation
occur with certain idioms but not with others and enable to appreciate the semantic
and/or discursive effects that might come about as a result of such variations.

Unlike systematic variation, wordplay often triggers semantic effects that are
strikingly different from the conventional idiomatic meaning. It is not limited by
the formal and semantic structure of the idiom and, therefore, is not predictable
and can occur practically with any idiom (Langlotz 2006). In Langlotz’s words:

[w]ith wordplay, the formal and semantic structure of an idiom is exploited as
a resource for stylistic and poetic effects that also communicate the speaker’s
intention to engage in humour, to be conspicuous and trigger additional,
weakly implicated facets of meaning. (p. 201)

He discusses two major types of wordplay in idioms:”

Idiom variation must be regarded as wordplay if a given idiom alternate is
used to trigger a series of weakly-implicated semantic or stylistic effects that
go beyond the systematic contextual integration of the idiomatic meaning
in discourse. This is the case when the idiom is intentionally ambiguated
or changed so that it becomes stylistically marked and inconsistent with its
conventional idiomatic form and meaning. Wordplay can also be effected
without affecting the integrity of the idiomatic meaning through parasitic
claboration. This is the case when a given pun variant cannot activate the
idiomatic meaning independently, but depends on the previous recognition of
the idiom in accordance with its conventional usage. (p. 203)

In relation to the former type, he notes that:

semantic variation through ambiguation is not conventionalised, but an occa-
sional meaning adaptation. [. . .] By the process of ambiguation both levels of
meaning — the idiomatic meaning and a potential literal meaning — have their
own reference in the usage-context. (p. 181)

The following advertising slogan illustrates this type:

(1) Ifyou like wine, have a good nose.
The idiom have a good nose for sth. (“be good at discovering precious and
interesting things”) is ambiguated by activating the literal meaning of have
a good nose. A wine expert, who is good at discovering interesting and
high-quality products, must also depend on their nose.
(Langlotz 2006: 181)
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Langlotz illustrates the notion of parasitic elaboration by the following example,
taken from Glucksberg (2001):

(2) Speaker A: Did the old man kick the bucket last night?

Speaker B: Nah, he barely nudged it.

In the reply, Speaker B plays with the image evoked by the literal meaning of

kick the bucket. Instead of negating the idiomatic meaning (“no, he didn’t

die”), the negation is effected by manipulating the literal scene in terms of an

inferential analogy: kick the bucket: not nudge the bucket = die: not die. This

analogical modification is not prevented by the specific nature of the idiom’s

formal and semantic structure — kick the bucket is a notoriously opaque idiom

— but rather depends on the accessibility of the literal scene in discourse.
(Langlotz 2006: 202)

Having set this distinction, it should be noted that the boundaries between system-
atic variation and wordplay in idioms might sometimes become blurred. This
could occur, for example, when different speakers motivate the same idiom in
different ways, as pointed out in Chapter 3 (and see Langlotz, 2006: 205).

It should be stated here that the focus in this work is on systematic variation,
since this type is explainable by the general and specific semantic and discursive
qualities of the data.

5.2 Lexical variation

Many idioms in the data allow for substituting one or more of their base form
lexis with other literal or non-literal lexical items. In more technical parlance, the
corpus uses of these idioms violate some of the usual paradigmatic constraints on
the selection of their lexical elements. In such variations, the essence of the idio-
matic meaning is preserved. However, the variants might differ with regard
to their degree of formality or the text types they typically occur in. Although
this might be an interesting point to examine in detail, the focus here is on how
idioms vary lexically and how this could be explained mainly by their semantic
properties.

This section is only concerned with simple substitutions of the lexical compo-
nents of idioms. Lexical changes that come about as part of more complex lexico-
grammatical operations or in the course of some in-text reworkings of the figurative
images are discussed in other appropriate sections (see ¢.g. section 5.3.2).

It has become evident from the analysis that some substitutions occur more
often than others do. Therefore, these seem to constitute alternative institutional-
ized variants of their respective idioms. On the other hand, other substitutions
occur only once or twice in the corpus. No decision about institutionalization can
be made on the basis of this low frequency alone. This also reminds of Fellbaum’s
(2007b) remark that lexical variation in idioms “is usually discourse-conditioned
and ad-hoc” (p. 12). In a relevant context, Langlotz (2006) terms the former type
of variants usual variants, contrasting them with occasional variants.
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Although the numbers given in the following sections report both types of
lexical variation, i.c. the usual and occasional, the examples themselves often
represent the cases where the substitutions seem to have developed some degree
of institutionalization in the speech community, as indicated mainly by their
relatively high frequency in the data.

Sections 5.2.1 to 5.2.4 provide instances of lexical variation in the verbal,
nominal, adjectival, and prepositional components of idioms, respectively. For
convenience, these instances are discussed together in section 5.2.5. In the exam-
ples below, some of the alternative lexical items are presented and separated by
forward slashes. In presenting these items, I have usually started with the ones that
occur in the base forms of the idioms as given in Chapter 2.

5.2.1 Verb variation

Seventeen idioms in the data exhibit verb variation: three verb-subject idioms and
fourteen verbal ones. Broadly synonymous variants occur through replacing the
verb with another (synonymous) non-literal verb that may or may not be derived
from the same root, as in examples (3) to (10), or through replacing the verb with
another that conveys literally its share of the idiomatic meaning, as in (11). Also,
in some polysemous idioms, some variations appear to be only possible with one
of the idiomatic meanings but not with the other(s). This applies, for example, to
the use of jaffa “to dry” in (12b), but not in (12a):

(3) shay’, ’akhadha /’amsaka ba‘d-u-Ay, bi-rigab-i
sth; hold.on.pST / hold.PST ~ some.of-NOM-M.3SG.POSS;  to-neck.PL-GEN
ba‘d

some
sth; (e.g. a set of ideas, texts, or problems) interconnected

(4) dassa / wada‘a  l-summ-a fi 1-‘asal-i
put.secretly.PST / put.PST  DEF-poiSONn-ACC in DEF-honey-GEN

he deceptively promoted something bad (e.g. a way of thinking or behaving)
by presenting it in an advantageous or attractive way

(5) haraba / sara‘a tawahin-a I-hawa’-1
fight.psT / wrestle.with.pST ~ mill.PL-ACC DEF-air-GEN
he tilted at windmills

(6) ’adara / ’a‘ta l-khadd-a |-’akhar-a
turn.PST ~ / give.PST DEF-cheek-ACC  DEF-other-AccC
he turned the other cheek

(7) istada / sada fi I-ma’-i 1-“akir-1
fish.psT / fish.pST in DEF-water-GEN DEF-cloudy-GEN
he fished in troubled waters

(8) ’amsaka / masaka l-‘asa min-a l-muntagaf-i
hold.psT / hold.pST DEF-stick from DEF-middle-GEN

he struck a balance
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(9) bala‘a / ibtala‘a I-tu‘m-a
swallow.PST / swallow.PST DEF-bait-AccC
he swallowed the bait
(10) daraba / ’asaba / istada / sada ‘usfur-ayni
hit.psT / hit.a.target.pST / catch.pST / catch.PST sparrow-DU.ACC.INDF
bi-hajar-i-n

with-stone-GEN-INDF
he killed two birds with one stone

(11) dhaga / ‘ana / qasa mararat-a shay’
taste.pST/ suffer-pST / suffer-pST DEF-bitterness-ACC sth
he experienced the suffering of sth

(12) a. tajammada / jamada l-dam-u fl  ‘urdg-i shakhs

freeze.pST / freeze.PST DEF-blood-NOM in  vein.PL-GEN sb
the blood froze in sb’s veins

b. tajammada  / jamada / jaffa l-dam-u
solidify.psT / solidify.pST / dry.pST  DEF-blood-NoMm
fi ‘urtiq-i shay’
in vein.PL-GEN sth

lit. the blood solidified or dried in st/ ’s veins
sth (e.g. an organization or political movement) became inactive

5.2.2 Noun variation

Twelve idioms show noun variation. In a similar way to verb variation, in some
cases, the base-form noun and the substitute are derived from the same root, e.g.
in (13) and (14), in other cases, ¢.g. (15) to (18), they are not:

(13) shay’ marra muriir-a / marr-a I-kiram-i
sth  pass.PST  passing-ACC /passing-ACC  DEF-noble.people-GEN
lit. sth (e.g. an event or anniversary) passed as noble people do
sth passed unnoticed

(14) dhaqa mararat-a / murr-a shay’
taste.PST  bitterness-ACC  / bitterness-ACC sth
he experienced the suffering of sth
(15) qarsat-u / shaddat-u “udhun-i-n
pinch-NOM / pull-NoM ear-GEN-INDF
a light non-physical punishment that serves as a warning of a possible
cruel one
(16) ‘affara jabhat-a-hu / jabin-a-hu

cover.with.dust.psT forehead-Acc-M.35G.POss / forehead-ACC-M.35G.POSS
he humiliated himself
(17) gimmat-u jabal-i 1-jalid-i / 1-thalj-i
top-NOM mountain-GEN DEF-ice-GEN / DEF-ice-GEN
the tip of the iceberg
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(18) marbat-u 1-faras-i / l-khayl-i
place.where.sth.is.tied.up-NOM DEF-mare-GEN  / DEF-horse.PL-GEN
the most important point (e.g. in a problem or argument)

5.2.3 Adjective variation

Five idioms in the data exhibit adjective variation, e.g.:

(19) yanfukh-u fi qirbat-i-n magqti‘at-i-n /
blow-IND into  bagpipe-GEN-INDF  Cut.PPTCP-GEN-INDF  /
makhriimat-i-n
make.a.hole.PPTCP-GEN-INDF
he is trying in vain to convince other people to take certain actions to
improve a situation

(20) ba‘id-u / ‘amiqg-u l-ghawr-i
far-NOM / deep-NOoM DEF-bottom-GEN
lit. far-bottomed or deep-bottomed
e.g. (of a feeling) deeply felt or (of a change) profound

(21) nazif-u / tahir-u l-yad-i
clean-NOM / pure-NOM DEF-hand-GEN
lit. clean-handed/pure-handed
acting ethically

5.2.4 Preposition variation

Ten idioms illustrate preposition variation, e.g.:

(22) istada fi / bi- l-ma’-i 1-“akir-i
fish.psT in / in- DEF-water-GEN DEF-cloudy-GEN
he fished in troubled waters

(23) ghariqa hatta / li- "uthunay-#i T shay’
sink.PST up.to / to- ear.DU-M.3SG.POSS in sth
he became deeply involved in sth

(24) shakhs marra murir-a 1-kiram-i ‘ala / bi- shay’
sb pass.PST passing-ACC DEF-noble.people-GEN by / by sth
sb overlooked sth (generously), or sb treated sth with disdain

(25) fi / ‘ala daw’-i shay’
in / on light-GEN sth
in the light of sth

(26) janb-a-n ’ila / li- janb-i-n
side-ACC-INDF by / by side-GEN-INDF
side by side

(27) shakhs/shay’, ‘ala / ‘an  bakrat-i ’ab-1-Ai;
sb/sth, on / about young.camel.F-GEN father-GEN-M.3SG.POSS

all sb/sth; (e.g. a group of people or things)
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5.2.5 Discussion of lexical variation

The transparency of the underlying motivation of the idioms and of their internal
semantic make-up may account for most of the lexical substitutions reported
above. In her analysis of the phenomenon within the Head-Driven Phrase Struc-
ture Grammar framework, Richemann (2001) notes that:

[i]n the case of idioms based on active metaphors it is [...] desirable to
express the more general metaphors, in order to be able to deal with produc-
tive substitutions of words in these idioms. For example if the more general
metaphor underlying the idiom break the mold is expressed as a higher-level
constraint, then productive uses like shatter the mold, crack the mold, and
break out of the mold can be understood based on the same metaphor.

(pp. 37-38, and see Gibbs 1994: 283 1Y)

While replacing the idiomatic word with another non-literal lexical item can be
sufficiently explained by the transparency of the motivation of the idiom, e.g. in
(16) and (19), replacing it with a lexical item that literally conveys part of the
idiomatic signification normally entails that the idiom is isomorphic and that the
idiomatic word in question bears a discernible share of its meaning, as in (11).

As noted in section 5.2.1, the verb jaffa “to dry” is used with the idiom in (12)
in only one of its two meanings, i.e. in (12b) but not in (12a). The two meanings
appear to be based on two different processes of semantic extension. As discussed
in Chapter 3, the idiomatic reading “to be frightened” in (12a) is mainly based on
a metonymic connection that manifests in an (assumed) drop in the temperature of
the blood when people feel afraid. On the other hand, the meaning of “inactivity”
in (12b), e.g. of an organization or a treaty, stems from a perceived similarity
between an inactive organization, political party, etc. and a dead body that shows
no blood circulation. Given this analysis, the literal meaning of jaffa can only be
relevant to the figuration underlying the latter meaning, which could explain why
it has occurred only with the idiom when used in this meaning.

On the other hand, as Fellbaum (2007b) points out, “lexical selection is even
stronger in expressions that are not semantically transparent” (p. 9). However, in
(18), noun variation occurs in an idiom that is not motivated for many native
speakers. The variant with the substitute has a literal meaning which is very
similar to that of the base form. This variation could be explained by the fact that
the idiom is literally compositional.

Finally, in (27), the variant that is almost always cited in Arabic dictionaries is
the one headed by ‘a/a “on”. This is by far the less frequent variant of the idiom
in the corpus. Evidently, the meaning of ‘ala is relevant to the original context of
the literal reading of the expression (see section 3.2.6). Both variants are literally
non-compositional mainly due to the presence of bakrah, however (see section
3.2). It seems that this absence of any knowledge of the literal meaning of the
expression and the lack of any obvious relationship between the meaning of ‘ald
and the idiomatic meaning have allowed for the variation in the preposition to
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occur. The phonological similarities between the two prepositions could partially
account for the use of ‘an “about” rather than any other preposition in this posi-
tion. Having said that, some diachronic investigations are needed so as to find the
answer to how and why this replacement came about in the first place.

5.3 Lexicogrammatical behavior of idioms

5.3.1 Changes in the lexicogrammatical complexity

Five idioms in the data have two formal variants that differ mainly with respect to
their lexicogrammatical complexity. For instance, in (28), the prepositional phrase
bi-yad-i-hi “‘with his own hand” is sometimes dropped. In (29), the noun ’ab
“father” is sometimes dropped, and, as a result, the possessive pronoun that the
context provides becomes a dependent of the object of the preposition, i.e. bakrah
“young female camel”. The fuller version of this idiom occurs 76 times in Arabi-
corpus, while the shorter version occurs only twice, showing the same range of
preposition variation that the fuller version has:

(28) a. hafara qabr-a shay’ bi-yad-i-hi
dig.pST  grave-AccC sth with-hand-GEN-M.38G.POSS
he put an end to sth
b. ’dha kana-t-i  l-shuyt‘iyyat-u l-rEisiyyat-u qad
if be.PST-F  DEF-communiSm-NOM DEF-Russian-NOM  already
hafara-t  qabr-a-ha bi-yad-i-ha (Al-Ahram, 1999)

dig.PST-F grave-ACC-F.35G.POSS with-hand-GEN-F.3SG.POSS
if the Russian communism had already dug its grave with its own hand

c. hadhdhara-t tahran-u min ’anna qadat-a I-jaysh-i
warn.PST-F ~ Tehran-NoM of  comMP  leader.PL-ACC DEF-army-GEN
I-turkiyy-i yahfur-ii-na qubtr-a-hum  (Al-Hayat, 1997)

DEF-Turkish-GEN dig.PRS-M.3PL-IND grave.PL-ACC-M.3PL.POSS
Tehran warned that the leaders of the Turkish army are digging their

own graves
(29) a. shakhs/shay’, ‘ala /‘an  bakrat-i "ab-1-hi;
sb/sth, on /about young.camel.F-GEN father-GEN-M.3SG.POSS;

sb; (e.g. a group of people) all together or all s#; (also can be used adverbi-
ally with some adjectives, participles, and verbs to mean completely or fully)

b. yakhruj-u l-muwatin-tina ‘an bakrat-i
£0.0ut.PRS-IND  DEF-citizen-PL.NOM  about young.camel.F-GEN
’ab-1-him (Al-Ahram, 1999)

father-GEN-M.3PL.POSS
lit. the citizens go out about their father’s young female camel
the citizens go out all together
c. ’ahzimat-u  talaqat-i l-banadig-i [. . .] mahshuwwat-a-n
belt.pL-NOM bullet.PL-GEN DEEF-rifle.PL-GEN stuffed-ACC-INDF
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‘ala bakarat-i-ha (Al-Hayat, 1996)
on young.camel.F-GEN-F.3SG.POSS
lit. the belts of the rifle bullets are stuffed on their young female camel
the belts of the rifle bullets are completely stuffed

Retaining the prepositional phrase in (28b) emphasizes the meaning of self-
destruction, since the subject and the possessive that fills the structural slot after
the object are co-referential. However, the prepositional phrase could be dropped
even if these two elements are co-referential, as in (28c¢).

