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A study investigated the immediate coaprehension
processes involved in the interpretation of Bngllsh 1diomatic
expressions. Idioms such as "bury the hatchet" were presented to 48
college students in sentential contexts that either biased the . |
subject toward a literal . or a figurative interpretation or leftpthe
interpretation anbiguous. In control sentences, the final words of
*he idiom wvere used in nonidiomatic expressions. Subjects monitored
the sentences for specified targets. In all cases, the target words'

’ were the final words of the idipmatic phrases. The subjects were
instructed to detect word®s that vere identical to a cue word, that
« Thymed with 2 cue word, or that were members pf semantic categories
- specified by cue vords. Reaction times were recorded froam the onset
of the targets to the subjécts® responses. Subjects detected
didentity, rhyme, and category natches more rapidly,'in all three
~idiomgtic contexts than in the nonidiomatic control contexts.
However, for literal and ambiguous idioms, category decisions were
slover than rhyme decisions, while category matches were made as .
rapidly, as rfiyme matches for .the control sentences. The resuits .
suggest that idioms are aqtouatically processed as discretg! lexical
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' monitored the.sentencés for specified tdtgets: In allcases, the target

' words were the final words of the idioﬁatic phrases

1
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Immediate compfehension processes involved in the. 1nterprptat1on\.of

s - R . ' &
idiomatic expré¥sions werg investigated. {dioms like."bury %hg\ha}chet"

" - (14 .
were useq in Ség%éntial contexts that (1) biased the listener toward a
a L] ‘ -

literal interpretation, (2) biased the listener toward a figurative in-

~ hd L}

terpretatin, or (3) left the interpretation ambiguous between 'the':

>

litera} and figurative readings. In Eontrol'sentences, the final words

of the idioms were used in non-idiomatic expressions. Listeners

»

" The listeners were

2

instructed to Qeteci words that were identical to cue words, that rhymed

‘with the cue words, or that were members of semantic catégories

specified by cue words. Thus Mhatchet" was cued with either "hatchet,"

"rafhhei," or "a tool.; Reaction-time latencies from the onset of the

» #~ - .
.

~ . X
targets to the listeé;rs' responses were obtained, IDENTITY, RHYME, and
GATEGORY matches were detected more rapidly in all three idiomatic con-

. ] ’ .
'texts than in the non-~idiomatic controls. However, for literal and an-
biguous idioms, CATEGORY decisipns were slower than RHYME decisions.

For " the cantrols as well as for the figurative idioms, CéTEGORY matches
( ] ) n . Y ‘
were made as rapidly as RHYME mpatchest. These results suggest that

idioms are autbmaticall} processed as discrete®lexical entries.
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; ; Uttérances may be located along a graJieﬂt-of “originality " Thisﬁ

f . v o
. gradient ranges from conventronal’ reflexlve expressions such as exple- !

{ - . A
/ ’ tives through repetitlve, formulatzc utterances 11ke greet1ngs ‘to

unique, novel allusloné and saylngs (Bolxnger, 1978 Steznmapn, 1973).

Figurative language occup1es né single point ‘on this gradient; original
- - © . : . ’ : - .
metdphors £fall toward one end whereas frozen metaphors\ proverbs, and -

idioms lie on the other: 'Hodels of comprehension processes “must be .’

- r . .

y general enodgh “to apply to uterances across th1s gradlent of

- originality. Both dovel metaphors and frozen idioms and proverbs are

challenges'to most contemporaty modgl§ of cgmprehen51eh. 2 R )
- . - - .‘/

Idioms and proverbs appear to, be rapidly-'End automatically
X . [ - ) 1]

. :
.. . ' /. .
processed in appropriate contexts. Reading time advantages have been .

observed for, igurative idioms and proverbs cdmpared to literal ~bne$ ;

