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Abstract: The aim of this paper is to explain the relatiopshetween somatic verbal
idioms, composite multi-word phrases, as they aaditionally considered, and the architecture
of the human cognitive capacity proving that adiyathese idioms which will also be briefly
defined, are complex mental representations thabeiate the literal and the target scenes.
Based mainly on Langlotz’'s work, “Idiomatic CreatiwitA cognitive-linguistic model of idiom-
representation and idiom-variation in English” (280this paper argues that somatic verbal
idioms should be perceived as dynamic cognitivectires with various degrees of complexity
activated by means of “idiomatic activation-set&’aqglotz, 2006: 95). Moreover, as this fact is
closely linked to Mefuk’s belief that “not only every language, but gvaxeme of a language,
is an entire world in itself” (Meluk in Langlotz, 2006: 93) the paper proves thabids depend
on the interactional mappings of various concepstalctures.
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1. Introduction

How can a translator have a unitary perspectiveidioms given their
idiosyncrasy and heterogeneity? Could their taxdoacharacter reveal aspects if not
even outright parameters in the sense of disteatiufes, which could be considered as
rigorous criteria for a better understanding ofrtiveegular nature?

Unfortunately, so far linguists have agreed toagise as far as idioms’
characteristics are concerned mainly because tbejyd cnot unanimously accept a
certain definition as having covered these phrasesst significant aspects. For this
reason, in the present paper we will examine omignatic verbal idioms from a
cognitive-linguistic perspective in an attempt fwow that underneath their atypical
semantic features lays a cognitive model of imagipaojected worlds.

However, this issue does not entail that only emional images explain an
idiom’s figurative meaning and its heterogeneoutumeaas a linguistic multi-word
construction, rather that the images support thigatmon of conceptual source-domain
knowledge, which is then mapped metaphorically ottie target-domain of the
idiomatic meaning.

2. Methods and materials

The data for the analysis is extracted from thgfé@l Idioms — Dictionary for
learners of English” (Parkinson, Francis, 2010) dhd paper uses deductive and
descriptive methods of analysis concentrating @vipg that somatic verbal idioms are
based on a cognitive model of imaginary projectediads, a multi-dimensional web of
significant representations linked through meanihgfmbolisation.
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Before proceeding, however, it is necessary teiden a working definition of
idioms that will allow us to understand somaticbadridioms as mental representations
of concrete scenes linked to empirically-abstrachdins of experience, in other words,
factual scenarios which evoke conceptual assootio

3. Somatic verbal idioms in cognitive-linguisticrtas

Thus, for the purpose of this paper, | assumédinenwith Everaert (2010: 81)
that idioms are “conventionalized linguistic exmiess which can be decomposed into
potentially meaningful components and exhibit cotmoence restrictions that cannot be
explained in terms of rule-governed morpho-syntagtisemantic restrictions”.

Within the class of “verbal idioms” (Huddlestoryllam, 2002: 273) or as they
are sometimes called “verb phrase idioms” (Nenor&Q7: 313) or “verb + noun
idiomatic combinations (VNICs)" (Fazly, Stevensdn06: 337), frozen verb-noun
combinations this paper focuses only on idioms comigndefined as “simply idioms
(phrasemes), or idiomatic (phraseological) comiamatof various functions containing
at least one obvious body-part namé€e(mak, 1999: 110). By examining several
somatic verbal idioms, we try to test the hypothexfi a possible cognitive model of
imaginary projected worlds, evoked by “a rich lierscene related to a complex
architecture of alternative metaphorical, metonyad emblematic mental network”
(Langlotz, 2006: 288).

At this point, it is necessary to briefly evindeetcharacteristic features of
somatic verbal idioms because they help estabifisgetidioms’ cognitive value:

+ compositeness in the sense of multiwordiness

+/- compositionality

+/- morpho-syntactically and/or lexically restramis

+ conventionality in the sense of institutionaliaat

+ figurative meaning in the sense of “complex syhabonits” (Langlotz, 2006: 286)
activated on the conceptual level.