In the literal meaning of (28a), the prepositional phrase does not normally add
much semantic content. That is, since people usually use their hands to dig or to
handle the digging tools, the meaning of the prepositional phrase would normally
be inferred even if it is not referred to explicitly. Thus, this phrase is mainly used
so as to emphasize the involvement of the particular agent, especially since the
context often supplies a possessive that is co-referential with the subject. This
may account for why the shortened version does not express the same degree of
emphasis found in the fuller one. The clarity of the underlying motivation and the
isomorphism of the idiom may account for why the prepositional phrase can be
dropped and why dropping it has the particular effect it has.

It is worth mentioning that yahfur-i-na qubir-a-hum “they are digging their own
graves” in (28c¢) is incorporated within a pair of double angle brackets in its original
text. This could be explained by one or both of the following. First, these brackets
might have been used to mark a quotation, i.e. to indicate that the expression is a
literal translation of its source. Second, the context shows that the possibility of a
war was not remote, so the brackets may indicate that the expression does not only
refer to putting an end to the careers or power of the leaders of the army, but also to
their lives, i.e. this use of the brackets might be taken as a way of making the literal
meaning of the idiom relevant to the context. However, it should be noted that
neither of these seems to be a standard use of this punctuation mark in MSA.

In (29), dropping the second noun in the construct phrase, i.e. ’ab “father”, does
not appear to bring about any semantic or discursive changes in the idiom.
The opaqueness of the expression and its very general meaning may account
for this.

The other three idioms that show variation in their lexicogrammatical
complexity are:

(30) shay’ marra murir-a I-kiram-i bi-shakhs
sth pass.PST passing-ACC DEF-noble.people-GEN  by-sb
sth (e.g. an event) passed unnoticed by sb
(31) qalaba zahr-a l-mijann-i li-shakhs/shay’
turn.around.PST back-aAcc DEF-shield-GEN to-sb/sth
he became hostile to sh/sth after he was a friend or supporter of them/it
(32) min wara’-i zahr-i shakhs
from behind-GEN back-GEN sb

behind sb’s back
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In (30), the prepositional phrase headed by bi- “by”, or sometimes ‘ala “by”, can
be dropped. The pattern of complementation associated with marra “to pass”
consists of a subject and an optional prepositional phrase that is headed by bi- or
‘ala. This may account for why this phrase can be left unmentioned.

Functionally, dropping this phrase may be useful when the writer does not want
to specify the person or group of people that did not notice the event in question.
This may occur simply because specifying these people may not be important in
context. Also, since the idiom could express a negative evaluation of that person
or group of people, the writer might drop the prepositional phrase to conceal their
identity.

In (31), the prepositional phrase headed by /i- “to”” has been dropped sometimes
in the examples of this idiom in Arabicorpus. Again, the optionality of this phrase
in the complementation pattern of the head verb could account for this. Finally, in
(32), min “from” is sometimes dropped from the structure of the idiom. In MSA
in general, wara’ “behind” can be used with or without min (see Badawi et al.
2004: 218fY).

5.3.2 Perspective-adaptation

In some cases, an idiom may have two or more variants that differ in terms of, for
instance, transitivity and intransitivity, causativity, and reflexivity (see Stathi
2007: 107). Langlotz (2006) notes that “a number of verbal idioms vary their
lexical or syntactic structure systematically to focus on the scene or action
described by the literal meaning from an alternative perspective” (p. 182). He
illustrates this by the English expressions the curtain comes down on sth and to
bring the curtain down on sth, where the former is used inchoatively and the latter
causatively.

Many of such variations are discussed under the label systematic variation in
Moon (1998), since they are predictable in many cases in her data. As she puts it,
these variations “may be predicted to occur in text, although this does not neces-
sarily mean that they do occur” (p. 90). Her term has not been adopted here,
because it is used for a different concept that is introduced in the beginning of this
chapter.

Six cases of perspective-adaptation have been identified in the data. All these
involve the use of a causative verb in one variant, as in the first of each pair of
examples below, and a verb that is reflexive or expresses a spontancous develop-
ment (see Ryding 2005: 6691ff) in the other, as in the second of each pair of
examples below:

(33) a. shay’ qabada sadr-a shakhs
sth contract.CAUS.PST chest-acc sb
lit. sth made sb’s chest contract
sth (e.g. some news) made sb feel depressed
b. ingabada sadr-u shakhs
contract.REFL.PST chest-NOM sb
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lit. sb s chest contracted

sb felt depressed
(34) a. kasara shawkat-a shakhs/shay’
break.cAUS.PST thorn-Acc sb/sth

lit. he broke sb/st’s thorn
he deprived sb/sth of their/its power
b. inkasara-t shawkat-u shakhs/shay’
break.REFL.PST-F thorn-Acc sb/sth
lit. sb/sth’s thorn got broken
the power of sb/sth was lost

(35) a. rafa‘a rayat-a shay’
raise.PST flag-acc sth
lit. he raised the flag of sth
he made sth triumphant
b. irtafa‘a-t rayat-u shay’
£0.Up.PST-F flag-NoM sth
lit. the flag of sth went up
sth became triumphant
(36) a. jammada l-dam-a fi  ‘uriig-i shakhs
freeze.CAUS.PST ~ DEF-blood-AccC in  vein.PL-GEN sb
he froze the blood in sb’s veins
b. tajammada l-dam-u fi ‘urtig-i shakhs
freeze.PST DEF-blood-NOM  in vein.PL-GEN sb
the blood froze in sb’s veins
(37) a. ’adara raha shay’
Spin.CAUS.PST quern.F sth
lit. he made the quern of sth spin
he made sth (e.g. a war or elections) take place in a violent way
b. dara-t raha shay’
Spin.PST-F quern.F sth
lit. the quern of st spun
sth (e.g. a war or elections) took place in a violent way
(38) a. ’adhaqa-hu mararat-a shay’

taste.CAUS.PST-M.3SG bitterness-AcCC sth
lit. he made him taste the bitterness of sth
he made him suffer greatly from st/

b. dhaqa mararat-a shay’
taste.PST bitterness-AccC sth
lit. he tasted the bitterness of stk
he experienced the suffering of st/

All of these uses may be accounted for by the clarity of the motivation of the
idioms. In addition, the meaning of causation could sometimes be expressed
phrasally, rather than derivationally as above, through the use of causative verbs
such as ja ‘ala “to make”. Since this use brings about changes in the syntactic
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structure of the idiom by redistributing its components over two clauses — a matrix
clause and a subordinate one — its examples have been discussed under Embed-
ding in section 5.4.3.3.

5.4 The grammatical behavior of idioms

Free lexical combinations are restricted in their morphological and syntactic
behavior mainly by the general grammatical rules of the language. Idioms, on the
other hand, could have, in addition to these rules or even sometimes in disagree-
ment with them, other restrictions that stem from their semantic, lexical, discur-
sive, and/or etymological properties.

In this context, Gross’ (1993) concept of local grammars, i.e. grammatical rules
that apply only to a specific expression or group of expressions, is of special rele-
vance. In fact, developing such grammars has been the focus of some previous
work, in particular within the domain of natural language processing (see e.g. Breidt
et al. 1996). The grammatical behavior of idioms is of particular relevance also to
construction grammar. As Croft and Cruse (2004) note, “[i]t is not an exaggeration
to say that construction grammar grew out of a concern to find a place for idiomatic
expressions in the speaker’s knowledge of a grammar of their language” (p. 225).

This section is concerned with investigating the grammatical behavior of Arabic
idioms. However, in some cases, it gives attention to the properties of the contexts
of these idioms when this is needed for a fuller understanding of the grammatical
behavior of the data themselves.

5.4.1 Inflectability of idioms

5.4.1.1 Inflectability of verbs

The verbs in verb-subject idioms inflect fully for tense and follow the general
rules of the language concerning their agreement with their subjects. Some corpus
examples of these include:

(39) a. ’afala najm-u shakhs/shay’
set.PST star-NOM sblsth
the glory or fame of sb/sth ended
b. fa-’inna najm-a-hu sa-ya’ful-u
and.so-indeed  star-ACC-M.38G.POSS FUT-set-IND

ka-faylastif-i-n (Al-Hayat, 1997)
as-philosopher-GEN-INDF
lit. and so his star as a philosopher will set

(40) a. ingabada sadr-u shakhs
contract.pST chest-NOM sb
sb felt depressed
b. wa-tanqabid-u sudir-u-hum ’iza’a kull-1

and-contract.PRS-IND  chest.PL-NOM-M.3PL.POSS in.the.face.of every-GEN
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@Al a.

’intaj-i-n mutamayyiz-i-n yasdur-u
production-GEN-INDF distinguished-GEN-INDF issue.PRS-IND
min-hu (Al-Hayat, 1996)

from-M.3SG

lit. and their chests contract in the face of every distinguished product
that he issues
shay’; ’akhadha  ba‘d-u-hu; bi-rigab-i ba‘d

sth, hold.pST  some-NOM-M.3SG.POSS at-necks-GEN  some
sth; (e.g. a set of events, ideas, or texts) interconnected

. hadhihi 1-’ahdath-u ya’khudh-u ba‘d-u-ha
DEM DEF-event.PL-NOM  hold.PRS-IND Some-NOM-F.3PL.POSS
bi-rigab-i ba‘d (Al-Hayat, 1997)
at-neck.PL-GEN some

these events are interconnected

Typically, the verbs in verbal idioms show a full inflection range for gender,

number,

and tense. The ability of verbal idioms to inflect is frequently noted in the

linguistic literature on the subject (see e.g. Moon, 1998: 94):

42) a.

(43) a.

(44) a.

(45) a.

dhaqa mararat-a shay’
taste.PST bitterness-ACC sth
he experienced the suffering of sth
. yadhtg-u mararat-a l-hirman-i  (Al-Hayat, 1997)

taste.PRS.M-3PL.SBJV  bitterness-ACC DEF-deprivation-GEN
lit. they taste the bitterness of deprivation

’amsaka 1-‘asa min-a I-muntasaf-i
hold.psT DEF-stick from DEF-middle-GEN
he struck a balance
. wa-’amsaka-t ’amrika 1-‘asa min-a l-nisf-i  (Al-Ahram, 1999)

and-hold.PST-F America DEF-stick from DEF-middle-GEN
lit. and America held the stick at its middle point

sabaqa l-rth-a
race.PST DEF-wind-ACC
he ran very fast
. ha’ula’i  yusabig-li-na l-rth-a (Al-Thawra, after 2000)

DEM.PL  race.PRS-M.3PL-IND DEF-wind-ACC
lit. these are racing the wind

shay’;,  fataha I-nar-a ‘ala shakhs/shay’,
sth, open.pST DEF-fire-ACC at sbisth;
sth; caused sb/sth; to be criticized

. yudhkar-u ’anna  |-fadihat-a fataha-t-i  l-nar-a

mention.PRS.PASS-IND COMP DEF-scandal-ACC open.PST-F DEF-fire-ACC
‘ala na’ib-i l-ra’Ts-i I-’amrikiyy-i  (Al-Ahram, 1999)
at  vice-GEN DEF-president-GEN DEF-American-GEN
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lit. it is worth mentioning that the scandal opened fire at the American
vice-president

(46) a. bala‘a I-tu‘m-a
swallow.PST DEF-bait-ACC
he swallowed the bait
b. alqahirat-u  wa-dimashg-u lam tabtali‘-a
Cairo-NOM  and-Damascus-NOM NEG.PST swallow.F-DU.JUSS
l-tu‘m-a (Al-Ahram, 1999)

DEF-bait-ACC
Cairo and Damascus did not swallow the bait

However, in the following two idioms, the verbs inflect fully for gender, person,
and number, but they only occur in the present tense form in Arabicorpus and the
LDC Arabic corpus:

(47) a. yahruth-u fi 1-bahr-i
plow.PRS-IND in DEF-sea-GEN
he is plowing the sand
b. jinayat-u-hu ’anna-hu kana yahruth-u
Crime-NOM-M.3SG.POSS  COMP-M.3SG ~ be.PST.M.3SG  plow.PRS.M.3SG-IND
fi 1-bahr-i (Al-Ahram, 1999)
in DEF-sea-GEN
lit. his crime is that he was plowing in the sea
(48) a. yanfukh-u fi qirbat-i-n magqtt‘at-i-n
blow.PRS-IND in bagpipe-GEN-INDF cut.PPTCP-GEN-INDF

he is trying in vain to convince other people to take certain actions to
improve a situation

b. nahnu na‘lam-u ’anna-na nanfukh-u fi
1PL know.PRS.IPL-IND  COMP-1PL blow.PRS.1PL-IND in
qirbat-i-n maqti‘at-i-n (Al-Thawra, after 2000)
bagpipe-GEN-INDF Cut.PPTCP-GEN-INDF

lit. we know that we are blowing into a cut-off bagpipe

The idiomatic meanings can, however, be situated in the past by using the verbs
in their present tense forms after the past tense marker kana “was” or one of its
inflectional forms, as in (47b). This structure communicates “the idea of continued
or habitual action in the past” (Ryding 2005: 448).

The Arabic past tense form indicates that the action is completed. The actions
expressed in the literal readings of both idioms cannot be completed, that is, the
sea cannot be plowed and a bagpipe with a hole in it cannot be inflated to produce
music. Indeed, these actions, if commenced, could continue forever without
achieving their intended results. Therefore, it could be proposed that using these
verbs in the past tense form would be contradictory to the idiomatic meanings,
since such use could suggest that the impossible goals were achieved. Thus, this
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restriction on inflection could be explained by both the grammatical meaning of
the past tense form in Arabic and the way in which the figurative images are
employed to convey the conventionalized idiomatic meanings.

In other words, using these verbs in the past tense form would violate one of the
cognitive constraints on idiom variation, i.e. compatibility. This “is the most
important constraint for the creation of systematic variants [and it] points to the
requirement that any formal modifications of the literal scene must be in accord-
ance with the idiomatic meaning” (Langlotz 2006: 221).

Another relevant phenomenon in this context is that the verbs in (49a) and (50a)
typically occur in the present tense form. This is what their examples in Arab-
icopus and the LDC Arabic corpus suggest:

(49) a. lam yusaddiq ‘ayn-ay-hi
NEG.PST believe.M.3SG.JUSS eye-DU.ACC-M.3SG.POSS
he did not believe his eyes
b. lam yusaddiq ‘ayn-ay-hi ‘indama
NEG.PST  believe.M.3SG.JUSS eye-DU.ACC-M.3SG.POSS  when
shahada dhalika 1-makhliig-a (Al-Thawra, after 2000)
See.PST.M.3SG DEM DEF-creature-ACC
he did not believe his eyes when he saw that creature
(50) a. la taqiim-u li-shakhs/shay’  qa’imat-u-n
NEG  stand.up-IND  for-sb/sth pillar-NOM-INDF
sb/sth is completely ruined (e.g. socially or professionally)
b. lam taqum li-I’ansar-i ba‘da-ha
NEG.PST stand.up.Juss for-Al’ansar-GEN after-F.3sG

gqa2’imat-u-n  (from the non-fiction section in Arabicorpus)
pillar-NOM-INDF
after that, the [Medinan] followers [of Prophet Mohammed] were ruined

As their examples in the corpora exhibit, these idioms normally occur in negative
polarity contexts. When the context requires their meanings to be situated in the
past, as in the examples provided above, the verbs may be used in the present
tense form preceded by /am. This is a negative which can only be used with the
present tense form of the verb to communicate negation and convey a meaning of
past tense (see e.g. Ryding 2005 and Badawi ef al. 2004).

The other possible way to convey past-time negation in Arabic is by using the
negative ma followed by the verb in its past tense form. As Holes (2004: 323)
points out:

[t]he original difference between these forms in CLA [...] lay not so much in
their temporal or aspectual reference as in the degree of personal participation
and “affect” in the action or state expressed by the negativized verb: the ma:
[i.e. ma] construction was typically used for direct (especially first person) speech
and the /am construction was more common in the description of third person
action.
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Elsewhere, Holes also describes the difference between the two constructions in
CLA and comments on its status in MSA. He notes that the ma construction was
used to negate completed actions:

This was particularly likely in first person direct speech where the speaker
was certain of the truth of what he was saying [...], whereas there was a
tendency for reports of third-party action, where the speaker might be less
certain or less committed to the truth of the proposition, to be expressed by
[the] lam [. .. construction]. Neither of these semantic-affective distinctions
in the use of negative particles is any longer observed to the same extent or in
the same way in contemporary MSA.

(Holes 2004: 239-240)

Ryding (2005) describes the use of ma construction as “rare in written Arabic,
although it is widely used in spoken Arabic vernaculars” (p. 647). Holes (2004:
323-324) notes that this structure is widely employed in the spoken dialects and
also occurs in literary writings:

[I]n the nonliterary written usage of journalism and other expository text, the
lam construction has come to predominate overwhelmingly in all contexts
where a past-time negative is required. The use of ma: construction has come
to be associated either with a consciously “literary” style or with dialectal
usage; on both accounts it is avoided in nonliterary MSA writing.

To him, this avoidance is an example of a general tendency to consciously distance
“written Arabic from anything that smacks of dialect” (p. 324).

I have searched the Modern Literature and Non-fiction sections in Arabicorpus
(see section 2.4.1.1) but have not found any examples of these two idioms used in
the ma construction. However, I have found examples of them used with ma in
some other texts that show features of spoken Arabic. The avoidance of this
construction in (general) written Arabic may therefore explain why these negative
polarity idioms are usually used in the present tense form in the data.