(Gibbs, 1§80' Kemper 1981; Ortony, Schallert Reyﬁolds, and Antos, __-T__T_:;;;
1980). Two explanatlo 5 of the reaction t1me advantage‘ for flguratlve

idioms are possible y (& Idloms are sxmultaneehlsy processed as - | ('
v d1screte Iexlcal en€r1es apd as literal -word Jlstrings. Swinney and '

Cutler (1979) proposed that the . figurative meaninés .of.idiqms are

L] -~

dirctly represented in thé lexicon and access uto@aticaily fel}owlng

" recognition of the idiom's initial word. The computétion of the literal ’ e
a . ‘ o . . R Y‘
. L]
meaning of the idiom is undertaken simultaneously with the retrieval of
1 . .
. . N ’ » ’-
. the stored meaning for tRe entire string. For isolated idioms, the

-t

retrieval of stored, figurative weanings’is faster than the computation
f. . . +

. of novel, literal *géanings. A similar advantage could occur whenever . ..
: g ) "

-~
] » 4

" idioms are used-in biasiﬁg’contefts. (2) Gibbs. (1980) suggests that a »

- “ - . . . . . . e,

"double-take" reaction accounts for the &bserved reaction-time advantage




¢ -y

of ,figirative idioms over literal ones, He suggests thit the autgmatic
. . * - [ - ‘. .

retrieval - of an idiom's figurative meaning preceeds tht computation of

. its ]literal meaning. Only ghen the f1gurat1ve meaping is d1SCOVered to

b” 1napproprlate is the comput?t1on of 11tera1 meanlng in1t1ated The
LS / 5
processes of dlscoVer1ng that’ the flguratlve meag1ng 1s fﬁappriapriate
—r— .
» and of 1n1t1at1ng the computation of literal meaning result ‘in 2 reac-

[]
ey

“« tion time advantage for figurat1ve 1d1oms
- .

SR "The present research was designed t¢” dompare the processing of
- ‘ L LANE

. identity, phonologlcal, and semantic 1 mation about 1literal and

' f13urat1Ve 1d10ms The sentence-monitoring

— o —

Tyler (lQﬁp) were used. In each task, the”subject listens tq.a sentence
) -

o : ’fdr the occwrrence of a target word. The tatget.is specified in ddvance
- by one of three-dszerent cues. (1) 1In the IDE%TITY task, the subjects
are told the exact word to 11§ten for. Their reaction time té6 detect.

- " the word is dssumed tq reflect only word recognition processes. (2) In

. the RHYME task, the suqucts monitor for a word that rhymes with a

specified cue. Reaction time'in this task involves both word recogni-

tion prOCesses and phonological analys1s ans comparison. (3) 1In the
- o CAT?GORY task, the subjects 11sten for a word that‘is a member of -a
. | specified * semant1c category. Both word recogn1t19n and semantic

snalysib and‘confar‘siOn 2re required. .

’

O Marslen-Wilson apd Tyler (1930) havedargued for an on-line, in-

. . 1, .
. . teractive approach to sentence comprahension. In their approéch, seman-
] - b -
tic 1nformat10n about a word is not necessarily dependent on the prior

phonolog1ca1 analypis of the word. Rather, contextual constraints make

.
] ¢ . “

. : o

r . . f ' Poa,
.

asks of Harslen-Wilsen and

- ava11ab1e_semant1c, as well as phonological, information about the’

Yy - . rid -
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properties of Word cohorts (classes of syntgctigally_ani samdntically
possible sords). -fhis coliort ;;hformation 'if matched against the
' 19 '

. .

acoustic input during’ word recognition. One result of this process is

a

. that the identity, phonological properties, and semantic content of '

words tan be determjmed, and a~response initiated, before the bniir%

~

word is actualiy heard. Thus in normal prose contexts, responses in the
RHYME and CATEGORY fasks are made after hearing oﬂiy one or two phonemes

.of the target words. < - .

1 ] .
I

. These’three tasks Yere used ‘to investigate the ffects of 'biasiﬁg

.. contexts on the interpretation of i&ioms.' Sentences containing liﬁ,eralz

.+ figurative, and ambiguouslidiomatic expressions were created. In each

»

. h)

idioms. In control sentences, the idioms' final words were used in non-
A . .