Firstly, idioms are multi-word syntagms, a lingigsconvention used mainly
to exclude compounds and other word strings thataabitrary by nature. Nenonen
(2007: 309) argues that idioms should be percedrdd as multiword lexical units and
thus, distinguishes them from collocations, whiamnsgist of independent words that
tend to co-occur because only idioms are sequenfce®rd forms which function as
single grammatical units with their own meaning.

Secondly, Nenonen (2007: 309) believes that idianesnon-compositional in
the sense that besides the fact that the meaning ofulti-word syntagm is not
decomposable on the basis of the meanings of its,fEso, the form of that syntagm
may not be isomorphic with the referential form. rélover, nowadays, non-
compositionality is perceived as a much more cotmgmeive notion and recent studies
show that the idea of compositionality should nogler be a controversial feature
defining idioms because it has been proven thatmdi do not form a homogeneous
non-compositional class but rather a highly hetenegpus community which is based
on “a continuum of compositionality” (Vega-Morer03: 85).

Thirdly, Nenonen (2007: 309) highlights that idimere regarded as “morpho-
syntactically and/ or lexically restricted express”. This feature is based on post hoc
analyses, in other words, on looking at idiomserafa thorough investigation, for
patterns that were not specified a priori. To shente light on this aspect, we deem it
necessary to mention that “lexico-grammatical fixess, or formal rigidity, implies

71

BDD-A6035 © 2013 Universitatea din Pitesti
Provided by Diacronia.ro for IP 216.73.216.60 (2026-06-09 22:32:01 UTC)



some degree of lexico-grammatical defectiveneasits, for example, with preferred
lexical realizations and often restrictions on aspmood, or voice” (Moon, 1998: 7).

The last feature that Nenonen (2007: 309) mentisreonventionality in the
sense of institutionalization. But, these convergimay be (relatively) fixed meanings
or structural conventions, namely, constructiomibrins. Moreover, Nenonen (2007:
309) argues that “the same conventions should raleothe formation of new idioms
and, in this view both language speakers and Istgwhould recognize them as idioms
and separate them from other, non-idiomatic expres% Therefore, most idioms have
fixed and conventionalized meanings that resulinfyeears of repeated use and for this
reason they are sometimes referred to as “prefaledc units of language”
(Dobrovol’skij in Brownet alii 2006: 514).

To these four features that Nenonen (2007: 308)udses we would also like
to add that idioms should not be dismissed withomer-simplistic association with
simple devalued dead metaphors. They are not aplaihly automatic, entrenched
devices which lack originality and/ or creativityhch consequently, their semantic
complexities and grammatical restrictions should Ine ignored, even if idioms are
widely viewed as conventionalized language forms.

On the contrary, idioms, in this case, somaticbakridioms, should be
regarded as non-literal phrases whose figuratividiomatic meaning may be motivated
by conceptual knowledge. In other words, as idiggmbeyond the literal meaning of
lexemes, they are better explained in terms ob#sc principles of cognitive grammar.
In line with this viewpoint, Langlotz (2006: 286haracterizes idioms as “complex
symbolic units” which connect the surface sensthefwords, the literal meaning, and
their real individual meaning, the figurative orle explain their complex symbolic
nature as well as the notion of idiom motivatioanglotz coins the notion of “idiomatic
activation-set” to refer to “the mental networkttican be potentially activated when an
idiom is used” (Langlotz 2006: 95). Each idiomatitivation-set is made up of various
symbolic and semantic substructures associated thih particular idiom and their
coordination and activation triggers the idiom'sideiour and use in a certain context.

4. Discussion

Furthermore, after explaining what somatic veidedms stand for and which
are the main features that determine their cognitimctionality, we argue that “idioms
function more like mirrors” as Keysar and Bly emspiza, because “they reflect
structures that are projected onto them by thevaapeaker” (Keysar, Bly, 1999: 1572).
Hence, instead of serving as a linguistic windovtooconceptual structure, somatic
verbal idioms mirror the content put into them athdis, reflect their conceptual
mappings. However, “just like mirrors, they mighg imistaken for windows” as Keysar
and Bly (1999: 1560) argue, but to avoid this paifisi we will provide appropriate
examples and explain that “idioms which ‘make sease motivated by two things: an
image and a relevant conceptual mapping” (Lakd@dB7Lin Keysar, Bly, 1999: 1564)
both of them tightly connected.