It should be noted, however, that the verb in (50a) has been used in the past tense
form in two cases: first, when there is a grammatical necessity for the use of ma, e.g.
when the idiom is used as the apodosis of a conditional sentence, as in example
(102) below. Second, this verb has been used in the past tense form in some contexts
where the meaning of negation is not expressed by an overt negative. For instance,
depending on context, some rhetorical questions can express denial or give rise to,
at least, very strong doubts about the possibility of the action conveyed by the verb.
Tovena (1996) notes that “[t]he notion of negative contexts covers more than envi-
ronments containing overt negation or negative quantifiers. Elements that induce a
negative context are potential licensers for negative polarity sensitive items” (p. ii).

As far as the inflection of verbal idioms for person is concerned, some of these,
e.g. (51) to (53), are more likely to occur in the first person than others, e.g. (54)
to (560), are:
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(52)

(53)

(54

(55

(56)
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a.

®

daraba ‘usfur-ayni bi-hajar-i-n
hit.pST Sparrow-DU.ACC.INDF with-stone-GEN-INDF
he killed two birds with one stone

. wa-bi-hadha nadrib-u ‘usfur-ayni

and-by-DEM hit.PRS.IPL-IND  sparrow-DU.ACC.INDF
bi-hajar-i-n wahid-i-n (Al-Watan, 2002)
with-stone-GEN-INDF one-GEN-INDF

lit. and by this we hit two sparrows with one stone

rafa‘a rayat-a shay’
raise.pST flag-acc sth
he supported sth

. Carfa‘-u rayat-a 1-taghyr-i
raise.PRS.1SG-IND flag-acc DEF-change-GEN
l-jizriyy-i (Al-Ahram, 1999)

DEF-radical-GEN

lit. I raise the flag of radical change

ghariqa hatta ~ ’uthun-ay-Ai fi shay’
sink.PST  up.to  ear-DU.GEN-M.3SG.POSS in sth
lit. he sank up to his ears in sth

he became deeply involved in sth

. gharig-tu fi qadiyyat-i 1-sharg-i 1-’awsat-i
sink.PST-1SG  in problem-GEN  DEF-East-GEN  DEF-middle-GEN
hatta "uthun-ay-y (Al-Ahram, 1999)
up.to ear-DU.GEN-1SG.POSS
lit. I sank in the problem of the Middle East up to my [two] ears
dassa 1-summ-a fi 1-‘asal-i
put.secretly.PST ~ DEF-poison-ACC in DEF-honey-GEN

he deceptively promoted something bad (e.g. a way of thinking) by
presenting it in an advantageous or attractive way

“argha wa-’azbada

foam.pST and-froth.pST

he fumed with rage

istada fi 1-ma’-i 1-“akir-i

fish.psT in DEF-water-GEN  DEF-cloudy-GEN

he fished in troubled waters

The fact that examples (54) to (56), and the like in the data, typically express negative
evaluations of their subjects may account for why they do not usually occur in the first
person. Using them in this way would suggest self-abasement or attribute a socially
unacceptable quality to the speaker or writer (see Strassler 1982). For this reason, the
use of these examples in the first person would be expected only in contexts where
the speaker or writer is not concerned about self-abasement or loss of face.

Even when such idioms do occur in the first person, they are usually negated,
as in (57b), or deprived of their negative evaluative content through appropriate
management of the context, as in (58b) where the typically negatively evaluative
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idiom is used approvingly. However, in this particular example, the context
does not completely rule out the literal interpretation of this metaphtonimic
idiom:

(57) a. ’adara 1-khadd-a 1-’akhar-a
turn.PST DEF-cheek-AcCC DEF-other-Acc
he turned the other cheek

b. sawfa la nudir-u khadd-a-na l-’ayman-a

FUT  NEG turn.PRS.1PL-IND cheek-ACC-1PL.POSS DEF-right-ACC
li-man yadrib-u-na ‘ala khadd-i-na
to-REL hit.PRS.M.3SG-IND-1PL on cheek-GEN-1PL.POSS
1-’aysar-i (Al-Hayat, 1996)

DEF-left-GEN
lit. we will not turn our right cheek to that who hits us on our left cheek

(58) a. saraha wa-mariha
move.freely.PST and-enjoy.oneself.pST
he did as he liked

b. kana ‘alam-u 1-tuftlat-i bi-1-nisbat-i

be.psT  world-NOM DEF-childhood-GEN  with-DEF-relation-GEN
’tlayy firdaws-a-n ‘ishtu khilala-hu mutaharrir-a-n
t0.1SG paradise-ACC-INDF  live.PST.1SG ~ during-M.3sG ~ free-ACC-INDF
min-a 1-humtm-i ’asrah-u
of DEF-WOITY.PL-GEN move.freely.PRS.1SG-IND
wa-’amrah-u kama sha’a li
and-enjoy.oneself.PRS.1SG-IND as want.PST for.1sG
llah-u (Al-Hayat, 1996)
Allah-NOoM

lit. to me, the world of childhood was a paradise, during which I lived
free of worries, moving freely and enjoying myself, as Allah intended
for me

As far as the inflection for the second person is concerned, idioms that convey
negative evaluations of their subjects may only be “used of someone considered
less powerful and therefore open to loss of face” (Moon 1998: 261). The verbal
idioms in my data do not typically occur in the second person. An additional
explanation for this is that Arabicorpus consists mainly of written texts. The use
of the second person form is more typical of spoken language, as in this medium
the interlocutors usually share the same space and time.

The foregoing analysis shows that some of the morphosyntactic rules regarding
the use of idioms are not “hard” ones, i.e. they do not sanction one route and
rule out any other possible routes. Rather, they are “soft” rules that can be
expressed quantitatively (Fellbaum 2007). It shows as well that it is essential
sometimes for formulating these rules to consider the properties of the situational
context in which idioms are put to use, the medium of interaction, and/or the
text type.
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5.4.1.2 Inflectability of nouns and adjectives

The restrictions on inflectability are most noticeable in the nominal and adjectival
components of idioms. In many cases, the nominal and adjectival elements in the
data show no inflectability in their occurrences in Arabicorpus. Examples of these
include the nouns and adjectives in:

(39

(60)

(61)

(62)

(63)

(64)

(65)

(66)

(67)

(68)

qalaba zahr-a I-mijann-i li-shakhs/shay’
turn.around.PST back-Acc DEF-shield-GEN to-sb/sth

he became hostile to sb/sth after he was a friend or supporter of them/it
shakhs/shay’ bi-rummat-i-Ai;

sblsth; with-worn.out.piece.of.rope-GEN-M.3SG.POSS;

all sb; (e.g. a group of people) or the whole sth;

shakhs/shay’ ‘ala  bakr-at-i *ab-1-Ai,
shakhs/shay’ on young.camel-F-GEN father-GEN-M.3SG.POSS;
all sb/sth; (e.g. a group of people or things)

nar-u-n ‘ala ‘alam-i-n

fire-NOM-INDF on mountain-GEN-INDF

very well-known entity

bala‘a I-tu‘m-a

swallow.PST DEF-bait-ACC

he swallowed the bait

’amsaka 1-‘asa min-a 1-muntasaf-i

hold.psT DEF-stick at DEF-middle-GEN

he struck a balance

yanfukh-u fi qirbat-i-n magqti‘at-i-n
blow-IND into bagpipe-GEN-INDF cut.PPTCP-GEN-INDF

he is trying in vain to convince other people to take certain actions to
improve a situation

’ibrat-u-n fi kawmat-i qashsh-i-n
needle-NOM-INDF in stack-GEN hay-GEN-INDF
aneedle in a haystack

qimmat-u jabal-i I-jalid-i

top-NOM mountain-GEN DEF-iCe-GEN

the tip of the iceberg

la taqiim-u li-shakhs/shay’ ga’imat-u-n

NEG stand.up.PRS.F-IND for-sb/sth pillar.F-NOM-INDF

sb/sth is socially or professionally ruined

Several factors that act individually or in different combinations could explain
these restrictions. These are the nature of the figurative image on which the
idiom is based, the semantics of the idiom, the transparency of the motivation
of the idiom, and the logic of the grammatical environments in which the idiom
occurs.

For example, the properties of the figurative image may explain the restrictions
on the inflectability of the nominal component in the idiom in (65). That is, one
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would normally blow into one bagpipe (or skin) at a time, this might account for
why girbah only occurs in the singular form.

Both the idiomatic meaning and the properties of the figurative image may
explain why gimmah “top” in (67) only occurs in the singular form. The idiom
refers to a small part of a much larger problem or phenomenon. The singularity of
the head noun thus may be more suitable for the meaning “small” in the idiomatic
signification. In addition, a mountain or an iceberg has (or is perceived to have)
only one summit or tip, which could constitute a further account for the restriction.

The opaqueness and idiosyncrasy of the idioms in (59), (60) and (61) are obvious
explanations for the restrictions on the inflectability of their nominal components.

Finally, in (68), the interaction of the figurative image and the logic of the gram-
matical environment in which the idiom occurs may account for the restriction on the
inflectability of the noun, i.e. the fact that ga’imah “pillar” always occurs in the
singular form. An image of a building (or perhaps a tent) that has none of its pillars
up seems to be the one on which the figuration in the idiom is based. In order to
convey its meaning, the idiom must occur within negative polarity contexts, as noted
earlier. Within the scope of a negative, the singular indefinite noun is interpreted as
expressing the lack of even the least amount or lowest degree of its referent. This may
account for why ga’imah does not occur in the dual or plural forms. It also explains
the illogicality," or at least the dubious status, of the following invented example:

(69) *lam taqum li-1-farig-i gqawa’im-u  ba‘da dhalika
NEG.PST stand.up.Juss for-DEF-team-GEN pillar.PL-NOM after DEM
lit. the pillars of the team did not stand up after that

in the meaning “none of the team’s pillars stood up after that”.

However, the nominal and adjectival elements in many other idioms show some
inflectability in the corpus texts, e.g.:

(70) ba‘id-u I-ghawr-i
far-NOM DEF-bottom-GEN
e.g. (of emotions) deeply felt or (of changes) profound

(71) tajammada lI-dam-u fl ‘urtqg-i shakhs
freeze.pST DEF-blood-NOM in vein.PL-GEN sb
the blood froze in sb’s veins

(72) daraba ‘usfur-ayni bi-hajar-i-n
hit.pST sparrow-DU.ACC.INDF with-stone-GEN-INDF
he killed two birds with one stone

(73) shakhs/shay’ tawwaqa ‘unug-a shakhs;,
sb/sth surround.PST neck-Acc sb,

lit. sby/sth surrounded sb; s neck

sb; or sth (e.g. trust) greatly honored sb;, or sth (e.g. debt) burdened sb;
(74) dam-u-n ’azrag-u

blood-NOM-INDF blue-Nom

blue blood
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(75) a. allutayya wa-llatt
REL.F.SG.DIMIN and-REL.F.SG
much ado or lengthy difficult discussions
b. wa-ba‘da llutayya wa-llawati w-fen-it l-rasmah
and-after REL.F.SG.DIMIN and-REL.F.PL and-where DEF-painting
ya khwat-1 (LDC Arabic Corpus)
vocC dear.one.PL-1SG.POSS

In (70), the adjective inflects for gender and number, and the noun can occur in the
plural form. In (71), the subject can occur in the plural form. In (72), the plural
form of the object can be used along with appropriate quantifiers. In (73), the
object can inflect for number. In (74), the head noun can occur in the plural form.
The transparency of the motivation of these idioms may account for these uses.
The variations are systematic, since they do not show any of the features that are
associated with wordplay as outlined earlier.

On the other hand, in (75b), the variation is an instance of wordplay. In this
corpus example, the second coordinate has been replaced by its plural form. The
context clearly shows that the writer is attempting to create humor, e.g. by depending
on rhyme and some interesting mixing of standard and colloquial Arabic features.
The plural form of the coordinate under discussion rhymes with the colloquial
ikhwat-T “my dear ones”. This rhyme cannot be achieved using the singular form.

The fact that the restrictions on inflectability are more noticeable in the nominal
and adjectival components of idioms than they are in the verbal components may be
generally accounted for by the types of meaning changes that inflection brings about
in both cases. Verbs, e.g. in verbal idioms, typically inflect for tense and for gender,
person, and number to agree with the subjects that the context supplies. Changes in
tense, aspect, person, etc. do not normally entail any changes in the very nature of
the actions referred to by the verbs. Therefore, they do not typically involve any
major changes in the figurative images upon which the idioms are based.

On the other hand, nouns inflect for number and gender. Singular nouns might
become dual or plural, or vice versa, and masculine nouns might become femi-
nine, or vice versa. Typically, nouns are used to refer to entities that participate in
the literal scene that underlies the figuration in the idiom. Changes in the number
and gender of these idiomatic nouns thus mirror parallel changes in the number
and gender of these participants. Such changes might not be possible e.g. due to
the nature of the situation communicated in the literal reading of the idiom. This
restriction, which is not often relevant to the verbs in verbal idioms, may account
in part for why nouns in idioms show less potential for inflection than verbs do.

5.4.2 Active and passive voice

There are two major ways to express the passive in Arabic. The first is an inflec-
tional one (termed the formal passive in Badawi et al. 2004). Here, a shift in the
vowel pattern in the active voice form of the verb takes place in order to produce
the passive voice form.
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In addition to this type, Badawi ef al. (2004) point out that the verbs tamma “to
complete”, jara “to proceed”, and gama bi- “to carry out” are frequently used to
paraphrase a passive (pp. 431ff). In this case, the verbal nouns of the verbs that
need to be passivized are used as the heads of the subject phrases of these verbs.
The verb tamma, for example, may be translated in this structure into be done,
completed, or carried out, for instance, depending on context.

In his account of the phenomenon, Holes (2004: 317) points out that:

[t]his [periphrastic] structure is used instead of an internally voweled passive
[i.e. a formal passive] to report the completion of durative or iterative proc-
esses (rather than for the description of punctual events, cognitive activities,
and emotional states) where the focus is on the result of the process rather
than on the process itself or on the (usually multiple rather than individual)
agents who performed it.

However, it should be noted that both types of passive, as impersonal structures,
normally shift the focus from the agents involved. For example, Ryding (2005)
states that the passive is “used in Arabic only if the agent or doer of the action
is non-designated, unknown, or not to be mentioned for some reason” (p. 658).
Badawi et al. (2004) also mention that “Arabic passive is intrinsically impersonal
and hence often used for impersonal and vague constructions in English” (p. 388).

Afonso (2008: 105) lists the following reasons for the suppression of the agent
in impersonal constructions in general:

The agent may be demoted or suppressed because the speaker i) is unaware
of the identity of the agent, ii) is aware but does not wish to reveal his/her
identity, iii) is aware of the identity and assumes the hearer is also aware,
making the reference to the agent obvious and its expression redundant, and
iv) is aware of the identity of the agent but considers it unimportant.

In some cases, the patient of the action or the action itself may be viewed by the
speaker or writer as more important than the agent. Thus, using the passive would
help set the attention of the hearer or reader on the most important piece of
information from the point of view of the speaker or writer.

Having said that, MSA has been undergoing some changes with this respect.
For example, Badawi ef al. (2004) note that the agent in the case of the passive
construction “cannot in theory be mentioned even periphrastically elsewhere
in the sentence, though MWA [i.e. Modern Written Arabic] is starting to do so
under the influence of European languages” (p. 383).

The discussion of the active and passive voice in the context of this study is
only relevant to verbal idioms. The following questions are addressed: How can
the base forms of these idioms be classified regarding their voice? Do verbal
idioms allow for any changes in their voice? In what ways is the passive voice
expressed in Arabic idioms? And, what function(s) does the passive voice have
when it occurs?
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The base forms of all verbal idioms in the data are in the active voice form. The
formal passive occurs in four verbal idioms. They are:

(76) a.

(77) a.

