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CREATIVE IDIOMATICITY
~ Zili He
University of Kansas

For the purpose of my discussion, the terms
"idiomatic" and “"creative" are restrictively applied
as follows. An idiomatic expression is a convention-
ally fixed multiword form, which is actually used for
its noncompositional meaning to express a significant
cultural concept. Creativeness means rule-governed
innovativeness and originality in language use.

Creative idiomaticity refers to the ingenious
manipulation of idiomatic expressions normally taken
as fixed, which requires cultural or literary aware-
ness (Cowie 1983), and which effects all sorts of
subtle variations and surprises (Nattinger 1980). It
is the use of idiomatic expressions not in the normal
way, as part of the ordinary use of language, but in
the creative way, as part of the imaginative use of
language, conceding that a clear-cut distinction
between "ordinary" and "imaginative" language is
highly problematic (see, e.g. Fish 1973 and Friedrich
1979).

Idiomatic expressions can be creatively
manipulated in various ways on all levels of the
language. What intrigues me the most is the semantic,
conceptual, and cultural aspects of creative
idiomaticity. In particular, I am interested in the
following phenomenon:

expression
literal nonliteral
means end
abec Xy 2z
>aoc >V X z

An idiomatic expression has a literal (i.e.
compositional) meaning--a b ¢, and a nonliteral (i.e.
noncompositional) meaning--x y z. Through deliberate
substitution of component(s) in the literal means
(e.g. abc > aoc), an intended change of
interpretation at the nonliteral end (e.g. x y z >

v x z) can be achieved.

This phenomenon of creative idiomaticity raises
different questions from some previous concerns about
(a) whether people ordinarily process the literal
meaning in the conventional nonliteral use of an
idiomatic expression, and (b) whether people directly
process the literal meaning in the exceptional literal
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use of an idiomatic expression (see, e.g. Gibbs 1986).
In other words, in (a) and (b), the idiomatic
expression is intended to be processed either purely
nonliterally or purely literally, respectively. What
I have in mind, by contrast, is that the creatively
manipulated idiomatic expression is intended to be
processed literally, but as a means, to achieve the
end of a special nonliteral interpretation.

Let us look at some examples from Chinese (the
morpheme-for-morpheme translation appears in parenthe-
ses, and the nonliteral meaning, between quotation
marks):

(1) z5u hou mén 4 %11 (enter-by back door)
'use one’s influential connections to gain an

objective’

(la) kai hdou mén /] (open back door) ’use
one’s influence to let someone gain his
objective’

(1b) di hou mén 3% & /1 (block back door)
’impede the channel whereby people gain
their objectives through influential
connections’

(1c) kai gidn mén -#% i1 (open front door)
’open up the channel through which people
can gain their objectives properly and
fairly’

(2) jie dong féng %#ﬁb (borrow east wind)
'take advantage of a favorable situation’
(2a) song déng féng ;4 § AU (present east wind)

'promote the unhealthy trend’

(2b) sha dong féng _#y A4 5L (stop east wind)
’check the unhealthy trend’

(3) wéng yang bl ldo = ¥ #}4¢ (lose sheep mend
sheepfold) ’'immediately take measures against
future problems after something has gone
wrong’

(3a) ghdn yang b4 ldo # ¥ #+F (shut-in sheep
mend sheepfold) ’always take proper care to
do things right as well as taking
precautions against potential problems’

(4) zdu md kan hua 4 B % 24 (pass on-horseback
view flower) ’'take a cursory glance at
thlngs

(4a) xia ma kan huad “F 8 % {0 (get-off horse
view flower) ’go deep 1nto the realities and
make thorough 1nvest1gat10ns

(5) sha ji gé&i hdéu kan _% 75{! MmE  (kill
chicken for monkey see) ’'punish one as a
warning to others’




(5a) sha héu géi ji kain -F MW B8 F (ki1
monkey for chicken see) ’'punish an official
in front of the people’ , ,

(5b) sha héu g&i héu kan FYZ UMW F  (kill
monkey for monkey see) ’punish an official
as a warning to all other officials’

(1), (2), (3), (4) and (5) are the original idiomatic
expressions; (la-c), (2a-b), (3a), (4a) and (5a-b) are
their creative usages. In these examples we can see
that the nonliteral meanings are altered through
deliberate, overt alterations in the literal meanings
(with substitutes underlined).