For instance, consider the somatic verbal idioniciwlis also mentioned by
Keysar and Bly (1999: 1560), namely, “to keep soodgbat arm’s length” (Parkinson,
Francis, 2010: 10) translated astiae pe cineva la (o anur)tdistani/ departe/ la
respect, a fi distant cu cineva” (Nicolescu, Pammébdoreanwet alii 1999: 122). It
makes intuitive sense and it is not arbitrary @&sithage in the target language is quite
relevant, and the link between the factual andréiue scenes mirror the idiom’s
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meaning. Exactly the same is the case of the idtorknow something like the back of
your hand” (Parkinson, Francis, 2010: 206) rendénéal Romanian as “a cungia pe
cineva/ ceva ca pe tine Tn8UTrofin, 1996: 250); it is also a motivated pkeadue to
the image of a person who knows himself/hersely weell. This meaning extends to
various activities or/and other persons, to shoecigely a close connection and/or
resemblance to another humans or objects.

Therefore, conceptual structures are useful teolsnvestigate the mind’s
strategies of making sense of seemingly arbitralignis, that is conventionalized
expressions, motivated by a suggested conceptwjemr scene, as Langlotz (2006)
calls it. According to Lakoff (1987) the motivatinglements make the connection
between the idiomatic expression and its meaningsiBle and, ultimately,
understandable. To illustrate, take into accouatithom “to have one’s head in a tar
barrel” (Trofin, 1996: 262) translated as “a dabdeluc; a fi la ananghie” (Trofin, 1996:
262) which is motivated by a conventional imaget thgplains and stands for the
figurative meaning of this particular construction.

However, Lakoff (1987) does not claim that coni@ml images stand for the
figurative meaning of an idiom, “rather the images seen to support the activation of
conceptual source-domain knowledge, which is thapped metaphorically onto the
target-domain of the idiomatic meaning” (Langld@p06: 51). In this way, most idioms
(we will not refer to opaque ones, here), in thistigular case, somatic verbal ones,
bring together the interpretation of two rather agife dimensions: the figurative and
the literal meaning because as Langacker (1991): dr8@ies “an expression requires the
co-construal of two very different conceptions,litsral sense and its figurative value”.
Otherwise stated, idioms “constitute conceptualtin@s that are evoked to group a
target-scene relative to an alternative sourceescgranglotz, 2006: 135) reflecting the
speaker’s alternate construal of a complex scengh&more, according to Langlotz
(2006: 106) “a complex scene is a cognitive repredon that does not reduce to a
single, constituent conceptual configuration”.

Consider, for example, the idiom “to get/ havéytdeet” (Parkinson, Francis,
2010: 194), in Romanian as “a-l mandipile (pe cineva); a nu avea astampa fi
neribditor sa plece” (Dobrescu, 2008: 418) because it emphasimeink between the
literal and the figurative scenes. More accuratéhg literal scene rendered by this
somatic verbal idiom refers to some kind of skimaition such as a fungal infection
which may lead to an irritating skin sensation aagi® desire to scratch. However, the
conventional idiomatic meaning, namely, to work ywérard to achieve something,
evokes a figurative scene, and, in this way, “itexdl scene establishes the conceptual
background against which this figurative scenevimpared” (Langlotz, 2006: 107).
Exactly the same complex scene can be identifiedage of the following somatic
verbal idioms: “to break one’s back doing somethiffgarkinson, Francis, 2010: 41)
translated as “a munci pe rupte; a se speti muna@nde cocga de atata muit
(Nicolescu, Pamfil-Teodorearat alii 1999: 112), “to turn the other cheek” (Parkinson,
Francis, 2010: 58) in Romanian, “a intoageobrazul cellalt” (Saileanu, Poenaru,
2007: 518) and “to put one’s head on the choppiloghk (Siileanu, Poenaru, 2007:
395) conveyed into Romanian asslgpune pielea la saramijrasi lua o (mare) belea
pe cap; ai biaga capul irstreang; asi pune singugtreangul de gat” (8leanu, Poenaru,
2007: 395).