(78) a.

rafa‘a rayat-a shay’

raise.pPST flag-acc sth

he supported sth
. ’inna-hu la-shay’-u-n gharib-u-n haqgan
indeed-M.3SG EMPH-thing-NOM-INDF  strange-NOM-INDF  really
“an turfa‘-a rayat-u 1-riddat-i

COMP raise.PRS.F.PASS-SBJV flag.F.PL-NOM  DEF-retrogression-GEN
I-‘ilmiyyat-i fl  ‘asr-i-n tatasabaq-u  fi-hi
DEF-scientific-GEN in  age-GEN-INDF race.PRS-IND  in-M.3SG
1-’umam-u nahwa 1-’akhdh-i
DEF-nation.PL-NOM towards DEF-taking-GEN
bi-‘ulim-i 1-hasib-i (Al-Ahram, 1999)
with-science.PL-GEN DEF-computer-GEN

lit. indeed, it is really a strange thing that the flags of scientific retrogres-
sion are raised in an age in which all nations are racing to acquire
computer sciences

wada‘a shakhs/shay’ ‘ala l-raff-i

put.PST sbisth on DEF-shelf-GEN

he made sb/sth no longer useful or desirable

. ’inna khuttat-a I-ta‘wim-i fi 1-stig-i
indeed  plan-Acc DEF-floating-GEN in DEF-market-GEN
wudi‘a-t ‘ala l-raff-i (Al-Hayat, 1996)
put.PST.PASS-F on DEF-shelf-GEN

lit. indeed, the plan of floating [the exchange rate] in the market was put
on the shelf

sabba I-ma’-a 1-barid-a ‘ala shay’
pour.PST DEF-water-ACcC DEF-cold-Acc on sth
he poured cold water on sth
. fa-kullama kana  hunaka tawajjuh-u-n nashit-u-n
and.so-every.time be.PST there  aiming-NOM-INDF active-NOM-INDF
li-tahrik-i mawqif-i-n ’aw  sa‘y-u-n
at-getting.sth.moving-GEN  situation-GEN-INDF or  effort-NOM-INDF
nahwa taf*1l-i ‘amal-i-n mushtarak-i-n la
towards  activating-GEN work-GEN-INDF  joint-GEN-INDF  NEG
nalbath-u ‘illa qalil-a-n thumma yusabb-u
stay.PRS.1PL-IND but little-ACC-INDF then pour.PRS.PASS-IND
‘alayhi ma’-u-n barid-u-n (Al-Ahram, 1999)

ONn.M.38G ~ water-NOM-INDF  cold-NOM-INDF

lit. and so every time there is active aiming at getting a situation moving
or an effort to activate joint work, it does not take long before cold water
is poured on it
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(79) a. naza‘a fatil-a shay’
pull.out.psT fuse-Acc sth
he defused sth (e.g. a dangerous situation)

b. wa-man kana yatasawwar-u ’anna l-sira‘-a 1-‘arabiyy-a
and-Q be.PST imagine-IND COMP DEF-conflict-ACC DEF-Arab-ACC
1-’isra’tliyy-a yunza‘-u min-hu fatil-u
DEF-Israeli-AcC pull.out.PRS.PASS-IND from-M.35G ~ fuse-NOM
l-sidam-i I-musallah-i li-yatahawwal-a ’ila
DEF-clash-GEN DEF-armed-GEN to-transform-sBJv to
tafawud-i-n (Al-Ahram, 1999)

negotiation-GEN-INDF

lit. who was able to imagine that the Arab-Isracli conflict (subject of
clause) the fuse of armed clash is pulled out from it to become negotia-
tion (predicate)

In four idioms, the passive meaning has been conveyed through the use of tamma
“to complete” plus the verbal noun form of the idiomatic verb, e.g.:

(80) a. istada fi l-ma’-i 1-“akir-i
fish.psT in DEF-water-GEN DEF-cloudy-GEN
he fished in troubled waters

b. hatta la  yatimm-a l-istiyad-u fi l-ma’-i

in.order.that NEG be.done.PRS-SBJV DEF-fishing-NOM in DEF-water-GEN
I-‘akir-i (Al-Watan, 2002)

DEF-cloudy-GEN

lit. in order that fishing in cloudy water is not done

so that no one would fish in troubled waters

(81) a. naza‘a fatil-a shay’
pull.out.psT fuse-acc sth
he defused sth (e.g. a dangerous situation)

b. wa-bi-hadhihi l-istiqalat-i sa-tatafajjar-u
and-by-DEM DEF-resignation-GEN FUT-explode-IND
’azamat-u-n kathtrat-u-n rubbama yatimm-u
Crisis.PL.F-NOM-INDF many.F-NOM-INDF  perhaps complete.PRS-IND
naz‘-u fatil-i-ha bi-’i‘lan-1
pulling.out-Nom fuse-GEN-F.3SG.POSS by-announcing-GEN
1-tashkil-i I-hukiimiyy-i 1-jadid-i
DEF-formation-GEN DEF-governmental-GEN DEF-new-GEN

(Al-Ahram, 1999)

lit. and by this resignation, many crises [that] the pulling out of their fuse
may be done by announcing the new formation of the cabinet (subject of
clause) will explode (predicate)

All the examples above are isomorphic idioms. In the cases where they feature
objects among their components, their isomorphism could explain why the
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objects can be moved to the position of the topic of the sentence in the passivized
versions.

Given the account provided above for the preference of the periphrastic passive
over the formal one or vice versa, in many cases, selecting one of them rather than
the other seems to be a matter of choice that depends on contextual factors rather
than on formal ones. This may explain why the same idiom, e.g. in (79) and (81),
can be used in both ways.

Having said that, this point, among some other points in this chapter, would be
best examined on the basis of more sets of data from different sources, perhaps
with more use of appropriate interviews with native informants, in order to
determine if and in what way(s) they would passivize these idioms.

The corpus examples in (78b) and (80b), particularly, negatively evaluate the
unstated agents of the idioms. The use of the passive here then helps the writer hide
the identity of the agent in order not to be direct in expressing their negative judgment.
As the context of (78b) shows, the writer disapproves of some (Arab) politicians who,
they claim, stand in the way of any effective cooperation among the Arab countries.

In (80b), the context shows that the writer approves of the supervision of the
government on charity work in Kuwait. He also anonymously refers to, and disap-
proves of, some people who want this work to become under the control of
different social and religious groups and tribes in the country. According to him,
they only call for this change because it would help them “fish in troubled waters”,
i.e. benefit from the possibly bad relationships between these groups, and gain
advantages in their election campaigns.

It is worth mentioning here too that in many cases in the corpus, the agent of
this idiom is not explicitly stated in the text even when the verb is used in the
active voice form. For example, the agent is sometimes referred to by words
such as al-ba‘d “some [people]” and alladhina “those who”. This again helps
the writer be somewhat vague by avoiding directing the negative evaluation to a
specified entity. However, the question of what types of lexical item collocate
with and, particularly, fill the structural slots in the idioms may be an interesting
area for future research on the subject. This question has only been touched upon
in the present study when need arises.

Avoiding direct assignment of negative judgments to the agent is useful, for
instance, when the agent is a powerful entity that the speaker or writer does not want
to be involved in a confrontation with or when the speaker or writer enjoys good
relationships with the agent which they do not want to risk. By using the passive, the
responsibility for determining the agent lies with the hearer or reader, who is forced
to rely heavily on their knowledge of the (prior) context so as to decode the message.
This may be a good strategy for the speaker or writer to hide behind and deny
responsibility for the hearer’s or reader’s interpretation of their own text.

The relatively low incidence of this transformation in the data might be
explained by the fact that the passivized constructions are usually highly marked
in text.

As opposed to all the verbal idioms in the data, the following idiom, which is
not in the random sample, occurs in the passive voice in its base form:
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(82) ’usqgita fi yad-i shakhs?
fall.CAUS.PST.PASS in hand-GEN sb
lit. it was fallen in sb’s hand
sb was/were at a loss

None of the idiom’s grammatical elements and relations, including the passive
form, contributes to its semantics, as it is completely unmotivated. However, it
has been used once in the active voice form:

(83) ghayra ’anna [...] kashf-a haqga’ig-i I-harakat-i
other cowmp disclosure-acc  fact.PL-GEN DEF-movement-GEN
[...] ’asqata fi  yad-i l-nizam-i (Al-Hayat, 1997)

fall.psT.cAUS in hand-GEN DEF-regime-GEN
but the disclosure of the facts of the coup left the regime at a loss

This use has “activated” the causation meaning in the verb and, as a result, it has
become part of the semantics of the idiom. A modification is needed in the English
translation in order to deal satisfactorily with this. The use of the causative leave
seems suitable, i.e. leave someone at a loss.

5.4.3 The syntactic behavior of idioms

This section addresses the major phenomena in the syntactic behavior of Arabic
idioms. The topics examined here include the syntactic types and structures of
idioms, changes in their constituent order, embedding, and predicatization. While
the first three points do not involve any changes in the grammatical relationships
between the idiomatic words, the latter two entail changes in these relationships.

5.4.3.1 Syntactic types and structures of idioms

As reported in Chapter 2, the data of this study consist of six sets of idioms,
including: 6 verb-subject idioms, 31 verbal idioms, 17 nominal idioms, 10 prepo-
sitional idioms, 4 adjectival idioms, and 2 adverbial idioms. These numbers echo
the frequency of each of these syntactic types in the initial list of data.

An issue that is worthy of some contemplation is the remarkably high frequency
of verbal idioms compared with other syntactic types in the data. A plausible,
twofold explanation for this phenomenon consists in the discursive functions
typically performed by idioms and the general types of meaning which are
normally associated with verb phrases. With regard to the former, one may
consider the high incidence of the evaluative function in the data (see section
4.1.1). Out of the 31 verbal idioms in the sample, 25 have a typical evaluative
ingredient.

As to the latter, verb phrases usually express actions that are related to human
behavior. In everyday life, it is readily observable that human actions and behaviors
are often subject to negative or positive evaluations (see Channell 2001 and Thompson
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and Hunston 2001). Even more, in some cases, people may direct their, particularly,
negative evaluations towards each other’s behavior as an avoidance strategy, that is,
in order to conceal their wish to negatively evaluate each other, because such an
evaluation may appear less objective or, even more importantly, could be regarded
as motivated by malice or hatred. When such actions are denoted, and frequently
evaluated, through idioms, they are typically expressed using verbal groups.

Tables 5.1 to 5.6 show the syntactic structures of Arabic idioms. This informa-
tion has been given mainly in reference to the base forms of the idioms. In each
table, the first column contains formulae that show the syntactic structures of the
idioms and the grammatical functions of their higher-level constituents. As long
as their status is obvious, the grammatical functions of the lower-level constitu-
ents have not been represented in the tables. The second column gives information
on the frequency of the specified structure in the data. Finally, the third column
provides a relevant example from the data. The structures are ordered according
to their frequency within each category.

In the first column, items given in italics do not represent any idiomatic compo-
nents. Rather, they typically show the positions of the syntactic slots that need to
be filled in by elements from the context. However, information on the position of
the subject slot in the case of verbal idioms has been given only when this has
been considered essential for clarity, e.g. when the subject is co-referential with a
possessive that is supplied by the context.

Table 5.1 The syntactic structures of verb-subject idioms

Syntactic structure and F. Example
grammatical functions
V [s5 NP[N NP]] 3 ’afala najm-u shakhs/shay’

Set.PST  star-NOM sb/sth
the glory or fame of sb/sth ended

NP; V [sg; NP[N POSS]]] 1 shay’ ’akhadha ba‘d-u-hu

[comp PP[P NP[N N]]] sth hold.on.pPST some-NOM-M.3SG.POSS
bi-riqab-i ba‘d
to-neck.PL-GEN  some
sth (e.g. a set of ideas, texts, or problems)

interconnected

V [apiuner PP[P NP]] [gpy NT 1 la taqim-u li-shakhs/shay’
NEG stand.up.PRS.F-IND  for-sb/sth
qa’imat-u-n

pillar.F-NOM-INDF
sb/sth is completely ruined e.g. socially or

professionally
V [sg; NP[DET N]] 1 tajammada l-dam-u fi
[apsuncr PP[P NP[N NP1]] freeze.PST  DEF-blood-NOM in
‘urtig-i shakhs

vein.PL-GEN  sb
the blood froze in sb’s veins




Lexical and grammatical behavior 129

Table 5.2 The syntactic structures of verbal idioms

Syntactic structure and F. Example
grammatical functions
V [og; NP[N NP]] 7 rafa‘a rayat-a shay’

raise.pST flag-Aacc  sth
he supported sth

V [op; NP[DET NJ] 3 bala‘a I-tu‘m-a
swallow.PST DEF-bait-ACC
he swallowed the bait

V [apsuner PP[P NP[N NP]]] 2 taqallaba ‘ala  jamr-i shay’
turn.over.PST on  ember.PL-GEN sth
he severely suffered from sth

V [os; NP[DET NJ] 2 ’amsaka 1-‘asa min-a l-muntasaf-i

[apsuner PP[P NP [DET N]J] hold.pST DEF-stick at DEF-middle-GEN
he struck a balance

V CONJV 2 ’argha wa-’azbada

foam.pST and-froth.pST
he fumed with rage

V [apsuncr PP[P NP[DET 1 yahruth-u fi  I-bahr-i

N1 plow.PRS-IND in DEF-sea-GEN
he is plowing the sand

V [opy NP[N NP[DET N]J]] 1 qalaba zahr-a

[apsuner PP[P NP]] turn.around.PST  back-Acc
I-mijann-i li-shakhs/shay’

DEF-shield-GEN  to-sb/sth
he became hostile to sb/sth after he was a friend or
supporter of them/it

V [og; NP[N NP[DET N]]] 1 haraba tawahin-a I-hawa’-i
fight.pST mill.PL-ACC DEF-air-GEN
he tilted at windmills

V [op; NP[NP[DET N] 1 ’adara 1-khadd-a 1-’akhar-a

AP[DET ADIJ]]] turn.PST  DEF-cheek-ACC  DEF-other-acc
he turned the other cheek

NP,V [op; NP[N NP 1 ’akmala nisf-a din-i-hi

[N POSS{11] perfect.pST half-Acc religion-GEN-M.3SG.POSS
he got married

V [apiuner PP[P NP[NP 1 istada fi  l-ma’-i 1-“akir-i

[DET N] AP[DET ADIJ]]]] fish.pST in DEF-water-GEN def-cloudy-GEN
he fished in troubled waters

NP; V [op; NP[N NP/ 1 hafara  qabr-a shakhs/shay’

[apsunct PP[P NP[N POSS]]] dig.pST grave-AcC  sb/sth
bi-yad-i-hi

with-hand-GEN-M.3SG.POSS
he put an end to e.g. the glory or success of sb, or
he put an end to sth

(Continued Overleaf)
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Table 5.2 Continued

Syntactic structure and F. Example
grammatical functions
V [og; NP[DET N]] 1 fataha I-nar-a ‘ala  shakhs/shay’

[apsuner PP[P NP]]

V [OBJNP] [ADJUNCT PP[P
NP[DET NJJ]

V [abwner PP[PNP[N ADJ]]]

V [apuxer PP[P NP[N
POSSIN] [apsuner PP[P NP

REL| V [/\DJUNCT NP[N
POSS]]

V [aproner NP[N NP[DET
NI1] [apsuner PP[P NP]]

Vv [OBJ N] [ADJUNCT PP[P N]]

V [os NP[NP[DET N]
AP[DET ADJ]]] [apsuncr PP
[P NP]]

1

open.PST DEF-fire-ACC at  sb/sth
he verbally attacked sb/sth

3

wada‘a shakhs/shay’ ‘ala  l-raff-i
put.pST  sb/sth on DEF-shelf-GEN
he made sb/sth no longer useful or desirable

yanfukh-u fI qirbat-i-n

blow-IND into  bagpipe-GEN-INDF
maqti‘at-i-n

cut.PPTCP-GEN-INDF

he is trying in vain to convince other people to take
certain actions to improve a situation

ghariqga  hatta ’uthun-ay-hi

sink.PST up.to ear-DU.GEN-M.3SG.POSS
fi  shay’

in sth

he was up to his ears in sth

shakhs/shay’; wa-man/ma

sb/sth, and-REL.HUM/REL.NONHUM
laffa laff-a-hu;

turn.round.PST  turning.round-ACC-M.3SG.POSS;
sb; and that who did just as they did, sb; and that
who is of their type, or sth; and that which is of
its kind

shay’ marra murdr-a
sth pass.PST  passing-ACC
I-kiram-i bi-shakhs

DEF-noble.people-GEN  by-sb
sth passed unnoticed by sb

daraba ‘usfur-ayni

hit.PST sparrow-DU.ACC.INDF
bi-hajar-i-n

with-stone-GEN-INDF

he killed two birds with one stone

sabba I-ma’-a I-barid-a
pour.PST DEF-water-ACC  DEF-cold-AcC
‘ala  shay’

on sth

he poured cold water on sth
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Table 5.3 The syntactic structures of nominal idioms

Syntactic structure and F.  Example

grammatical functions

[4eap N1 [mop ADJ] 5 rimal-u-n mutaharrikat-u-n
sand.PL-NOM-INDF  move.APTCP-NOM-INDF
quicksand

[1Eap N [mop NP[DET NJ] 3 ghusn-u l-zaytiin-i

branch-NOM  DEF-olive-GEN
olive branch
[eap N1 [mop N1 2 qarsat-u “udhun-i-n
pinch-NOM  ear-GEN-INDF
a light punishment that serves as a warning of a
possible cruel one

[4eap N1 [mop PP[P N1] 2 hibr-u-n ‘ala warag-i-n
ink-NOM-INDF  on paper-GEN-INDF
inactive (e.g. of decisions or laws)

[eap N1 [mop PP[P NP[N N1]] 1 ’ibrat-u-n fi  kawmat-i qashsh-i-n

needle-NOM-INDF  in  stack-GEN  hay-GEN-INDF
a needle in a haystack

[eap N1 [mop NP[N NP[DET 1 qimmat-u jabal-i 1-jalid-i

N1 top-NOM  mountain-GEN DEF-ice-GEN
the tip of the iceberg

[ieap NP[DET N]J [von 1 al-yad-u 1-‘ulya

AP[DET ADIJ]] DEF-hand-NOM  DEF-upper
the upper hand

N CONJ N 1 shadd-u-n wa-jadhb-u-n

tugging-NOM-INDF  and-pulling-NOM-INDF
great tension or struggle (e.g. in a strained political
or social state)

REL CONJ REL 1 allutayya wa-llatt
REL.F.SG.DIMIN and-REL.F.SG
much ado, or lengthy difficult discussions

Often, the tables show that the most frequent structures in a syntactic category
tend to be its grammatically simplest ones. For instance, the idiomatic components
of the most frequent structure in verb-subject idioms contain a verb and a subject. In
verbal idioms, the most frequent structures contain a verb and an object with or
without a determiner. In nominal idioms, the most frequent structures consist mainly
of a head noun and a modifying element which realizes as an adjective or a noun.