My discussion of such phenomenon of creative
idiomaticity in imaginative language use consists of
three parts: (i) theoretical assumptions, (ii)
prerequisite cultural knowledge, and (iii) the
cognitive basis for creative idiomaticity.

Theoretical assumptions. I have adopted Grace’s
(1981) view of TWO MODES OF KNOWING a language.
Accordingly, an idiomatic expression may be known both
holistically, as a ready-made complex unit with a
noncompositional interpretation, and analytically,
concerning its constituency and structure. It is
familiar to the language users-in-the-culture as a
conventional expression for an established cultural
concept, with its lexical and grammatical properties
brought to consciousness in creative usage.

I have also adopted the view of a CREATIVE-
MEMORIZED SPEECH CONTINUUM (see, e.g. Nattinger 1980,
Pawley & Syder 1983). Simply put, “creative speech"
and "memorized speech" are two extremes of the
continuum, between which there could be numerous
delicate gradations, depending on how much creation
and how much memorization are involved, and in what
ways the two factors interplay. In a sense, we can
think of the creative use of idiomatic expressions
under consideration as a mental process of creation
which is modeled on specific memorized expressions.

As to the relationship between the nonliteral
meaning and the literal meaning of an idiomatic
expression, my position is that there are various
types ranging from deadly opaque to vividly
transparent. Idiomatic expressions with a more
transparent nonliteral-literal relationship are more
likely to become candidates for creative usage.

Prereguisite cultural knowledge. I have in mind
the notion of cultural knowledge with the following
understanding: (a) there is no sharp distinction
between linguistic and cultural knowledge, for, as it
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has been argued, semantic knowledge in principle
presupposes basic cultural knowledge about “the world"”
(see Searle 1978, Keesing 1979, and Haiman 1980); (b)
for the purpose of discussion, linguistic knowledge
can be abstracted and reduced to what constitutes the
mere computationality of language (Chomsky 1986),
against which cultural knowledge can be defined as
what else one should know in order to use the language
effectively in real-life communication in a given
language-culture community. The basic question is
what else, beyond purely linguistic, computational
knowledge, ought to be known about an idiomatic
expression to the members of a language-culture
community in order that the creative manipulation
under discussion could be performed with the intended
effect. I would suggest three aspects of cultural
knowledge.

The first aspect of cultural knowledge concerns
knowing the idiomatic expression as what it is, i.e.,
knowing that the expression is, by convention, not to
be interpreted literally, and that its well
established nonliteral meaning expresses a culturally
significant concept. \Consider the example, (3) wéng
yéng ba ldo & 4 #+ “F . Members of the Chinese
language-culture community know for sure that this is
not a literal description about some accidental
happening of losing sheep and mending the sheepfold,
but a familiar idiomatic expression embodying a piece
of institutionalized cultural wisdom, ’'immediately
taking measures against future problems after
something has gone wrong’, with the moral "it is never
too late to mend”. I would argue that even when the
language users-in-the-culture are conscious about the
literal interpretation of this expression, it will
indeed serve to VITALIZE the nonliteral, idiomatic
meaning, instead of causing any ambiguity. This leads
us to the next consideration.

