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1.1.5. Pragmatic approach 

Although pragmatics is regarded the most severely under-explored area in idiom 
research, some insightful implications for the study of the phenomenon issue from 
Grice 's theory of conversational implicature and Searl e's speech act theory, where it 
is covered indirectly in a general discussion of non-literal language. 5 As Grice ( 1975) 
puts it, figuration necessarily involves flouting of the fundamental conversational 
maxims requiring, therefore, additional mental processing, which implicitly indi­ 
cates that figurative meaning is parasitic on literal one (Sadock 1993:43).6 Derivative 
character of non-literal reading is further proposed in Searle ( 1979) who finds Gricean 
framework perfectly capable of interpreting speech acts including idioms. In his study, 
where idiom is not regarded a trope in its own right but a subcategory of metaphor 
(dead metaphor), Searle arrives at a set of principles governing the derivation of 
figurative meaning. 

l.2. General proper ties of idioms 

The above survey of approaches to idiomaticity, each tackling idiom from a dis­ 
tinct angle, permits to conclude that there exists no single universal definition of 
idiom and account of its structure. At the same time, however, it is not unfeasible to 
indicate a set of widely-acknowledged properties of idioms that seem impossible to 
refute irrespective of the adopted approach, and which, most importantly, include: 

( 1) Semantic opacity 
This property of idiom follows from non-compositional meaning assignment 

which, by definition, upsets a barely controversial principle of compositionality. Ac­ 
cording to the principle, the meaning of a complex expression is a function of the 
meanings carried by its components and the way they are organized syntactically. 7 In 
idioms, unlike regular expressions, component parts do not share fundamental prop­ 
erties of meaningful units and are, therefore, semantically non-existent.f The func- 

5 Ways of incorporating idiom into yet another pragmatic theory, as developed by Austin ( 1962), 
arc offered in Strassler ( I 982: 126-128). 
il Under Grice's assumption, language use, literal or otherwise, is universally governed by 
a principle stating that the information to be conveyed in a linguistic interaction is implied 
rather than declared, and cannot be retrieved unless a substantial degree of cooperation holds 
between participants of such an interaction (cooperative principle), where cooperation equals 
obeying four conversational maxims of quantity, quality, relevance and manner (Gibbs 1993: 
254) 
7 For a detailed study of compositionality principle reader is referred to Partee ( I 984:281- 
305). Complementary remarks about modes of combining meaning will be found in Cruse 
(2000 68-69) 
8 In this respect idiom appears to challenge the status of word as the smallest semantic con­ 
stituent. In doing so it is seconded by the existence of such phenomena as (I) phonaesthetic 



IDIOM TRA NSLAfl ON STRATEGIES .. 225 

tion of a true semantic constituent is reserved solely to idiom as a whole which can 
then be said to receive meaning at the expense of its constituents which cease to 
represents their otherwise forceful semantic identities." 

(2) Resistance to chosen grammatical/syntactic transformations 
Whereas it is perfectly possible to find an idiom such as to kick the bucket in 

more than one tense form ( e.g., 'He (has/had) kicked the bucket'), the phenomenon 
cannot be passivized without damage to idiomaticity (* 'The bucket was kicked'). 
This indicates that tense, unlike voice, exists over and above this idiom and can be 
altered at will. Exactly which grammatical category is part of an idiomatic structure 
and which is not, however, varies from case to case. Hence, the same category of voice 
which appeared inherent in the above idiom proves (for some) extraneous to idiom 
such as lo spill the beans (* 'The beans have been spilled') (Palmer 1976:98) 

(3) Resistance to the introduction of new material 
This property is represented by such sample sentences as * 'She pulled his le/i 

leg' or *'He kicked the large bucket', whose idiomatic (unlike literal) interpretation, 
is meaningless. [n either case there is nothing for newly inserted elements, function­ 
ing as true semantic constituents, to attach to in a semanticall y empty environment 
(Cruse 1986:38). Conversely, new elements can be added to idiom when they modify 
it as a whole rather than its components individually. For illustration, the two just 
quoted sentences can be compared with the following ones: 'She spilled the beans 
again' and 'He unfortunately kicked the bucket', respectively, where idiomaticity can 
be preserved since both the elements added and idioms are semantic by nature. 