One plausible, partial explanation may be suggested, in particular, for the rela-
tively high frequency of the N + Adj structure in nominal idioms. That is, all the
six idioms featuring this structure, given in (84) to (89) below, are isomorphic and
convey both information and evaluation. The informational content in these cases
consists in an entity or a situation that has a particular characteristic. Typically,
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Table 5.4 The syntactic structures of prepositional idioms

Syntactic structure and F. Example

grammatical functions

P NP[N NP] 4 f1 daw’-i shay’
in light-GEN  sth
in the light of sth

P NP[DET N] 2 tahta 1-’adwa’-i

under DEF-light.PL-GEN
in the spotlight

P NP[N N] 1 ‘ala  marma hajar-i-n
at  distance.that.sth.is.thrown stone-GEN-INDF
of proximity in space or time

P NP[N ADIJ] 1 ‘ala  safth-i-n sakhin-i-n
on  sheet.iron-GEN-INDF  hot-GEN-INDF
(of a situation) very tense or instable, or (of a
person) very anxious

PN 1 bayna nar-ayni
between fire-DU.GEN.INDF
between the devil and the deep blue sea

NP; P NP[N N POSS;] 1 shakhs/shay’; ‘ala bakr-at-i
sb/sth; on  young.camel-F-GEN
>ab-1-hi;

father-GEN-M.3SG.POSS;
all sb/sth; (e.g. a group of people or things)

Table 5.5 The syntactic structures of adjectival idioms

Syntactic structure and F. Example
grammatical functions

ADJ NP[DET N] 4 ba‘id-u l-ghawr-i
far-NOM  DEF-bottom-GEN
e.g. (of a feeling) deeply felt or (of a change)
profound

Table 5.6 The syntactic structures of adverbial idioms

Syntactic structure and F. Example
grammatical functions

N PP[P N] 2 janb-a-n ’ila janb-i-n
side-ACC-INDF by  side-GEN-INDF
side by side
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nouns convey entities and adjectives denote qualities. Therefore, this syntactic
structure seems to be the most suitable one to convey this general type of meaning.

One may ask then: why is this type of meaning frequent in the data? Given the
form-meaning connection referred to above, a good answer to this question could
provide in turn a plausible account for the apparent need to rely more on the N +
Adj structure in producing nominal idioms.

Once more, it can be proposed that a plausible answer lies in the evaluative
function of these idioms. It is common in daily life that entities and states of
affairs that have particular qualities are subject to evaluation, whether positive or
negative. When these qualities are adequately intense and/or when the situations
recur repeatedly, they may become candidates for idiomatic reference and often
realize in the N + ADIJ structure:

(84) baqarat-u-n haltib-u-n
COW-NOM-INDF milch-NOM-INDF
milch cow

(85) ’ustuwanat-u-n mashrikhat-u-n

record-NOM-INDF  crack.PPTCP-NOM-INDF
repetitious boring talk about a particular topic

(86) halgat-u-n mufragh-at-u-n
ring.F-NOM-INDF  cast.in.a.mold.PPTCP-F-NOM-INDF
vicious circle

(87) dam-u-n ’azrag-u
blood-NOM-INDF  blue-NOM
blue blood
(88) rimal-u-n mutaharrik-at-u-n
sand.PL.F-NOM-INDF MoVe.APTCP-F-NOM-INDF
quicksand, or an unreliable basis for stk (e.g. a plan or project)
(89) al-yad-u 1-‘ulya
DEF-hand.F-NOM  DEF-upper.F
the upper hand

5.4.3.2 Constituent order

Holes (2004) outlines the general grammatical structure of the sentence in MSA
as follows:

[A] sentence in written Arabic consists of a subject and predicate. The subject
(=S) may be freestanding, that is, a noun/independent pronoun; or dependent,
that is, consisting of one or more bound morphemes that form part of the verb
(= V) (if there is one) and that indicate the person, number and gender of the
subject. The predicate may or may not contain a verb. If it does contain
one, the subject may or may not be freestanding; if it does not, the sentence
subject must be freestanding. The verb may or may not have a complement
(= COMP) (p. 251).
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There are some restrictions on the constituent order in Arabic. For example, MSA
does not usually allow for the subject of the main clause to be fronted if this subject
is indefinite (see e.g. Ryding 2005 and Badawi et al. 2004). But when there is no
grammatical necessity for a particular order, different arrangements of the same
elements may occur, depending on the involvement of some specific factors. However,
Holes (2004: 251) points out that the verbal sentence in MSA has a normal order:

that is determined primarily by a principle of information organisation: what
is already “known” from the previous text or context (and is usually grammati-
cally definite) precedes what is “new” (and is usually indefinite), regardless of
whether what is known/definite is the grammatical subject or object. In cases
where both subject and object are known, or both are new, the subject, all
things being equal, precedes the object. In MSA [. . .], these basic principles
account for word order in the vast majority of sentences in prose texts, but may
be overridden in cases of contrastive emphasis or topicalisation [. . .]

Foregrounding or preposing a constituent often lays emphasis on or gives more
importance to its meaning vis-a-vis the meanings of the other parts in the same
clause. For example, a speaker may choose to start with an element because they
consider it to be more important than other elements, or when they are being chal-
lenged and think that there is a need to emphasize a specific element in the context
in response to the challenge.

In addition to the principle of information organization and the need to place
emphasis on or draw attention to some elements by preposing them in the sentence
structure, the end-weight principle takes part in determining the constituent order
in some cases. According to this principle, lexically “heavy” constituents gener-
ally follow “lighter” ones (see Holes 2004: 206f, for a discussion of this principle
in MSA).

Fifteen idioms have shown variation in the constituent order of their base forms.
These include three verb-subject idioms, ten verbal idioms, and two nominal idioms.
The changes in these cases can be grouped under three headings: positioning the
idiomatic subject, positioning the clause adjuncts, and coordinate reversal.

5.4.3.2.1 POSITIONING THE IDIOMATIC SUBJECT

Obviously, this point is only relevant to the six verb-subject idioms in the data.
According to Badawi et al. (2004), MSA is a VSO language (p. 344). Holes
(2004) also refers to the fact that this order is the most frequent one in the structur-
ally simplest type of verbal sentence.

On the other hand, the SVO order is often used to draw attention to the subject
(Ryding 2005). For this reason, among other possible ones, it is the order typically
used in Arabic newspaper headlines. In actual fact, for a number of reasons,
including the differences in the inflectional behavior of the verb in both orders,
some accounts of constituent order in Arabic consider the SVO sentence, the topic-
comment sentence in their terms, a distinct type of Arabic sentence that has strong
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resemblance to topicalization in Western languages (see Badawi et al. 2004: 326).
Also, on the functions of this order in MSA, Holes (2004: 252-253) notes that:

[e]xpository writing, which often involves defining key terms or describing
the structure of entities with component parts, tends to contain a high
proportion of sentences with SVCOMP order. [. .. In this case,] the text is
“entity-oriented” [. . .] rather than “event-oriented”.

Two of the verb-subject idioms in the data have occurred in both the VS and SV

orders:

(90) a.

©1) a.

’afala  najm-u  shakhs/shay’ or najm-u  shakhs/shay’ ’afala

Set.PST star-NOM  sb/sth star-NOM  sb/sth Set.pST
the fame or glory of sb/sth ended

’afala najm-u 1-nashir-i I-thariyy-i

set.PST star-NoM DEF-publisher-GEN  DEF-rich-GEN

stif furbis (Al-Hayat, 1996)

Steve  Forbes

lit. the star of the rich publisher, Steve Forbes, set
wa-l-najm-u *afal (Al-Hayat, 1996)
and-DEF-star-NOM ~ set.PST

lit. and the star set

dara-t raha  shay’ or raha shay’ dara-t
Spin.PST-F  quern  sth quern sth SpIn.PST-F
sth (e.g. a war or elections) took place in a violent way

wa-"akkada ’anna  ma‘arik-a ‘iddat-a-n
and-stress.M.3SG.PST COMP  DEF-battle.PL-ACC several-ACC-INDF
dariyat-a-n taddir-u raha-ha bayna
DEF-ferocious-ACC ~ Spin.F.PRS-IND  quern-F.3PL.POSS  between
quwwat-i-hi wa-bayna l-jaysh-i
troop.PL-GEN-M.3SG.POSS and-between DEF-army-GEN

l-sidaniyy-i  (Al-Hayat, 1996)

DEF-Sudanese-GEN

lit. and he stressed that several ferocious battles their quern is spinning
between his troops and the Sudanese Army

’inna raha  l-ma‘rakat-i 1-‘askariyyat-i tadiir-u
indeed quern DEF-battle-GEN  DEF-military-GEN  spin.PRS-IND
fawqa 1-’ard-i 1-’afghaniyyat-i haqqgan
on DEF-land-GEN DEF-Afghani-GEN really
lakinna magqasid-a-ha taqif-u ba‘ldan (Al-Watan, 2002)
but goal.PL-F.3SG.POSS stand.PRS-IND far.away

lit. indeed, the quern of the military battle is really spinning on the
Afghani land, but its goals stand far away

The other four verb-subject idioms have occurred only in the VS order:
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(92) ingabada sadr-u shakhs'
contract.PST  chest-NOM  sb
sb felt depressed
(93) tajammada l-dam-u fi  ‘uriig-i shakhs

freeze.PST.REFL  DEF-blood-NOM in vein.PL-GEN  sb
the blood froze in sb’s veins

94) la taqim-u li-shakhs/shay’ ga’imat-u-n
NEG  stand.up.PRS.F-IND for-sb/sth pillar.F-NOM-INDF
sb/sth is completely ruined e.g. socially or professionally

(95) shay’ ’akhadha ba‘d-u-hu bi-rigab-i ba‘d

sth hold.on.PST some-NOM-M.38G.POSS  to-neck.PL-GEN  some
sth (e.g. a set of ideas, texts, or problems) interconnected

The restriction on the SV order in (92) to (95) may be attributed to the empha-
sizing or attention-drawing functions of this order in MSA. Emphasizing or
getting attention to a component of an expression normally entails that it bears an
identifiable part of its meaning. The examples in (92) and (93) are metonymy-
based idioms and the examples in (94) and (95) are metaphtonimic, and, therefore,
all these four idioms are non-isomorphic, i.e. their components do not bear iden-
tifiable parts of their non-literal meanings. Thus, it is unlikely that a discursive
need to get attention to or emphasize their subjects exists. This could explain
why they have not occurred in the SV order. In addition, another syntax-related
explanation is clearly relevant in the case of the idiom in (94). That is, the subject
in this idiom cannot be fronted because it is indefinite.

On the other hand, the two idioms allowing the SV order, examples (90) and
(91), are metaphorical and isomorphic, wherein their subjects bear parts of their
non-literal significations and, therefore, can undergo syntactic operations that lay
emphasis on or draw attention to them.

5.4.3.2.2 POSITIONING THE CLAUSE ADJUNCTS

Eighteen idioms in the sample contain adjunct phrases in their base forms. These
include two verb-subject idioms and sixteen verbal idioms. As to the syntactic
class of these adjuncts, two of them realize as noun phrases and the other sixteen
as prepositional phrases. The nominal adjunct phrases occur in:

(96) shay’  marra muriir-a 1-kiram-i bi-shakhs
sth pass.PST  passing-ACC  DEF-noble.people-GEN  by-sb
sth (e.g. an event or anniversary) passed unnoticed by sb

(97) shakhs/shay’; wa-man/ma laffa
sblsth; and-REL.HUM/REL.NONHUM turn.round.PST
laff-a-hu,

turning.round-ACC-M.38G.POSS;
sb; and that who did just as they did, sb; and that who is of their type, or st
and that which is of its kind
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In (96), the nominal adjunct phrase is murir-a I-kiram “the passing of noble
people”. The idiom also contains a prepositional adjunct phrase headed by bi-
“by” (or sometimes ‘ala “by”). This prepositional phrase has been preposed to
precede the nominal adjunct in several corpus examples. In (97), the nominal
adjunct phrase is laff-a-hu “his turning-round”. It contains a slot for a possessive
that is supplied by the context.

These nominal phrases serve the function of what is called in Arabic
grammar al-maf il-u [-mutlaq “the absolute object”, or the absolute accusative in
Holes’ (2004) terms. According to Badawi et al. (2004: 145), this is a verbal
complement that:

is mostly a verbal noun, usually cognate with its operating verb, in principle
always indef[inite], and serving to emphasize the fact of the verb’s occur-
rence. It can also denote the number of times an act has been carried out, or
the type of action and, when expanded by adj[ectival] qualification [...] or
annexation [. . .], the additional content gives the sense of an English adverb
of manner.

They also state that this verbal noun “strengthens the meaning of the action of
the verb” (p. 735) and that the structure “is usually translated adverbially or
periphrastically” into English (p. 451).

None of these adjunct phrases has shown any variation in its position relative to
the head verb. The restriction on the position of this element in the clause may be
accounted for by the fact that the absolute object does not typically precede its
verb. This is the conclusion one may come to, considering the examples given for
the structure in works such as Badawi et al. (2004) and Ryding (2005). Holes
(2004) also notes that “[t]here is one special type of adverbial complement which
is almost always in final position: the so-called ‘absolute accusative’ ” (p. 208).
Changing this order would therefore be highly marked in text, or maybe, in some
cases, odd and ungrammatical.

On the other hand, nine of the prepositional adjunct phrases have changed
their positions vis-a-vis the other non-verbal idiomatic constituents in some of
their corpus occurrences. These examples include the prepositional adjunct
phrases in eight verbal idioms, e.g. (98) to (101), and one verb-subject idiom, i.e.
in (102):

(98) a. daraba  ‘usfur-ayni bi-hajar-i-n
hit.pST  sparrow-DU.ACC.INDF  with-stone-GEN-INDF
he killed two birds with one stone

b. ’asaba-t hadhihi l-gawmiyyat-u
hit.target.PST-F DEM DEF-nationalism-NOM
wa-bi-hajar-i-n wahid-i-n ‘usfur-ay
and-with-stone-GEN-INDF one-GEN-INDF sparrow-DU.ACC
lubnan-a wa-1-falastiniyyina (Al-Hayat, 1997)

Lebanon-GEN and-DEF-palestinians



138  Lexical and grammatical behavior

99)

(100)

(101)

(102)

&

®

®

lit. this nationalism hit, and with one stone, the two sparrows of
Lebanon and the Palestinians

ghariga hatta  ’uthun-ay-hi fl shay’
sink.PST  up.to  ear-DU.GEN-M.3SG.POSS in sth

he became deeply involved in sth

gharig-tu fi  qadiyyat-i 1-sharg-i 1-’awsat-i
sink.PST-1SG in  problem-GEN DEF-East-GEN DEF-middle-GEN
hatta uthun-ay-ya (Al-Ahram, 1999)

up.to ear-DU.GEN-1SG.POSS

lit. I sank in the problem of the Middle East up to my [two] ears
shakhs/shay’; hafara qabr-a shay’; bi-yad-i-hi

sb/sth; dig.pST grave-AcC sth;  with-hand-GEN-M.3SG.POSS
sbisth; put an end to sth

bada’-na nasma‘-u ’aswat-a-n ta‘la huna
start.PST-1PL hear.IPL-IND voice.PL-ACC-INDF rise.PRS.F.3PL here
wa-hunaka tahfur-u bi-yad-ay-ha qabr-a
and-there  dig.PRS-IND with-hand-DU.GEN-F.3PL.POSS grave-ACC
1-’adab-i lladhi Itazama qadaya
DEF-literature-GEN REL commit.PST cause.PL
“ummat-i-hi (Al-Thawra, after 2000)
nation-GEN-M.3SG.POSS

lit. we started to hear voices rising here and there, digging with their
own hands the grave of the literature that committed to the causes of
its nation

qalaba zahr-a l-mijann-i li-shakhs/shay’
turn.around.PST back-acc DEF-shield-GEN  to-sb/sth

he became hostile to sb/sth

qalab-u la-hu zahr-a I-mijann-i (Al-Ahram, 1999)
turn.around.PST-3PL to-M.3SG back-ACcC DEF-shield-GEN

lit. they turned around towards him the back of the shield

they became hostile to him

la taqiim-u li-shakhs/shay’  qa’imat-u-n

NEG  stand.up.PRS.F-IND  for-sh/sth pillar.F-NOM-INDF
sb/sth is completely ruined e.g. socially or professionally

lawla l-naqd-u wa-1-rih-u
if.it.were.not.for ~ DEF-criticism-NOM and-DEF-spirit-NOM
l-naqdiyyat-u la-ma gama-t ga’imat-u-n
DEF-critical-NOM ~ EMPH-NEG  stand.up.PST-F  pillar-NOM-INDF
li--hadarat-i I-gharbiyyat-i mundhu 1-qarn-i
for-DEF-civilization-GEN DEF-Western-GEN since DEF-century-GEN
1-sadis-i ‘ashar  hatta l-yawm-i (Al-Hayat, 1997)
DEF-sixth-GEN  ten until  DEF-today-GEN

lit. and so if it were not for criticism and the critical spirit, none of the
pillars of the Western civilization would have stood up since the
sixteenth century until today
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In (98D), the adjunct has been preposed and used as a parenthetical phrase between
the verb and its object. The phrase has been marked by two commas in its original
context, and wa- “and” has been used to introduce it. This change lays emphasis
on the semantics of the prepositional phrase.