_idiomatic -~contexts. Reaction times in the three tasks sere assumed to

.task, the target words,%defined by the cues, were the final words of the

.

axflect the availability of information about the identity, phonological
. t

propertiés, and semantic'cgntent of the target words' .
* .
Method "- ,

~ L

* Subjeets. Forty-eigﬁi native pieakers of English participated. -

&
All were recruitéd from introductory psychblogy courses and received
' )

a

coursg credit for their participation. ! *

, yateraals. Twenty-fonr sentence sets were prepared. Each set was

designed around 2 common idiom and included senter in whicR (1) the

' idiom was used figuratively, "(2) the idiom was used

.

ally, and '(3)

the, 'idion's use was ambiguous between the "literzies igurative inter-
. rd * N :
- 1 .
pretations. A f%urph sentence in each set contained the final word of
. ' .r. * . i ~ *
" the idiom used in @ noE:idiomat expression. |

’
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“T T 77U These materials were selected from a lagger'set of maa‘rigis on the
Jbasis of a preliminary study. In th1s study, 49 Judges rated sentences
"on a seven point scale, On this scale, “1“ indicated that thé senténce -

contained an eﬁﬁression used idiomat1cally and "7" indicated that tpe

— . K .
sentence ¢ontained only literal expressions. Sets of sentences were

" ¢ selected so, that the literal idioms Ejﬁeived ratings between 5 and 7

. (mean =. 6.35), ambiguoys idioms were rated between (3 and 5 (mean =

3.71), and fignfative idioms ‘were rated betwe%Q:} and 3 (mean'= 1.71).

Table 1 presents exaimple sentence sets; i— tests coﬁfirmed that the

» . ’

. ', idiomatic rat1ngs of the three sets of sentences were s1gn;f1cant1y dif-"
ferent (figurative vs amblguous t (23) = 9.52, RS .05 ambiglgus vs
literal: t (23) = 12, 57, p < 05)..

i ’ Y -
' ' A CE .
\\\‘je___;\ $7 | mmmemm——— e Ll .
r , \ S
. ¢ Insert Table 1 about here
- l - ’ " (\ ("

Four lists ef 24 sentences were(ﬁrepareﬁ Each llst contalned six
-/,
sentences of each type (e.g., }1terai amb1guous, flguratlve, control)}.

One sentence from.each set occurred in edch 11st. The sentences were

) randomly ordered. In add1t1on, each list began with seven’practice sen-

-
. bl - .

tences, A tape recording J!k prepared of each 11st, The’ sentences were

-

. recorded by a ri@maii-‘reqdlng at a normal‘oral readlng‘rate (approx- .

r .

« . . o, N
+ imately 140 words per minute). So that "readtion times ,could be

-

r [\ ™ . .
_Egcgggggl_ﬂa__pulse was placed on‘the second channel.of each tape. The

.
+ B .

pulse’coinkided with the onset of the target word. The lbcation of the
e J x [ ] ” - . R - o'
. , (. .

., M . T A%
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pulse was accurate to within # 15 msec. 'This pulse started a.digital

millisecond timer which was étoﬁbed by pressing a response button.”

For eacﬁlmonitoring conditish, .a list oﬁ_cués was aléo prepared.
For, the RHYME condition, the cues were common rhymes of the target
words. For:the CATEGORY task, superor@inate semantic categories weqé
used as the ‘cues. The target words themselves w;re the cues in the

IDENTITY task. Table 1 also lists examples of the cue words. - -

Procedure. Each subject first read a “set. of instructions that -

described the type of monitoring task they were to perform. Each was

tested individually via binaural monophonic headphones. 'Before each L

. trial, the experimenter anﬁounQeJ the cue word for the trial. The sub- -

jects wére instructed to press the response 'Bhtfbn, using thej} per~

ferrred hand, as soon as possible when they heard the word thjt cor-
. . " ] . "
responded to the cue. Each subject participated in a single monitoring
\ '
: ) task. i -t - . 1