Thus, from this perspective, idioms represent gogn micro-models of
imaginary projected worlds “mapping conceptual te&xgifrom an empirically-concrete
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to an empirically-abstract domain of experiencedr{gglotz, 2006: 136) as all the above-
mentioned examples of somatic verbal idioms acelyratemonstrate.

Moreover, on the mental plane the somatic idiomtiave a finger in every
pie” (Parkinson, Francis, 2010: 126) which mean$éoinvolved in everything that
happens, and rendered into Romanian as “a fi agsstégat in ceva; a nu fi giin de
ceva; agi vari/ biga coada in ceva’ (Nicolescu, Pamfil-Teodoreanalii 1999: 92) is
more than the sum of its parts and includes vargymsbolic substructures which are
associated with this particular idiom but this teatdoes not exclude the fact that the
key — in this case “finger” and “every pie”, thesemanent parts, must not be first
recognized and only afterwards, activated. If thisre not the case this following
somatic idiom “to have a finger in the pie”a{®anu, Poenaru, 2007: 244), conveyed
into Romanian as “a fi dgat/ amestecat in ceva; aspa/ avea cuiul lui Pepelea”
(Saileanu, Poenaru, 2007: 244) would have the samenimgavhich obviously is not
the case. In this way, the notion “idiomatic adiva set” raises awareness about the
symbolic and semantic substructures that shapddiben, the connections between
these substructures and the variable ways in wttieli can be activated in a certain
context. Additionally, it explains why idioms ardeXically-rich, constructionally-
complex and semantically-complex symbolic unitsariglotz, 2006: 97).

5. Somatic verbal idioms’ global analytical dimensis

Interestingly, in cognitive-linguistic terms, traifferences between various
idioms are reflected in the quality and richnessthe# activation-set which can be
triggered with a given idiom. According to Langld2006: 100) to clearly examine the
quality of an idiomatic activation-set, we mussfiof all examine the characteristics of
the mental substructures which form the cognitieéwork that may be disclosed in
actual usage events. Thus, he identifies the fatigwglobal analytical dimensions”
(Langlotz, 2006: 105):

(1) Internal structuring, namely the links betwethie substructures of the
idiomatic activation-set, for example, the relatibip between the components of the
idiomatic meaning in the following somatic idiomo“put one’s money where one’s
mouth is” (Parkinson, Francis, 2010: 249) where ptd” stands for “to support one’s
intentions” because the whole construction meaosstiow that you really mean what
you say, by actually doing something rather thast palking about it” (Parkinson,
Francis, 2010: 249) and in Romanian is renderethas sugine inteniile cu fapte”
(Trofin, 1996: 250) or “a trece la fapte; a fi (uoin de cuvant” (8leanu, Poenaru,
2007: 395).

(2) Transparency, more precisely, the ways in tvhibe motivating
connections between the conceptual substructuredeaecognized by speakers. For
instance, consider transparency as the associbtbmeen the literal scene and its
figurative interpretation in case of the followisgmatic idioms, namely, “to put one’s
hand into one’s pocket” (Parkinson, Francis, 20162) translated as “d-dezlega
baierele pungii; asi scutura punga” (Nicolescu, Pamfil-Teodoreaiualii 1999: 191)
and “(not) put/ lay one’s finger on something” (Kason, Francis, 2010: 126) rendered
into Romanian as “a (nu) pune degetul peiran(nu) afita exact unde este buba; a (nu)
arata care este necazul” (Trofin, 1996: 201) or “a)(gisi buba, a (nu) pune punctul pe
i” (Saileanu, Poenaru, 2007: 394).