In (99b), the context shows that the idiom is used as a translation of part of the
response of the former American president Bill Clinton to an allegation at a press
conference that he had neglected the problem of the Middle East. As other
elements in the context also show, preposing the adjunct phrase here serves his
aim to counter this allegation by emphasizing his deep involvement in finding a
solution to this problem. As noted earlier, placing emphasis on a certain element
may be needed if the speaker is being challenged and thinks that they need to
emphasize a specific element in response to the challenge.

The idioms in these two examples are metaphoric and isomorphic. Here, the
adjuncts bear parts of their idiomatic meanings. Therefore, these meaning parts
may become subject to emphasis by preposing them in appropriate contexts.

In examples (100) to (102), the end-weight principle is in operation. In the
isomorphic idiom in (100), the object has been modified by a relatively long noun
phrase. This modification has led the heavy object phrase to occur at the end of the
clause. In (101), the object phrase zahr-u I-mijann “the back of the shield” is lexi-
cally heavier than the adjunct phrase /a-Au “to him” which realizes here as a pre-
position and an object enclitic form. This seems to determine their order relative to
each other. Finally, in (102), since the noun phrase that functions as the object of
the preposition is relatively heavy, the adjunct has followed the idiomatic subject.

Although isomorphism seems to account (partially) for the occurrence of this
phenomenon in examples (98) to (100), other isomorphic idioms have shown no
variation in the position of their adjuncts. The possible interference of some
stylistic factors cannot be ruled out. That is, preposing the prepositional phrase is
normally conspicuous in text, and, therefore, may not be expected to occur
frequently in general usage. Badawi et al. (2004) point out that “[i]nversion
[. .. of constituent order] with verbal sentences is rare and mostly restricted
to preposing of direct and other objects or phrases in highly rhetorical contexts”
(p. 346). It may be added that these idioms have not occurred in structures where
preposing the adjunct is needed for syntactic reasons.

5.4.3.2.3 COORDINATE REVERSAL

Four idioms in the data feature coordination: two verbal and two nominal idioms.
As it has become evident from the analysis, all these allow for coordinate reversal:

(103) a. ’argha wa-’azbada
foam.psT  and-froth.psT
or
b. ’azbada wa-’argha
froth.,sT  and-foam.psT
he fumed with rage
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(104) a. saraha wa-mariha
move.freely.PST and-enjoy.oneself.pST
or
b. mariha wa-saraha
enjoy.oneself.PST  move.freely.psT
he did as he liked
(105) a. allutayya wa-llat1
REL.F.SG.DIMIN and-REL.F.SG
or
b. allati wa-llutayya
REL.F.SG and-REL.F.SG.DIMIN
much ado, or lengthy difficult discussions
(106) a. shadd-u-n wa-jadhb-u-n
tugging-NOM-INDF  and-pulling-NOM-INDF
or
b. jadhb-u-n wa-shadd-u-n

pulling-NOM-INDF  and-tugging-NOM-INDF
great tension or struggle (e.g. in a strained political or social state)

In all of these examples, switching the coordinate order does not seem to trigger
any semantic or discursive changes. A number of factors seem to account for the
occurrence of this phenomenon and for its lack of any semantic and discursive
effects. First, the conjunction wa- “and” does not entail any ranked or sequential
order of the elements that it coordinates (see Badawi et al. 2004: 541ff). There-
fore, even in semantically compositional usage, reversing the order of the coordi-
nates in the case of wa- does not usually trigger any major differences in meaning
or function.

In addition, all these idioms are non-isomorphic. The idiomatic meanings
cannot be devolved over the formal constituents of the expressions. Moreover, the
idiom in (105) is both lexically and syntactically idiosyncratic. It has no literal
meaning for native speakers of Arabic today. Finally, even when the example in
(106) is used as an isomorphic idiom (see section 3.3), reversing the order of its
coordinates does not bring about any noticeable meaning changes, since these are
synonymous.

5.4.3.3 Embedding

Embedding takes place when the components of the idiom are distributed over
two clauses: a matrix clause and its subordinate one. Eighteen idioms exhibit this
type of syntactic behavior: three verb-subject idioms, eleven verbal idioms and
four nominal idioms. The embedded components have appeared within three
different types of dependent clauses, to wit: relative clauses, complement clauses
and adjunct clauses. In the following three sections, examples of these types are
provided. Then, some explanations for the occurrence of this syntactic behavior in
the data are discussed.
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As the examples below demonstrate, whether or not the dependent clause
contains a subordinator or a relative pronoun is contingent upon one or more of
the following factors: the kind of embedding involved, the complementation
pattern of the head of the matrix clause (e.g. the head verb might or might not
require a complementizer), the grammatical characteristics of the head noun
modified by the relative clause (e.g. it could be definite or indefinite), and the
grammatical function of the subordinate clause itself (for an account of Arabic
relative clauses in particular, see Badawi et al. 2004: 4891f.).

Table 5.7 contains information on the distribution of the idioms that show
embedding over its three types in the data. Since some idioms exhibit more than
one of these types in their corpus examples, the sum of the numbers incorporated
here exceeds the total number of idioms that show embedding.

5.4.3.3.1 RELATIVE CLAUSES

The two verb-subject idioms that show relativization are:

(107) a. ’afala najm-u shakhs/shay’
set.PST  star-NOM  sb/sth
the fame or glory of sb/sth ended
b. ‘asha fi  ’ajwa’-i-ha najm-a-n la
live.pST  in  atmosphere.PL-GEN-POSS star-ACC-INDF ~ NEG
ya’ful-u  (Al-Hayat, 1996)

Set.PRS-IND
lit. he lived in its atmosphere [as] a star [that] never sets
(108) a. dara-t raha shay’

Spin.PST-F  quern sth
sth continued in a violent way

b. al-’insan-u I-mathiin-u fi raha tadir-u
DEF-human.being-NOM DEF-grind.PPTCP-NOM in quern Spin.PRS-IND
bayna tumuhat-i-hi wa-"‘araqil-i
between ambition.PL-GEN-M.3SG.POSS and-obstacle.PL-GEN
tariq-i-hi (Al-Hayat, 1997)

Wway-GEN-M.38G.POSS
lit. the human being who is ground in a quern [that] spins, between his
ambitions and the obstacles of his way

Table 5.7 Distribution of the relevant idioms over the types of embedding

Relative clauses Complement clauses Adjunct clauses
Verb-subject idioms 2 2 -
Verbal idioms 10 - 1

Nominal idioms 1 1 2
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In these examples, there is no relative pronoun in the sentence structure, as the
head nouns are indefinite.
Examples of verbal idioms that exhibit this type of embedding include:

(109) a. hafara qabr-a shakhs/shay’  bi-yad-i-hi
dig.psT  grave-acc  sb/sth with-hand-GEN-M.3SG.POSS
he put an end to e.g. the success or career of sb, or he put an end to stk
b. qabr-u-n li-1-zalam-i tahfur-u-hu  yad-u
grave.M-NOM-INDF  for-DEF-darkness-GEN ~ dig-IND-M.3SG hand-NOM
I-daw’-i (Al-Hayat, 1997)

DEF-light-GEN
lit. a grave for darkness [that] the hand of light digs

(110) a. rafa‘a rayat-a shay’
raise.psT  flag-acc  sth
he supported sth
b. wa-suqit-u kull-i  l-rayat-i llati rafa‘a-ha
and-downfall-Nom all-GEN DEF-flag.F.PL-GEN REL raise.PST-F.3PL
I-hukm-u l-haliyy-u (Al-Hayat, 1996)
DEF-regime-NOM DEF-current-NOM

lit. and the downfall of all the flags that the current regime raised
and the failure of all the ideas that the current regime supported
(111) a. yanfukh-u fi qirbat-i-n magqti‘-at-i-n
blow-IND  in bagpipe-GEN-INDF  cut.PPTCP-F-GEN-INDF
he is trying in vain to convince other people to take certain actions to
improve a situation

b. fa-l-wadih-u ’anna l-qgirbat-a llat1
and.so-DEF-clear-NOM COPM DEF-bagpipe-ACC REL
nanfukh-u fi-ha laysa-t magqti‘at-a-n fahasb
blow.1PL.PRS-IND into-F.3SG NEG-F.3SG cut.PPTCP-ACC-INDF only
bal ’inna-ha mutahattikat-u-n (Al-Ahram, 1999)

but indeed-F.3SG  rip.apart. APTCP-NOM-INDF
lit. and so the clear thing is that the bagpipe that we are blowing into is
not just cut off, but it is ripped up

(112) a. wada‘a  shakhs/shay’ ‘ala  l-raff-i

put.PST  sb/sth on DEF-shelf-GEN
he made sb/sth no longer useful or desirable

b. wa-sta‘ad-u taqalid-a 1-’ajdad-i
and-regain.PST-3PL tradition.PL-ACC DEF-grandfather.PL-GEN
min-a l-raff-i lladht wada‘a-ha ‘alayhi
from DEF-shelf-GEN REL put.M-F.3PL oNn.M.3SG
1-’aba’-u (Al-Hayat, 1996)

DEF-father.PL-NOM
lit. and they got back the traditions of their grandfathers from the shelf
on which their fathers put them
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and they readopted their grandfathers’ traditions after these were
ignored by their fathers

(113) a. dassa l-summ-a fi 1-‘asal-i
put.secretly.PST DEF-p0ison-ACC in DEF-honey-GEN
he deceptively promoted something bad (e.g. a way of thinking or
behaving) by presenting it in an advantageous or attractive way

b. wa-sumiim-u-hum-u llatt  yudhib-t-na-ha
and-poison.PL-NOM-M.3PL.POSS ~ REL  dissolve.PRS-3PL-IND-F.3PL
fi  1-‘asal-i (Al-Ahram, 1999)

in DEF-honey-GEN
lit. and their poisons which they dissolve in the honey

In (109), there is no relative pronoun in the sentence structure, as the head
noun is indefinite. On the other hand, the examples in (110) to (113) feature
relative pronouns because the heads of the relative clauses in these cases are
definite.

Finally, the nominal idiom that shows relativization has the structure N + Adj:

(114) a. ’ustuwanat-u-n mashrikhat-u-n

record-NOM-INDF  crack.PPTCP-NOM-INDF
repetitious boring talk about a particular topic

b. fa-hadhihi ’ustuwanat-u-n ’asbaha-t
and.so-DEM record-NOM-INDF ~ become.PST-F
mashriikhat-a-n (Al-Hayat, 1997)
crack.PPTCP-ACC-INDF
lit. and so this is a record [that] has become cracked

There is no relative pronoun in the Arabic example, as the head noun is
indefinite.

5.4.3.3.2 COMPLEMENT CLAUSES

In three examples, the embedded components are used within a dependent clause
that functions as a complement of the head of the matrix clause. In these cases, the
presence of this dependent clause is required by the complementation pattern of
the head verb and is necessary for the syntactic well-formedness of the sentence.

The complement clauses in these examples perform one of two grammatical
functions: the subject complement or the object complement. In the former, the
dependent clause describes the subject of the main clause. In the latter, the dependent
clause describes the object of the main clause. An example of the subject comple-
ment function is:

(115) a. ’afala najm-u shakhs/shay’
set.PST  star-NOM sb/sth
the glory or fame of sb/sth ended
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b. bada’a najm-u faransa ya’ful-u  tadrijjiyyan f1
begin.pST  star-NOM France set-IND  gradually in
misr-a (Al-Hayat, 1996)

Egypt-GEN

lit. the star of France began [to] set gradually in Egypt

The head verb bada’a “to begin” does not require the presence of a
complementizer.

The following two examples of the object complement function involve the use
of the causative verb ja ‘ala “to make” as the head of the matrix clause:

(116) a. al-yad-u 1-‘ulya
DEF-hand.F-NOM DEF-upper.F
the upper hand
b. wa-taj‘al-u yad-a-ha hiya
and-make.PRS.F.3SG-IND  hand-ACC-F.33G.POSS F.3SG
I-‘ulya  (Al-Hayat, 1996)
DEF-upper

lit. and it makes its hand the upper [one]
and it gives it the upper hand

(117) a. tajammada I-dam-u fi ‘urtg-i sb
freeze.PST DEF-blood-Nom in vein.PL-GEN sb
the blood froze in sb’s veins
b. ’amjad-u-n ka-hadhihi taj‘al-u l-dam-a
glory.PL-NOM-INDF  lik-DEM make.PRS-IND ~ DEF-blood-AccC
yajmud-u fi 1-‘urtig-i (LDC Arabic Corpus)

freeze.PRS-IND  in  DEF-vein.PL-GEN
lit. glories like these make the blood freeze in the veins
glories like these freeze the blood in the veins

5.4.3.3.3 ADJUNCT CLAUSES

In this type of embedding, the presence of the subordinate clauses is not required
by the complementation pattern of the head of the matrix clause. Therefore,
they could, in principle, be removed without affecting the grammatical well-
formedness of the sentence.

This phenomenon occurs in three idioms. The dependent clauses in these func-
tion as adjuncts of reason, time, and purpose, as shown in the examples below,
respectively:

(118) a. dassa I-summ-a fi  1-‘asal-i
put.secretly.PST ~ DEF-poison-ACC  in  DEF-honey-GEN
he deceptively promoted something bad (e.g. a way of thinking) by
presenting it in an advantageous or attractive way
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b. wa-‘alayna ’alla natadhawwaq-a
and-incumbent.on.1PL COMP.NEG taste.1PL.PRS-SBJV
‘asal-a-hum fa-fi-hi l-summ-u
honey-ACC-M.3PL.POSS as-in-M.3SG DEF-poison-NOM

(Al-Thawra, after 2000)
lit. and we should not taste their honey, as the poison is in it

(119) a. gimmat-u jabal-i I-jalid-i
top-NOM  mountain-GEN DEF-iCe-GEN
the tip of the iceberg

b. hadhihi  I-namadhij-u I-thalathat-u huwa ma

DEM DEF-example.PL-NOM DEF-three-NOM  M.3SG REL
tamma ktishaf-u-hu min jabal-i
complete.PST discovering-NOM-M.3SG of mountain-GEN
1-jalid-i ba‘da ’an  zahara-t lana  qimmat-u-hu
DEF-ice-GEN after COMP appear.PST-F t0.1PL tOp-NOM-M.3SG.POSS
min khilal-i mashrii‘-i ’amanah
from through-GEN project-GEN Amanah

(Alam Al-Yawm, an online Kuwaiti newspaper, 16 September 2007)
lit. these three examples are [only] what has been discovered of the
iceberg, after its tip appeared to us through Amanah project

(120) a. ’ibrat-u-n fi  kawmat-i qashsh-i-n
needle-NOM-INDF ~ in  stack-GEN ~ hay-GEN-INDF
a needle in a haystack

b. fi hadha l-ghaws-i fl kawmat-i qashsh-i
in DEM DEF-diving-GEN in stack-GEN hay-GEN
1-turath-i bahth-a-n ‘an ’ibrat-i
DEF-heritage-GEN searching-ACC-INDF for needle-GEN
1-shi‘r-i wa-1-haqiqat-i (Al-Hayat, 1996)

DEF-poetry-GEN and-DEF-truth-GEN
lit. in this diving into the heritage haystack to look for the needle of
poetry and truth

It is worth noting here that the idiomatic verb in (118) has been dropped in the
corpus example. Indeed, this example is based on a reworking of the image under-
lying the idiom. However, I have decided to include it here because the essence of
the idiomatic meaning is still relevant.

5.4.3.3.4 DISCUSSION OF EMBEDDING

In general, embedding draws more attention to or topicalizes the nominal compo-
nent. This entails that this component bears an identifiable meaning element. As
the examples above show, embedding is connected with motivated idioms, typi-
cally with isomorphic ones. This finding is not surprising, taking into consideration
the analyzability of these idioms and, as a result, the ability of the native speakers
to link their meaning parts to their formal constituents in a one-to-one manner.
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These form-meaning connections appear to enable the speaker or writer to
reshape the syntactic structure and semantic representation of the idiom while
simultaneously preserving its conventionalized non-literal meaning. The idiomatic
meaning is preserved by keeping the original figurative image intact across the
variations, i.e. by maintaining the deep logical relationships between the idiomatic
components as they are found in the base form.

As to relativization in particular, idiom-internal relativization in his terms,
Langlotz (2006: 258) points out that it:

is a constructional adaptation that changes the relative prominence of
the profiled conceptual substructures. More specifically, it places the
idiomatic NPs in focal position: the NP is fronted and topicalised [...].
Idiom-internal relativisation is only compatible with and functional for
analysable idiomatic expressions. [...] For non-analysable idioms (both
motivated and opaque ones) the construal of the literal scene according to this
schema is not compatible with the idiomatic meaning. Due to this constraint,
they cannot be manipulated accordingly.