( 4) Resistance of its constituents to be replaced by (near-) synonymous elements 
Such is the case, for instance, in * 'to rob a march on sb ', with rob replacing 

correct steal or * 'kick the pail' , with improper pail instead of bucket (Ball 1958:6; 
Cruse 2000:74). However, there exist instances of idiomatic usage which seem to 
prove otherwise such as 'in one's bad/black books' or 'flog/beat a dead horse' (Ball 
1958:6). It follows then that the process of substitution can operate depending on the 
type of idiom and, specifi cally, the degree of its frozenness understood as resistance to 
whatever syntactic alterations. 

(5) Textuality 
The central assumption here is that, while it is most frequently investigated in 

isolation or its immediate context up to a sentence level, idiom is also assigned 

words, (2) semantically compact words and (3) morphemes (a thorough discussion of point I 
and 2 can be found in Palmer ( 1976: 37-42); point 3 is explored in Bolinger ( 1975: I 05) and 
Cruse (2000: 72)). 
9 Methods of testing semantic constituency through the application of a recurrent contrast 
test are offered in Cruse (2000: 70-72). Alternative approach assuming that meaning of idiom 
may not be wholly arbitrary but anchored in the meanings of its components is advanced in 
Lakoff(l987 446-453). 
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a specific textual function. Therefore, it is not a lexical device to be employed when­ 
ever conventional modes of describing experiences prove too plain, but one which 
specifies precisely when, where and how to be used. 

The frequency of its occurrence is not only strictly linked to a text-type or genre 
(whereas the phenomenon may be quantitatively abused in texts like popular horo­ 
scopes, it tends to be scarce in scientific and technical ones) but also the register of 
a text (broadly speaking, the higher the register, the rarer the idiom) (McCarthy and 
Carter 1994: 113). Interestingly, idiom distribution is most frequently highly struc­ 
tured. Yet another textual property of the phenomenon allows to indicate interper­ 
sonal relations within a (written/oral) passage. Frequent as it may be when reference 
to objects or third parties is made, idiom is largely avoided when first- or second­ 
-person participants are concerned, where it may prove too straightforward or con­ 
tribute to interpersonal tensions (Strassler l 982: I 03, I 09). 

(6) Lack of structural uniformity 
The spectrum of expressions considered idiomatic is large enough to subsume 

extremes like tournure or, according to common sense knowledge, genuine idioms 
(e.g., to jly off' the handle) as well as phrasal verbs, plain grammatical usage (e.g., 
'It's time we went') or deviations from strict grammar (e.g., 'It's ages since we met'), 
whose idiomatic status is fairly debatable. Clearly, idiom proves a puzzling phenom­ 
enon which escapes pedantic classifications, indicating thereby that any typological 
attempt at it need be flexible enough to permit a marked degree of overlap and fuzziness. 

2.1. Idiom under translation: the scope of the present study 

As already stated, idiom is one of the phenomena posing special challenge to 
translation. Insofar as simultaneous occurrence of one-to-one correspondences on 
formal and semantic level of language should not be taken for granted across linguis­ 
tic codes, it is a misconceived idea to expect phenomena depending heavily on the 
juxtaposition of the two levels, such as idioms, to always translate smoothly. Since, 
however, idiom is at the same time a language universal, it is assumed to be poten­ 
tially translatable from one linguistic code into another (Veisbergs 1997: 162). 

Based on such an assumption, the analysis to follow seeks to present choices with 
which translator might be presented while rendering idioms, and assumes, in conse­ 
quence, the form of an inventory of idiom translation strategies. Four of altogether 
seven such strategies ( equivalent/non-equivalent idiom translation, paraphrase and 
omission) have been adopted from Baker's study ( 1992:71- 78), where they proved 
successful in Arabic, Chinese, French and German translations from English. In the 
present analysis they are tested for viabil ity with Polish as a target language (TL). It 
is further proposed that one of those strategies, paraphrase, be divided into two distin­ 
guishable types. The analysis then proceeds to yield the remaining three strategies, 
i.e., substitution, compensation and addition, found in my corpus of English-to-Pol­ 
ish translations of idioms. Each strategy is first briefly sketched out (which has the 
benefi t of eliminating potential terminological confusion arising from inconsistent 
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G/ 5;428L . ** "3+ 43%*+5 6788 56 854676456C/ 9 3 UUU?+5;;/ 88 OPSSQ_̀B

@V=V2375J ;V<=7X47Y V3/ 9 < 35 156LJ ] UÛ 4V=V2J5Ta= 6+-#! ". 11%+ 1;V2V cafy 
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