. " Results - ' A ’ ,

For each subject, mean reaction-time latqpcies were. determined for

each type of qpntext by “averaging the latencies for, ind{vidual

[ . -

sentences.2 These mean latencies for literal, ambiguous, figurative,

. i .

and control wotdg were used in the fipst analysis of variance. In a

‘. second analysis, mean’ latencies for each word were determined by

R S

avéraging across - those %or individual subjécps. Thus in the first .
. 'ANOVA, subjects were treated “as a random effect with conditi;n (IDEN-
"TITY, RHYME, ?nd CATEGORY) and use (literal, ambig ous,‘figurativez con-
trol) as fixed effects. In the second ANOVA, words were a random effect

. with condition an&:use ds fixed effects. Unless noted, all results are

- "
" )
L
P ] ’ . %‘
.
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T “”:;”i:Tﬁ"i'_g.mﬂff_i?a'ﬁi—ﬁthi}Té'_é < .05 Llé!?e_f."(b r better) in both amalyzes. ~ ~ 7
. ——— B Table 2 summarizes the results. _The .main effect for monitoring

conditiqn ‘was significant (F 1 (2,‘37) ; 8.35, 2-2.- 02,4-6) =;0.40),as,
was tha_t for the c?ntext of* the t'.'arget words ( F 1 (3,111) =9. 74, F "2
. (3, 69) = 7.75). The interaction #as m}t significant (F 1 (6,111) =
" .91, F 2 (6, 138) = 1.62). ‘

. * .

-

s »

) Hultiple comparif,t;ns, using a Bonferroni procedure witP a = .05,

i were used to examine these effects. Overall, targets infthe IDENTITY . “
condition (u_:eah = 302 msec) were detect-e'd mo;:e rapidly “than those ih the
RHYME condition (mean. = 382 msec, :t_.(ZO) = 4.29). RHYHE targi:t‘s were
responded to more rapidly than CATEGORY targets (mean = 442 :nsec, t (30)
= 3,22). -7 . “ . .

. CPm;area to the non-idiomatic controls, reaction times int all ‘three
i(_iriomai:ic c?ntexts were facilitated. Targets in non-idiomatic comtexts
(®ean = 427 msec) were dete'cted more slowly than those in literal idioms
(mean = 1\580 msec, t (46) = 2.52). However, reaction times t'.\O*:l’fteral,

_ ambiguous (mean = 344 msef:), and figurative (mean = 350 msec) idioms did
‘not differ significantly ( both t (46) < 1.93). . :

Planned comparisons wer:e also performed in order to test whether

* or, not targets <in the RHYME an% CATEGORY-Tasks were detected equally

rapidly 4n all four sentential contexts. For the non-idiomatic con-
/ . -~ ‘

.“ 9 .
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} - trolsy -RHYME target% {mean = 459 msec) were detected no more rapidly

- —— ‘th$n~EATEGORY'targetzr‘ﬁmeauﬁ=“&97 mséE, E(30) =72.02). For figurative
. \ . "

‘. idioms, targets were. detected as rapidly in the CATEGORY (mean = 361

m$ec) condition as in the RHYME condition (mean. = 386 msec, t (30} =

1.29). In contrast, for boph literal and .ambiguous idioms, RHYMEs were

-

. detecqéh more rapidly than CATEGORY matches (literal:\\BEXHE\:;;:szseC,

: . CATEGORY = 462 mséc; ambiguous: 'ﬁHYME = 331 msec, CATEGORY = msec;
both t (30) 2 4.51). .

s \ . .

-

Discussion\
Word idehtification involves an interatction between the acoustic
input and the syntactic and semantic constraints of the senterdtial con-

text. The present results confirm those JSf Marslen-Wilson and Tyler

- (%980). ‘As  their on-line, interactive approach to comprehension

predicts, the ébailability of semaniic information about a #drd is not
necessarily delayed refative' to that of phonological information. Inm

» L] .
the non-idiomatic control sentences of the present- experiment, contex- - ¢

-

tual constraints make available. semanfjc information about possible

words before the actual word is heard. As a result, RHYHEtand CATEGORY

.
“
L] * . !

matches are made equally rapidly. . .