The unanalyzability of non-isomorphic idioms appears to impose restrictions on
their potential for this type of syntactic malleability. This said, the example in
(117) is mainly a metonymy-based, non-isomorphic idiom that has undergone an
embedding process to convey the meaning of causation. The transparency of the
underlying figuration of the idiom and the general nature of the meaning of causa-
tion may account for this use.

Although isomorphism may account for the occurrence of most of the
examples of this phenomenon, many isomorphic idioms have not been used in
embedded constructions. Such variations are highly marked in their texts. This
markedness could be ascribed to the fact that they generally call for more analyt-
ical processing effort. This need for more processing effort stems from the fact
that in embedding the expression departs from its conventional structure and
cannot, therefore, be cognitively processed by simply resorting to a pre-existing
representation of it in the mental lexicon of the native speaker. Such highly
marked uses may not be expected to occur frequently in general language use,
which could provide a plausible explanation for the infrequency of this phenom-
enon in the data.

It may be appropriate here to point to Carter’s (2004) discussion of what he
terms pattern reforming. In this regard, he notes that some uses are more likely to
be noticed because they are more overt. As he puts it, an example of pattern
reforming would draw attention to itself:

because it involves a deliberate play on or with words and it is overt because
it can involve a break with an expected pattern. For example, a second
meaning of a word is picked up on or a fixed expression is displaced or a
newly coined or invented word or phrase is produced.

(Carter 2004: 102)
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5.4.3.4 Predicatization

In predicatization, an idiom that does not involve a subject-predicate relationship
in its base form undergoes syntactic changes that lead its components to form
(parts of) the subject and predicate of the same clause.

A number of points are in order. First, the discussion of this phenomenon obvi-
ously does not relate to verb-subject idioms, as they involve a subject-predicate
relationship in their base forms. Second, the examples discussed here do not
include cases of passivization wherein the object of a verbal idiom becomes the
subject of a passivized version of its verb (see section 5.4.2). Finally, this section
is not concerned with examples of perspective-adaptation where e.g. the object of
a causative verb becomes the subject of a reflexive one (that is based on the same
root) (see section 5.3.2).

Predicatization has occurred in three nominal idioms and five verbal ones. Not
surprisingly, all the nominal idioms showing this pattern of syntactic behavior
have the structure: head noun + adjectival modifier. This structure can be readily
altered into the structure: a subject + a predicate, mainly by using the head noun
in the subject position and using the modifying adjective predicatively rather than
attributively. Some examples of this phenomenon are:

(121) a. al-yad-u 1-‘ulya
DEF-hand.F-NOM DEF-upper.F
the upper hand

b. nahnu ‘ala thigat-i-n bi-’anna-na

1PL on confidence-GEN-INDF with-CcOMP-1PL
sa-nuhaqqiq-u dhalika wa-’inna yad-a-na
FUT-achieve.IPL-IND  DEM and-indeed  hand.F-ACC-1PL.POSS
sa-taktin-u hiya I-‘ulya (Al-Tajdid, 2002)
FUT-be-IND F.38G DEF-upper

lit. we are confident that we will achieve that, and, indeed, our hand
will be the upper [one]
(122) a. ’ustuwanat-u-n mashrtikh-at-u-n
record.F-NOM-INDF crack.PPTCP-F-NOM-INDF
repetitious boring talk about a particular topic

b. al-’ustuwanat-u 1-’amrikiyy-at-u laysa-t
DEF-record.F.PL-NOM DEF-American-F-NOM NEG-F
mashriikh-at-a-n (Al-Thawra, after 2000)

crack.PPTCP-F-ACC-INDF
lit. the American records are not cracked

These examples involve changes only in the grammatical relationships between
the idiomatic parts.

On the other hand, in addition to such changes, predicatizing verbal idioms
might involve alternations to the morphological properties of the idiomatic words.
The following are three examples of predicatization in verbal idioms. While the
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first involves the nominalization of the head verb, the other two do not involve any
morphological changes of the verb:

(123) a. yahruth-u fi 1-bahr-i
plow.PRS-IND in DEF-sea-GEN
he is plowing the sand
b. harth-1 lam yakun fi 1-bahr-i
plowing-1SG.POSS NEG.PST be.Juss in  DEF-sea-GEN

(Al-Hayat, 1996)
lit. my plowing was not in the sea
my effort was not fruitless

(124) a. lam yusaddiq ‘ayn-ay-hi
NEG.PST believe.M.3SG.JUSS eye-DU.ACC-M.38G.POSS
he did not believe his eyes

b. ‘indama ra’aytu strat-a-hu wa-qara’-tu

when See.PST.1SG  picture-ACC-M.3SG.POSS and-read.PST-1SG
I-khabar-a lam tusaddiq ‘ayna-ya
DEF-News-ACC  NEG.PST  believe.Juss  eye.DU.NOM-1SG.POSS
’anna-ni sa-’ara-hu marrat-a-n ukhra
COMP-1SG FUT-see.1SG-M.3SG time-ACC-INDF another

(Al-Hayat, 1996)
lit. when I saw his picture and read the news, my eyes did not believe
that I would see him again

(125) a. fataha l-nar-a ‘ala  shakhs/shay’
open.PST DEF-fire-ACC at sbisth
he verbally attacked sb/sth
b. wa-yabdi ’anna  I-niran-a lam yaftah-ha
and-seem.PRS COMP  DEF-fire.F.PL-ACC  NEG.PST Open.JUSs-F.PL
I-nuwwab-u faqat (Al-Ahram, 1999)

DEF-representative.PL-NOM  only
lit. and it seems that the fires (subject of clause) not only the representa-
tives [i.e. members of the parliament] opened them (predicate)

Once more, isomorphism appears to be the best explanation for most of the exam-
ples of this syntactic variation. That is to say, since the idiomatic components in
isomorphic idioms bear discernible segments of their non-literal readings, the
syntactic relationships between these components may be altered in the way spec-
ified above without distorting their institutionalized meanings, as long as the deep
logical connections between these parts are preserved.

In (124), the idiom is not isomorphic, however. The predicatization here seems
to be based on a reworking of the role of the referent of the nominal element in the
figuration that underlies its base form. As analyzed in Chapter 3, the figuration in
the base form of this idiom is possibly founded on a perceived similarity between
the reaction of a person who is very surprised by something they see and that of a
person who does not accept what someone tells them as true. The word ‘aynan
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“two eyes” is interpreted metaphorically in the source domain by attributing a
human quality to it, i.e. the quality that a human being may or may not be believed
as a source of information. In the target domain, i.e. the domain of the idiomatic
meaning, on the other hand, the eyes, as the organ of vision, stand in a metonymic
relationship with the what-is-seen part of the idiomatic reading.

In the predicatized version, however, the eyes seem to stand metonymically for
the entity referred to by the possessive pronoun, i.e. the person who is surprised,
or perhaps for their cognitive faculty. This semantic shift may be based on the fact
that the eyes constitute the part of the body which is involved instrumentally in
seeing and, in turn, perceiving the world.

An important general conclusion that may be drawn from the foregoing
analysis and discussion is that the degree of the syntactic flexibility of Arabic
idioms is much higher than that suggested by some views in contemporary Arabic
linguistics. Indeed, idioms that allow for predicatization, changes in their constit-
uent order, and/or embedding call into question the conclusion that Attia (2006)
comes to:

As passivisation in Arabic is not made by configurational restructuring of
the sentence, but rather by morphological inflection of verbs, we can say
that Arabic shows only one instance of syntactic flexibility in MWEs [i.e.
multiword expressions], that is allowing intervening elements (p. 95)

where his characterization and examples of multiword expressions clearly
subsume idioms as understood in the context of the present study.
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The following sections address four main points: an overview of the major find-
ings of the study and their interpretations; main areas of application in which the
findings would be useful; limitations of the study; and ideas for future research on
Arabic idioms.

6.1 Major findings and their interpretations

This study has investigated the linguistic behavior of a sample of Arabic idioms
chiefly on the basis of their occurrences in the All Newspapers section of Arabi-
corpus. It regards idiom as: a multiword unit that has a syntactic function within
the clause and has a figurative meaning in terms of the whole or a unitary meaning
that cannot be derived from the meanings of its individual components.

The study examines the data with regard to their semantic structure, discursive
behavior, and lexical and grammatical properties. The major findings relevant to
each of these aspects and their plausible interpretations are provided below.

6.1.1 The semantic structure of idioms

A general finding that should be pointed to here is that corpus investigations have
shown that idioms are sometimes used in meanings that are not recorded for them
in available Arabic dictionaries.

The study has examined two major points with respect to the semantic structure
of Arabic idioms: the patterns of semantic extension that underlie them and how
they can be classified in regard to the notion of isomorphism.

6.1.1.1 Patterns of semantic extension in idioms

In section 3.2, the study has found, first, that the main patterns of semantic exten-
sion that are involved in the production of Arabic idioms are metaphor, metonymy,
interaction of metaphor and metonymy, semantic extension based on conven-
tional knowledge, hyperbole, and emblematizing.

Second, some correlations have been identified between the patterns of figura-
tion and the syntactic classes of idioms. In particular, many prepositional idioms
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contain a metonymic element. This correlation is explainable by the range of the
meanings that Arabic prepositions typically convey, e.g. various associations in
time or space or different relationships of causality, instrumentality, and accom-
paniment. Since metonymy is, by definition, concerned with meaning extensions
that are based on such relationships, when prepositional phrases are used figura-
tively, this use often involves a metonymy.

Third, four types of interaction between metaphor and metonymy have been
identified in the data. Three of these, i.e. metaphor from metonymy, metonymy
within metaphor, and metaphor within metonymy, are discussed in Goossens
(2003). The fourth type involves a mapping between an entailment of the literal
reading and the idiomatic meaning, and it is not discussed in Goossens’ work.

Fourth, the metaphor from metonymy type is by far the most frequent among
these patterns of interaction in the data. The high frequency of this pattern may
be partially ascribed to its experiential basis. The other infrequent patterns of
metaphor-metonymy interaction do not in general have the degree of embedding
in human everyday experience that this pattern has.

Additionally, as far as the metonymy within metaphor pattern is concerned, the
condition to incorporate an element that functions both in the source and target
domains could be regarded as a restriction on the productivity of this type.
However, in this regard, it is stressed that in order to better understand this
phenomenon, future work needs to be conducted on different sets of data with
some effort to categorize idioms in semantically coherent groups and with close
attention to the question of how distinct the target domains are from the source
domains. Finally, the infrequency of the metaphor within metonymy type may be
explained by “[t]he fact that if we embed a metaphor into a metonymy, it tends to
‘metaphorise’ the whole expression” (Goossens 2003: 367).

Finally, idioms that are based on the metaphor from metonymy pattern vary
with regard to their ability to be used as pure metonymies. This may be due to
linguistic and/or socio-cultural factors. For example, in principle, clearly moti-
vated idioms which are relevant to the present-day world of native speakers
can be used as metonymies. On the other hand, literally non-compositional
idioms may not be used in this way. The restriction on the purely metonymic
uses could also occur because of socio-cultural changes in the speech community.
For instance, an idiom that belongs to this type may continue to be used, while
the situation with which it is metonymically associated may cease to occur in
the real world today. Also, the metonymic basis of a motivated idiom might be
irrelevant to everyday life of native speakers because the expression is originally
a result of a borrowing process that has taken place due to some form of language
contact.

6.1.1.2 Idioms and isomorphism

In section 3.3, the study has shown, first, that a binary classification of idioms
into isomorphic and non-isomorphic idioms is not sufficient. A third class is
needed to accommodate examples that can be used in both ways depending on
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context. The categorization is based on how native speakers of Arabic perceive
idioms as indicated by the corpus data. The major reason for the need for this
third category is that (different) speakers’ perceptions of the same idiom may
vary. Sometimes, they seem to perceive the idiom as having a non-literal meaning
whose internal semantic structure matches that of its literal reading. At other
times, the same idiom is used in a meaning that is based on an abstraction from an
entailment of its literal reading. In this case, the internal make-up of the idiomatic
meaning cannot be mapped onto that of the literal interpretation.

Second, while metaphorical idioms are usually isomorphic, metonymy-based
idioms are typically not. These correlations have been linked to insights from
some studies on metaphor and metonymy. Metaphorical idioms are typically
based on noticing a set of similarities between two concepts. This usually leads to
their isomorphism, as it is often possible to establish the connections between
parts of the idiomatic meaning and parts of the constituent structure encoding the
literal meaning. However, the study shows that some metaphorical idioms are not
isomorphic due to their syntactic structure.

On the other hand, the presence of a metonymy in the semantic structure of the
idiom usually renders it non-isomorphic. This may be explained by the nature of
the relationships that link the two concepts in the case of metonymy. These rela-
tionships are not based on similarity but rather on connections of other types such
as those between the part and the whole, the cause and the effect, and the producer
and the product, to name just a few. On the whole, unlike the similarity relation-
ship, such connections do not enable the language user to establish one-to-one
links between identifiable parts of the idiomatic meaning and elements of the
constituent structure of the relevant idioms.

However, it has become evident that an idiom that involves a metonymy may
be isomorphic in two cases: (a) when the metonymy operates at the individual-
constituent level rather than at the level of the whole expression, or (b) when the
metonymy operates at the level of the whole expression but the idiom includes a
constituent that is motivated by a separate pattern of semantic extension such as
emblematizing.

6.1.2 The discursive behavior of idioms

In Chapter 4, the study has addressed two main issues with regard to the discur-
sive behavior of idioms: the discursive functions that they perform and the ways
in which they contribute to the cohesion of their texts.

6.1.2.1 The discursive functions of idioms

In section 4.1, the study shows that Arabic idioms perform different types of
functions, including informational, evaluative, modalizing, and organizational
functions. However, the organizational function is relatively infrequent in the
data, while the informational, evaluative, and modalizing functions are common.
Confining what is considered as idiom to multiword units that occur within the
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clause may be a credible explanation for this dissimilarity. Previous research on
multiword units demonstrates that the organizational function is often carried out
by elements that occur outside the clause structure and that, on the other hand, the
informational and evaluative functions often realize through elements that occur
as parts of the clause (Fernando 1996).

The figurativity of many idioms in the data could constitute an additional
explanation for the low incidence of the organizational function (see Moon 1998).

The high frequency of the informational function can also be ascribed to the
fact that giving information is an essential function of language (Moon 1998).
Furthermore, the property of figurativity in idioms may explain why the evalua-
tive function is frequent in the data. As instances of figurative language, many
idioms bring to mind scenes that may trigger a number of implicatures. The scene
expressed in the literal reading may be culturally regarded approvingly or disap-
provingly and this may provide the basis for the evaluative content in these
expressions.

The high incidence of the modalizing function, which often manifests in situ-
ating an action or quality at the extreme end of a scale between two opposites,
may be explained by the fact that idioms are not often used to refer to regular
phenomena or moderate qualities. Rather, as previous research shows, metaphors
in general and idioms are used to convey intense versions of the meanings of any
apparently equal literal paraphrases.

The study has identified many instances of multiple functioning wherein an
idiom performs more than one discursive role simultaneously. Considered
together, the properties discussed above in accounting for the pervasiveness of
the informational, evaluative, and modalizing functions may help explain this
phenomenon.

The study has also identified some correlations between the discursive func-
tions and the syntactic classes of idioms. For example, the organizational function
in the data is carried out by prepositional and adverbial idioms. This could be
explained by the fact that prepositions and adverbs usually express different types
of spatial, temporal, and logical relationships.

A salient point in the data is that negatively evaluative idioms outnumber posi-
tively evaluative ones. This phenomenon may be explained by the property of
indirectness in idioms. Since idioms develop as indirect ways to communicate
their meanings, this often makes them an appropriate choice when indirectness is
needed to talk about taboo topics and/or express negative evaluations.

In general, language users need tactful ways to express negative evaluations
more than they do to express positive ones. This could provide a motivation for
formularizing more indirect negatively evaluating expressions than indirect posi-
tively evaluating ones. Since the use of formulaic language is characterized by the
need for less cognitive processing effort (Wray 2002), formularizing many nega-
tively evaluative non-literal expressions could then be regarded as an attempt to
maximize the communicative advantages that these expressions equip language
users with, particularly their ability to allude to shared values and to create and
support rapport between speakers or writers and hearers or readers.
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However, the study notes that even though the evaluative content in idioms is
conveyed indirectly, this does not mean that it is necessarily conveyed politely.
Two reasons may be provided for this. First, conventionalizing the form-meaning
relationship makes the idiom more “direct” in expressing its non-literal meaning.
In this regard, Brown and Levinson’s (1987) notion of conventionalized indirect-
ness is of great relevance. Second, the implicatures that are often evoked by the
literal senses of many idioms, especially when they are elaborated in context, may
intensify their evaluative content.

Two major sources of explanations have been identified to account for the
particular orientation of the evaluation in idioms. The first is the characteristics of
the images underlying them, perhaps including how the literal sense is interpreted
within its etymological socio-cultural context. The other source is the values of
the speech community in their dynamic, ever-changing nature.