The second aspect of cultural knowledge concerns
knowing how the nonliteral and literal meanings of the
idiomatic expression are associated. Very often, for
the sake of simplicity and convenience, the linguistic
analyst is tempted to assert that the relationship
between the nonliteral and the literal meanings of an
idiomatic expression is by definition arbitrary, and
that an idiomatic expression is necessarily ambiguous
between its nonliteral and literal meanings (Weinreich
1969). This is related to a commonly held basic
assumption that no part of an idiomatic expression
contributes to the interpretation of the whole (Fraser
1970). Such a view about idiomaticity is, in my



opinion, too restricted by a purely linguistic consid-
eration, namely, the part-whole relation is semanti-
cally noncompositional. For, beyond mere part-whole
compositionality, if one looks at how the literal
meaning, as a whole, is associated with the nonliteral
meaning, certain nonarbitrariness of idiomaticity may
be seen. That is, the language user-in-the-culture
may know how the nonliteral-literal association of an
idiomatic expression is culturally motivated. Then,
the expression will not be impartially ambiguous
between its literal and nonliteral meanings pending
some decisive clues provided by specific linguistic
and/or situational contexts. Instead, the knowledge
and consciousness of the literal meaning and the
cultural nonliteral-literal association serve to
vitalize the nonliteral, idiomatic interpretation.
Such cultural knowledge may reflect the genuine,
original nonliteral-literal association, or may be the
product of folk reconstruction of the association.
Also, the association is diversely based, e.g. on
conceptual metaphors, historical stories, customary
practices, traditional beliefs, etc., and vary in
degree of transparency (see He 1988). Idiosyncratic
and irrelevant though it may appear to the linguistic
analyst, the cultural knowledge about the nonliteral-
literal association of an idiomatic expression is, for
the language user-in-the-culture, definitely a prereq-
uisite for the creative manipulation of its literal
means to serve its nonliteral end.

Let us examine (2) jié dong féng (% 4. AL (borrow
east wind) ’take advantage of a favorable situation’.
From the viewpoint of the pure linguistic analyst, (2)
is strictly noncompositional: the actual meaning of
the whole expression is by no means the composition of
the meanings of the parts. However, the failure of
part-whole composition does not entail that the
meanings of the parts should be totally opaque or
irrelevant, or that the literal and nonliteral
relation should be wholly arbitrary. As a matter of
fact, the nonliteral-literal association in (2) is
based on a well known historical story: Zhuge Liang,

a strategist during the "Three Kingdoms" period (168-
265 A.D.), assumes the garb of a Taoist priest to
summon the southeastern wind in a winter, which blows
against the enemy’s fleet of chained ships and so
assists his fire attack to a complete success. The
story gave rise to the expression, which evolved into
an idiomatic expression with a generalized and
abstract nonliteral meaning. It is precisely the
cultural knowledge of the nonliteral-literal
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association that vitalizes the idiomaticity of the
expression. In other words, we can say that to the
language user-in-the-culture, it is such cultural
knowledge that renders the expression idiomatic, and
it is such cultural knowledge that underlies his
creative manipulation of the idiomatic expression.

The “third aspect of cultural knowledge concerns
knowing the contexts in which the idiomatic expression
is understood and used. Context is central to
language use. Three types of contexts can be roughly
distinguished: the discourse context, the concrete
situation, and the context of pertinent background
experience and knowledge.

Let us first consider the discourse context. It
is typically the case that the creative manipulation
of an idiomatic expression takes place within a
specific discourse context, the knowledge of which is
indispensable for it to make sense. As an example, in
an article (People’s Daily, August 3, 1988) criticiz-
ing the malpractices of the government officials, the
author introduces, at the very beginning, the idiomat-
ic expression: (2) jie doéng féng 4%‘f.FL (borrow east
wind) ’take advantage of a favorable situation’.
However, he immediately specifies that it is to be
taken in this particular case with a drastically modi-
fied nonliteral interpretation: ’take advantage of the
official corrupt practices to make huge profits in
business’. Then, with this special nonliteral mean-
ing, (2) is creatively manipulated throughout the
entire discourse, giving rise to expressions such as:
(2a) sdng dong féng (£ #. 7. (present east wind) ’pro-
mote the unhealthy trend’, and (2b) sha dong féngqgvﬁ
FlL (stop east wind) ’check the unhealthy trend’.