. LY
% The presentyexperiment, like those of Swipney .and Cutler (1979), -

-

suggest that idioms are automatically processed as discrete lexical en-

tries. Subjects were able to respond to target words in the idiomatic

.
-~ " .

contexts . more rapidly than in the non-idiomatid contxols. The subjects

were ablg to anticipate the idgntity, phonological properties, and

. * ) '
-~ , semantic content of the idioms' final® words. As a'res<£t, their
. ~

responses in'the three ﬁonitoring'tasks were facilitated, relative to

. ./ -
| Y,

ERIC ~ & 1o |




. 4 L
. . . + . * .
. | . Interpreting Idioms
» * o -10-

™~

.
. i
e

those for the controls, by ﬁbe increased syntactic ind semantic con-

’ \ ‘t‘}__/ . - I A AL

! straints of the idiomatic expressions.

However, the results also indicate that literal and ambiguous ' tar-

gets are pipc?ssea,differently than figurative j?rgetsf For figurative
- . b * B . ‘
targets, as for the controis, CATEGORY decisions were made as’ rapidly as

) RHYME detisions. For both literal and ambiguous targets, CATEGORY

matches were slower than RHYME matches. Taken together, these _findinés
T * & . ‘*V1§
indicate  that listeners attempt. to interpret literal and albiguous

idioms s%@ultaneously as discrete lexical items afid as literal word,

. . n / .
strings. The automatic processing of the idioms as lexicghentries

facilitates identity, phoﬁolggical, and semantic decisionsg relatjve to

the non-idiomatic controls. However, the semantic analysis %f literal

and ambiguous idioms i§ much less facilitated than their phonolo
1 } ‘ .

analysis. Apparently, the concurrent computation &f literal meanlng in-

’

terferes with the retrieval and processing of the semantic Content of

the idioms' -final words. As 2 result, decisions in the CATEGORY task

- - ’

are slower than those in the RHYME t%sk for literal and ambiguous uses

of idioms.

ical{” .
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-, IDIOM~ , climbing the walls - .
IDENTITY cue: walls v .
¥ RHYME cue: falls - . ) .
, " - CATEGORY scue: - part of & buflding, ,
] . ) S ' .;
r - .
. Literal d
. Orville was'idterested in spiders and could sit for hours . * ! i
\ . > »
and watch them ¢limbing the walls of the gardep. i - '
. Y s %f - !
Ambiguous . : . « ‘ "
. . Orviltle-hated prison and was climbing the walls ¥° get out. . P
. oo . . Lo Do T ;
“" Fig.ui'ative ‘ T ) . - . .
" By the fourth day in_the 'hospita‘l, Orville was climbing )
» F 4 " - , - ‘I
fe the walls to go home. ‘. - "
L | Fo s > . T r.
* . Hon-ididmatic control .. ) oo - i > !
'-‘?; O}ville‘]:e'g;n';he% n of his old house by knocking ’ .
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2.

bﬁry the hatchet

Ve
Table 1, continued

ipIoM: ~ .

L

IDENTITY cue: hatchet
RHYME cue: ratchet
CATEGORY cue: * = ° "a tool

L

To prepare for the scavenger hunt, Linda decided

Literal

to hide the mirror under a flower pot, put the plate

Interpfétiﬁg Idions
-14-

under the’porch, and bury the hatchet behind the house.

s

Ambiguous

3

To symbolize the “end of tHe dispute: the two men

“w
¢

decided to dig a hole and bury the hatchet once and for all.

» »

Figurative '

Eventually the two men decided their argument was -

silly and that they should bury the hatchet once and for all.

Non-idiomatic control

The woodsman forget to take the hatchet when he went capping.

€ '

—y
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