Some evaluative idioms in the data can undergo changes in the typical orienta-
tion or intensity of their evaluative content. This has only been attested in the case
of clearly motivated examples.

In general, the clarity of the motivation of the idiom has been a powerful
explanatory notion in the context of discussing the discursive functions of idioms.
Since this part of the study is mainly concerned with how idioms contribute to the
content of their texts, this notion, with its focus on the meaning-meaning relation-
ship, is a good candidate for this task.

6.1.2.2 Idioms and cohesion

In section 4.2, the study has identified six major ways in which Arabic
idioms contribute to the cohesion of their texts. These include the use of
determiners and demonstratives, signaling temporal, spatial, or logical relations
through organizational idioms, the use of some types of syntactic modifiers, the
extension of the figurative image underlying the idiom, contextual transforma-
tions, and some of the morphological properties of the idiomatic components. The
isomorphism of idioms has played the major part in explaining the ability of
idioms to contribute to the cohesion of their texts through most of these ways or
devices.

6.1.3 The lexical and grammatical behavior of idioms

In Chapter 5, the study has investigated the following points with regard to the
formal behavior of idioms: lexical variation, changes in lexicogrammatical
complexity, perspective-adaptation, inflectability, the active and passive voice,
syntactic types and structures, constituent order, embedding, and predicatization.

It has become evident that Arabic idioms show a degree of formal variation that
is higher than what is proposed in some contemporary accounts of the phenom-
enon (e.g. in Attia 2006). In particular, many examples of lexical substitutions,
changes in constituent order, embedding, and predicatization have been attested in
the corpus data. Once more, the isomorphism of many idioms has been the most
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powerful explanatory notion in this regard. However, the clarity of the motivation
has played an important role in this respect too.

On the other hand, several explanations have been proposed for the restrictions
on the formal variation of idioms. First, the incompatibility between the gram-
matical meaning of the type of formal variation and the idiomatic meaning is an
important reason for such restrictions. In this regard, one may point to some verbal
idioms that do not occur in the past tense because the meaning of completion
expressed by this form in Arabic may contradict their idiomatic meanings. Second,
the syntactic structure of some isomorphic idioms seems to restrict their formal
variation potential.

Third, some sociolinguistic factors related to the present state of diglossia in
Arabic could also account for some relevant phenomena in the data, particularly
with regard to the choice of the negatives and in turn the form of the verbs that
follow them. Fourth, both the grammatical environments in which the idiom
occurs and the characteristics of the image underlying it may account for the
restrictions on the inflection of some of its nominal components. Fifth, the discur-
sive function of the idiom could restrict its formal variability. For instance, verbal
idioms that convey negative evaluations of their subjects tend not to occur in the
first person form. Finally, some stylistic factors may be at work too. That is, the
infrequency of some syntactic variations might be explained by the fact that they
are highly marked in text and therefore may not be expected to occur frequently
in general language usage.

6.2 Contexts of use and applications

The findings of this study may be of interest to several domains of application,
including lexicography, Arabic language learning and teaching, natural language
processing, and translation.

The analyses of individual examples may be a good source of information that
could be incorporated in the entries devoted to idioms in dictionaries. Currently,
these entries focus mainly on definitions. Depending on the target users of the
dictionary, different types of information and different degrees of detail may be
adopted. For example, information on the variation potential of idioms is of
particular significance in dictionaries designed for learners of Arabic. Also, infor-
mation on any evaluative function that the idiom has is crucial to ensure native-
like encoding and decoding.

Likewise, authors of Arabic textbooks may adopt an equal level of detail so as
to help the learner develop a fuller understanding of the expression being presented.
Since some types of information on the uses of idioms are not accessible to intui-
tion, the corpus analyses provided here may equip the authors of such books and
Arabic teachers with some of the information needed in order to bring the learning
outcomes closer to native-like proficiency and to make the contents of Arabic
textbooks and classes more representative of the state of MSA in the real world.

Details of the formal variations that many idioms allow are crucial in the context
of natural language processing. Failing to encode such information appropriately
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in the system may make it impossible to recognize a particular variant of an idiom
as such. This in turn could lead to some major inaccuracies in the intended
outcome of the whole process, be it a translation or a grammatical account of a
text, for instance.

In the context of human translation, knowledge of any evaluative function
of the idiom is essential for selecting it or not in a particular context. It is
also crucial in deciding on its appropriate equivalents in the target language.
This is relevant even in the cases where Arabic idioms are originally loan transla-
tions from English, for instance, since the Arabic expression could develop
connotations in its contexts of use that are not typical of its original English
equivalent.

6.3 Limitations of the study

No corpus can include every single aspect of the language under examination.
Therefore, it is likely that some relevant phenomena that do not occur in Arabi-
corpus do occur outside it. Also, the fact that it mainly consists of newspaper texts
could undermine some relevant phenomena that occur in other styles. Moreover,
the complications involved in searching Arabicorpus could sometimes make it
difficult to retrieve all the relevant examples from its texts. Although the study has
attempted to overcome these limitations e.g. by using additional sources of data,
this attempt has been limited.

In some cases, these limitations have led to a degree of subjectivity. In this
regard, one may point to the difficulty of establishing the precise discursive
function(s) of some idioms that do not occur frequently in Arabicorpus.

It could be added here that a fuller understanding of some phenomena in
the data may only be arrived at through incorporating a diachronic dimension in
the investigation. However, due to the nature of the data sources available for me,
no effort to do so has been made in any systematic way.

6.4 Ideas for future research

Many topics may be suggested for future research on Arabic idioms. Some of the
most prominent of these are:

e astudy of how conceptual metaphors participate in the production of Arabic
idioms;

e adetailed investigation of syntactic modification in Arabic idioms;

e an investigation of the grammatical environments in which Arabic idioms
occur, e.g. this could focus on the polarity contexts in which different Arabic
idioms are (typically) used;

e an examination of how open for derivation Arabic idioms are; e.g., a study
may be interested in examining the phenomenon of nominalization in verbal
idioms and its functions in the case of idioms that convey negative evalua-
tions of their subjects;
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e a detailed investigation of what lexical items collocate with Arabic idioms
and how different collocational patterns affect the discursive and semantic
behavior of idioms;

e investigating the sources of idioms in MSA, e.g. literary works, translation
and spoken dialects — this may be linked to several sociolinguistic issues in
Arabic-speaking countries;

e psycholinguistic investigations of how native speakers of Arabic decode and
encode idioms;

e investigating how idioms are sometimes signaled metalinguistically in text;

e across-corpora analysis of Arabic idioms and their English equivalents;

e developing an electronic database of Arabic idioms that includes information
on their linguistic behavior, particularly their variation potential — such a
database may also be developed into a bilingual work by incorporating the
findings of the study suggested in the previous point.

Indeed, (corpus-based) investigations of Arabic idioms and Arabic phraseology in
general that are synchronic or diachronic in nature are much needed for both theo-
retical and practical purposes.



Notes

2 Methodology and data

* Because many idioms in MSA are loan translations from English, sometimes my atten-
tion was drawn to the Arabic idiom only after coming across its English counterpart in
my daily interactions and readings.

+ Arabicorpus is available at http://arabicorpus.byu.edu/

1 The search terms can be typed using the Arabic script too. But I have often relied on the
transliterations because they are more straightforward when regular expressions are
involved.

3 The semantic structure of Arabic idioms

* This term is used broadly in her work, so that it subsumes many of the phenomena that
are considered as idioms in the present work.

1 This is only one possible basis for this idiom. Since the word ¢a ‘imah can mean “an
animal’s leg”, another possibility is that the idiom is based on an image of an animal that
has none of its legs standing.

5 The lexical and grammatical behavior of Arabic idioms

* Also, see his use of conspicuousness as a criterion for wordplay (Langlotz 2006: 222).

However, he admits the difficulty of setting the boundaries of this principle.

However, rules of general logic are not always observed in language structure, and many

idioms are archetypes of this. In fact, it has been said that “[i]f natural language had been

designed by a logician, idioms would not exist” (Johnson-Laird 1993: vii).

i Ina spoken version of this example, the vowel /a/ in wa- “and” could be dropped. Also,
fen represents the colloquial interrogative (# “where”.

§ Ryding (2005) also discusses what she calls the derivational passive in Arabic, where “a
derivational verb form [. . .] is used to convey a passive, reflexive, or mediopassive sense
of the action involved in the verb” (p. 657). However, she acknowledges Wright’s (1967)
point that the meanings conveyed by the verb patterns involved in this type are resulta-
tive, and, therefore, are not completely identical with the concept of formal passive. She
states that in English “it is sometimes necessary to render the equivalent meaning of
these derived forms in the passive” (p. 657). This type of “passive” is not a concern of
this section, since its most prominent examples in the data have been discussed in section
53.2.

9 The only account I have found of the figuration underlying this classical idiom involves
an image of a person who, when confused or regretful, starts to bite their hand, thus
making their mouth “fall on” their hand. Given this description, this opaque idiom seems
to have a metonymic basis.

—
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|| A few examples of this idiom in the SV order have been found in other sources, mainly
websites. However, the texts in which they occur belong to Egyptian colloquial Arabic,
wherein the SV order is predominant. These examples have therefore been excluded
from the study. In a relevant context, Holes (2004) states that even “in the case of ‘event-
oriented’ sentences, the preference for VSCOMP is to some degree a matter of personal
choice. Some journalists occasionally use SVCOMP where it is clearly an ‘event’ which
is being described but for no contextually obvious reason. A contributory influence may
be the writer’s dialectal background: ‘urban’ dialects, like Cairene and Damascene,
which are spoken by the majority of writers and journalists, have SVCOMP as the
normal order for all types of message. Another possible influence may be the typically
SVCOMP order of European languages, especially English, with which many Arab
writers are familiar and which have a predominant position in news dissemination and in
the cultural transfer of technical information of all kinds” (p. 253). His reference to the
position of English in the transfer of technical knowledge seems to be connected with the
function of SVCOPM order in expository writing as he describes it in an earlier
quotation.
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units and 4—7; perspective-adaptation
111-13; positioning the clause adjuncts
136-9; positioning the idiomatic
subject 134-6; predicatization 147-9;
preposition variation 107; prepositional
idioms 32-3; prepositional idioms
syntactic structures 132; relative
clauses 141-3; relevant idioms
distributions over embedding types 141;
research questions 2—3; selecting the
sample 17; semantic extension
patterns 39-55; semantic extension
patterns in idioms 150—1; semantic
structure 37-65; significance of the
study 1-2; sources of idioms in MSA
3—4; study 150-7; syntactic classes
16; systematic variation vs wordplay
102—4; using corpora in idiom studies
7-9; verb-subject idioms 27-8;
verb-subject idioms syntactic structures
128; verb variation 105-6; verbal
idioms 28-31; verbal idioms syntactic
structures 129-30; verbs inflectability
113-19

Arabic newspapers 24—6
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Arabicorpus 18-22, 109, 111, 117, 119,
150, 156; components other than
newspapers 19; contents and structure
18-20; searching method 20-2; word
count of each newspaper in 18

‘aynan see “two eyes”

bala‘a see “to swallow”

bagarah see “cow”

beat one’s breast 46

blended metaphorical idioms 44
blue blood 534

British National Corpus (BNC) 21

Classical Arabic (CLA) 3

clauses 141-5; adjunct see adjunct clauses;
complement see complement clauses;
positioning the clause adjuncts 136-9;
relative see relative clauses

co-reference 91

cohesion 91-101; contextual
transformations 99—-100; determiners
and demonstratives 92-5; extending
figurative image 97-9; idioms 154;
modifiers 96—7; morphology of
idiomatic components 100-1;
organizational idioms 95-6

cohesive tie 91

compatibility 116

complement clauses 143—4

complex repetition 91

composite units 4

constituent order 133—4

constituental motivation 38

context: transformations 99—-100; use and
applications 155-6

conventional knowledge 51-2

coordinate reversal 139—40

corpus 7

corpus-based research 10

corpus data: additional data sources 22-3;
Arabicorpus 18-22; preparing of 24;
sources, collection procedures, and
preparation 18-24

“cow” 59

cranberry elements 38, 41

cultural norms 85

cultural values 85

decomposable idioms see idiomatic
combinations

decomposition 56

demonstratives 92—5

determiners 925

discourse: Arabic idioms 66-101;
discursive functions of idioms 66-91;
distribution of data over functional
categories 68—70; distribution of idioms
over discursive functions 69; evaluative
idioms 71-2; idioms and cohesion
91-101; informational idioms 70-1;
modalizing idioms 73—4; multiple
functioning 74-83; organizational
idioms 72-3

“discourse entities” 57

“discourse referents” 57

embedding 140—6; adjunct clauses 144-5;
complement clauses 143—4; relative
clauses 141-3; relevant idioms
distributions over emdedding types 141

emblems 53; special cases 53—5

evaluative idioms 67, 71-2

evaluative multifunctional idioms 76-83;
evaluative-modalizing idioms 81;
informational-evaluative idioms 76-81;
informational-evaluative-modalizing
idioms 81-3

extragrammatical idioms 38

Sfigurativity 86
fixed expressions and idioms (FEIs) 72
functional expressions 5—-6

global motivation 38

grammar: active and passive voice 122—7;
Arabic idioms 113-49; idioms
inflectability 113-22; idioms syntactic
behaviour 127-33

grammaticalization 54

halub see “milch”
‘have a good nose’ 104
hyperbole 52-3

ideational idioms 83—4

idiom 4, 15-16, 150-5; base form 15;
cohesion 154; discursive behaviour
152-4; discursive functions 152-4;
inflectability 113-22; isomorphism
151-2; lexical and grammatical
behaviour 154-5; nouns and adjectives
inflectability 119-22; semantic
extension patterns 150—1; semantic
structure 150-2; verbs inflectability
113-19

idiom-internal relativization 146

idiomatic combinations 56



idiomatic phrases 56

idiomatic polysemy 53

idioms with garden-path constituents 39

informational idioms 67, 70—1; nominal
70; prepositional 70—1; verb-subject and
verbal 70

institutionalization 5

isomorphic idioms 93, 94, 125

isomorphism 55-61, 91; idioms 151-2;
patterns of semantic extension in idioms
57; syntactic types of idioms 57

Jaffa see “to dry”
kick the bucket 39, 104

LDC Arabic Corpus 23

lexical cohesion 91

lexical variation: adjective variation 107;
Arabic idioms 104-9; noun variation
105-6; preposition variation 107; verb
variation 105-7

lexicogrammar: Arabic idioms 109-13;
changes in the complexity 109-11;
perspective-adaptation 111-13

literally non-compositional idioms
38,40

local grammars 113

media Arabic 25

metaphor 43-5, 64; and metonymy 46-51;
see also metaphtonymy

metaphtonymy 46—50; metaphor from
metonymy 46—8; metaphor within
metonymy 49-51; metonymy within
metaphor 48-9

metonymy 45, 63—4; and metaphor 46-51;
see also metaphtonymy

“milch” 59

modalizing idioms 67, 73—4

Modern Standard Arabic (MSA) 3, 24;
sources of idioms in 3—4

motivation 37-9, 91

mufraghah 42

multiple functioning 74-83; evaluative
multifunctional idioms 76-83;
non-evaluative multifunctional
idioms 75-6

najm see “‘star”

naran see “two fires”

nominal idioms 31-2, 70

non-decomposable idioms see idiomatic
phrases

Index 167

non-evaluative multifunctional idioms
75-6

non-isomorphic idioms 55-6, 59, 934

noun variation: idioms 105-6

organizational idioms 67, 72-3; cohesion
95-6

passive voice 1227

pattern reforming 146
phraseology 1

predicatization: idioms 147-9
preposition variation: idioms 107
prepositional idioms 32-3

pull strings 56

qirbah 42

relative clauses 141-3
relative fixedness 5
restricted collocations 5
rock the boat 38
rummah 54

secondary metaphorization 52-3

semantics: Arabic idioms 37-65;
conventional knowledge 51-2;
distribution of idioms over figurative
patterns 40; emblems 53-5; hyperbole
52-3; interaction of metaphor and
metonymy 46-51; isomorphism 55-61;
isomorphism and syntactic types of
idioms 57; isomorphism and the
patterns of semantic extension 57;
metaphor 43-5; metonymy 45;
motivation 37-9; patterns of semantic
extension 39-55

shoot one’s mouth off 48-9

shoot the breeze 38

simple repetition 91

spill the beans 567

“star” 58

strain at a gnat and swallow a camel 38

swallow 38

swallow the bitter pill 38

syntax: adjectival idioms syntactic
structures 132; adverbial idioms
syntactic structures 132; Arabic idioms
127-49; constituent order 133—40;
embedding 140-6; idioms syntactic
types and structures 127-33; nominal
idioms syntactic structures 131;
predicatization 147-9; prepositional
idioms syntactic structures 132;
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syntactic structures of verb-subject
idioms 128; verbal idioms syntactic
structures 129-30

systematic formal variation 102—3

text 66

“the bait” 58

“the honey” 58-9

“the poison” 58

“to dry” 108

to go around in circles 63—4

“to set” 58

“to swallow” 58
“two eyes” 49
“two fires” 59

verb-subject idioms 16-17, 27, 70

verb variation: idioms 105-7

verbal idioms 28-31, 70; syntactic
structures 129-30

wordplay: idioms 102-3
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