Situational context generally involves such con-
crete factors as time, place, participants, relevant
activities and happenings. Its effect on the crea-
tive usage of idiomatic expressions is a fascinating
question, which I will set aside for a more detailed
investigation.

Let us look at the third type of context, namely,
background experience and knowledge. In the most
general sense, meaning presupposes fundamental cul-
tural background knowledge about "the world" (see
Searle 1878); in a more specific sense, we can con-
ceive of the context of concrete cultural experiences
within which an expression is understood and used (see
Fillmore 1976). Although the nonliteral meaning of an
idiomatic expression could be known in generalized
terms, true understanding of its actual usage requires
knowing the specific experiential context of its



application. For instance, the Chinese idiomatic
expression (1) zdu hou mén % 4% ] (enter-by back
door) ’'use one’s influential connections to gain an
objective’ and its English counterpart "to pull
strings"” may be regarded as more or less equivalent.
The experiential base of the understanding and use of
each is, nevertheless, culturally different. We can
further imagine that if one came from another society
where such practices and the like had never been
experienced, then it might be rather difficult for him
actually to comprehend the message at all. It is also
important to see that the creative manipulations of an
idiomatic expression, as shown in (la-c), are crucial-
ly based on the understanding of relevant real-life
experiences.

Cognitive basis. My contention is that the
rhenomenon of creative idiomaticity in question is
linguistically feasible because the creative power
resides in the underlying cultural conceptual system,
which is based on the physical and intellectual
experiences (cumulative historicity) of the community,
and which is given instrumental shape by the linguis-
tic system. I would therefore briefly explore the
cognitive basis for creative idiomaticity. _

Take the idiomatic expression (5) sha ji g&i héu
kan _# %% 14 %% £ (kill chicken for monkey see)
’punish one as a warning to others’. The relationship
between its literal and nonliteral meanings is gram-
matically unpredictable. Therefore, to change the
nonliteral meaning through altering the literal mean-
ing by componential substitution is inexplicable, from
a purely linguistic point of view.

Conceptually, evoked by the expression with its
nonliteral meaning is an abstract concept of a social
practice of punishing with the real intent to signal a
warning to others. The expression with its literal
meaning, on the other hand, conjures in the mind an
image of slaughtering a chicken before the eyes of
some monkey(s). Given as a prerequisite for creative
usage, the cultural nonliteral-literal association is
assumed to be known and to be brought to conscious-
ness, which, in this case, is based on the following
bits of cultural knowledge. Monkeys by nature dread
the sight of blood; to train them, a chicken is slain
right before their eyes, which will scare them into
obedience and docility. Humans, like animals, need to
be frightened sometimes. When a human wrongdoer is
punished in public, all the others will learn a
lesson. With such cultural knowledge, a conceptual
association is established between the two concepts
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(corresponding to the nonliteral and literal meanings
of the idiomatic expression) in the cultural conceptu-
al system (cf. White 1987). This conceptual associa-
tion is indeed conventionalized by the very existence,
in the culturally inherited terminological resources
of the language-culture community, of the ready-made
idiomatic expression, which embodies a bit of tradi-
tional cultural knowledge or wisdom of interpreting
one type of experience in terms of another type, and
which is commonly used to express one culturally sig-
nificant notion in terms of another. It is precisely
such established cultural conceptual association that
allows: (a) the more abstract, propositional concept
(that which is usually linked with the nonliteral
meaning) to be reconceptualized in terms of, or grasp-
ed by means of, the more concrete, imagerial one (that
which is usually linked with the literal meaning); and
(b) the more abstract, propositional concept, to be
elaborated or modified, when called for by the need of
a real-life experience, through elaborating or modi-
fying the more concrete, imagerial concept with
details of knowledge drawn from the source of some
more clearly delineated experience (see Quinn &
Holland 1987, Lakoff & Kovecses 1987, and Lakoff &
Johnson 1980). On the basis of such underlying con-
ceptual association and as a result of an art of
conceptual creativity, the literal composition can be
deliberately manipulated linguistically as a means
to achieve a special end of nonliteral interpretation.
In an article (People’s Daily, December 19, 1988)
directed at the political and economic crises in
current Chinese society, the author creatively manipu-
lates the idiomatic expression, (5) sha ji gé€i hdéu kan
% %8 6 92  (kill chicken for monkey see) ’punish
one as a warning to others’, to elaborates on the
theme "who should be punished to warn whom". In his
opinion, the basic nonliteral meaning of (5), when
applied to the real-life experiences, ought to be
qualified, in order to accentuate the supremacy of
punishing the corrupt and law-breaking officials as a
warning to all other officials. To achieve the ends,
in the nonliteral interpretation, of discriminating
between the officials and the common people and of
identifying the due target of punishment--the offi-
cials (rather than the masses) who have much more
power and cause much greater destruction engaging in
wrongdoings--the following folk beliefs are called
upon to support the manipulation of the literal means
of the expression. Monkeys are rare creatures of re-
markable ability and character and chickens are mere