(3) Conceptual backing that is, the conceptualepas, the figurative notions
which help recognize a motivated idiom structurenfr a transparent one, more
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accurately, those patterns of semantic extensioatgmmor, metonymy, blending,
emblems). For instance, the following metonymic atieverbal idioms: “to give a
helping hand” (Parkinson, Francis, 2010: 177) fieted as “a da o méarnde ajutor”
(Nicolescu, Pamfil-Teodoreanet alii 1999: 179) or “to keep your eye on the ball”
(Parkinson, Francis, 2010: 112) conveyed into Rdamam@s “a fi cu ochii in patru
(pentru); a sta cu ochii desgh{dupi); a sta cu atgia Tncordai (ca $)” (Saileanu,
Poenaru, 2007: 300) “a nu pierde din vedere scppukipal; a fi atent/cu ochii in
patru” (Nicolescu, Pamfil-Teodorearmt alii 1999: 121) emphasize the physical ability
that constitutes the central part of the idiomgifative meaning.

6. Somatic verbal idioms’ idiomatic activation-set

Langlotz (2006: 95) argues that the term “idiomadictivation-set” is “a
complex mental configuration that consists of selesoordinated symbolic and
conceptual units that constitutes its immanenttsubtres”.

As already stated, a concrete scene serves aslal o a conceptually more
abstract meaning because proverbiality in the sefhsdescribing a habitual situation
based on its resemblance with familiar experiencasNunberg (1994: 493) perceives
it, in cognitive-linguistic terms, must be undersdoas a process of conceptual
modelling where the literal meaning expresses @red@ scene which is a model for a
conceptually more abstract idea.

For example, in case of the somatic verbal idiagengull the carpet/ rug out
from under somebody’s feet” (Parkinson, Francis,®®08) translated into Romanian
as “a lsa pe cineva in pom” (Nicolescu, Pamfil-Teodoreahwalii 1999: 450) the
concrete scene depicts a carpet which is unexggateolved from its usual place and
thus, leads to an unstable situation. This imaga v$ually common experience which
is brought out of balance evokes conceptual asdmgathat make the abstract idea of
suddenly taking the help, support or confidence yavidm somebody totally
understandable because moving something from ppcaed well-established place,
and, thus, disturbing a set order of things spailsalanced configuration and brings
about a different outcome.

Moreover, the following idioms “to be a thorn iowr flesh/ side” (Parkinson,
Francis, 2010: 407) and “to fly in the face of sémray” (Parkinson, Francis, 2010: 133)
emphasize how concrete images are projected onte atistract target-events and how
“the literal scene with all its image-schematic aodiceptual entailments thus works as
a rich and accessible micro-model that can be gi@jeonto more abstract target-
events” (Langlotz, 2006: 137). In this way, the yopaedic knowledge associated
with the lexical constituents makes it possibledéscribe and explain a more abstract
target scenario.

As obvious from the above-mentioned examples,fiimetion of mapping a
concrete literal-scene onto a more abstract tasgete can only be fulfilled if the idiom
literal meaning is concrete. Consequently, Lang(806: 138) argues that the role of
idioms as micro-models is subject to two qualiatparameters, namely, “the semantic
quality of the literal scene and the quality of twnection between the literal scene
and the target scene” and as a result, in accoedafitt these criteria idioms range
between the two opposite poles of zero-models alttddale explanatory models.
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7. Concluding remarks

To conclude, taking everything into account, irgmitive-linguistic terms an
idiom is “a cognitive micro-model — a mental netlwdhat can be evoked to organize
and communicate the abstract conceptual relatipasimn a target conceptualization
figuratively” (Langlotz, 2006: 290). As already t&d, this is based on the fact that the
idioms’ motivation and isomorphism emerge from 8peaker’'s ability to relate the
association between the literal and the idiomatieaning to complex patterns of
conceptual metaphor and metonymy. In light of theve arguments, all the afore-
mentioned examples illustrate that most of the eotionalized phrases, in this case,
somatic verbal idioms, are motivated by certaincembual mappings, depending on the
global analytical dimensions. Contrary to this, tlie association between the literal
scene and the idiomatic meaning is not motivatdahms do not fulfill any other
cognitive function than to reconceptualise the éaaps something else” (Langlotz, 2006:
141) which is the case of a distinct subclass g — opaque idioms — that have not
been considered in the current paper.
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