common animals of much less value. Thus the differ-
ence in value between monkeys and chickens can be used
to stand for the contrast in social status between the
officials and the people. Sacrificing the life of a
chicken to discipline the monkeys is really unjust to
the innocent chicken. To be fair, if the problem is
the monkeys’, a monkey ought to be punished instead

of a chicken. Then a suggested modification of (5) is
examined, which is in the form of (5a) sha hdu géi ji
kan Z 4i (424 § (kill monkey for chicken see)
'punish an official in front of the people’, with héu
%% (monkey) now symbolizing the superior and the
ruling, and ji X% (chicken) the subordinate, and with
the monkey being the executed and the chickens the
witnesses. While the proper target of punishing is
singled out, namely, the officials, no matter how high
their authority and how great their power, the author
still considers (5a) inadequate in respect to under-
standing the problems in the actual experiential con-
text and specifying the due maneuver and purpose of
the punishment. The punishment of an official, he
argues, should not be done just as a show in front of
the common people. It should be unequivocally aimed
at all other officials, so that it will have substan-
tial effects. Motivated by such consideration of what
should be seen, said and done about reality, the
author again explores the imagerial concept and its
underlying folk experiences and ideas. If the monkey
is killed only in front of the chickens, then the
other monkeys will not be scared at all since they

are not seeing the blood with their own eyes. If the
purpose is truly to frighten the monkeys, let them be
present and witness the execution of one of their
peers. Hence the author strongly suggests a change of
(5a) into (5b): sha héu géi hdu kan X ¥R 4 12 Ty
(kill monkey for monkey see) ’punish an official as a
warning to all other officials’.

This paper has explored a unique phenomenon in
imaginative idiomatic usage: the deliberate substitu-
tion of component(s) in the literal means of an
idiomatic expression to achieve the end of a special
nonliteral interpretation. The phenomenon, which I
call creative idiomaticity, cannot be satisfactorily
accounted for in terms of purely computational crea-
tivity or strictly noncompositional idiomaticity.
Three aspects of cultural knowledge are prerequisite
to such creative idiomatic usage, in particular, the
knowledge of the nonliteral-literal association, and
the knowledge of the experiential context in which the
idiomatic expression is understood and used. I sug-
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gest that, with the culturally inherited, ready-made
idiomatic expression, the conceptual association is
conventionally established between the more abstract,
propositional concept and the more concrete, imagerial
one (corresponding to the nonliteral and the literal
meanings of the expression). This association in the
cultural conceptual system allows the former to be
reconceptualized in terms of the latter; it also
allows the former to be elaborated or modified through
elaborating or modifying the latter. The phenomenon
of creative idiomaticity under discussion is linguis-
tically feasible because the creative power resides in
the underlying cultural conceptual system. It is
deep-rooted in substantive cultural experience, origi-
nates through profound understanding and creative
thinking, and is expressed with innovative talent.
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