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Abstract

The English language is rich in idioms. We would define English idioms as a
special kind of conventionalized fixed expression, allowing dual semantic
meanings and little variation, with a special meaning on the whole which in most
cases, cannot be deducted from the meaning of component part. Different from
idioms in Chinese, English idioms cover larger range of expressions, including
non-literal, semi-literal and literal idioms and may be in the form of phrase or
sentence.

Pragmatics, a newly independent linguistic branch, is a comprehensive
research on language in use of all levels—pronunciation, lexicon, syntax and
discourse—from the perspective of cognition, society and culture. By employing
the five pragmatics theories—Context theory, Speech Act theory, the Cooperative
Principle, Conversational Implicature theory and discourse analysis, we’ve found
in our research and analysis that English idioms are characterized by great variety,
rich context implication and pragmatic functions of many kinds. The main
contextual functions of English idioms are deictic context and cultural context;
most English sentence idioms can perform some indirect speech act through
illocutionary force; the social and cultural information implicated by English
idioms are important prerequisites to discourse interpretation; English idioms,
especially relational idioms, can act as logical and temporal coherence in
discourse. To sum up, the pragmatic functions of English idioms are contextual
function, communicative function, education function, evaluation function,
emphasis function, rhetorical function, and cultural heritage and culture
identification. As successful communication calls for some consensus which can
be interpreted as context, the rich context and pragmatic functions of idiom
should be fully acknowledged by interlocutors. An ideal idiom dictionary
providing sufficient pragmatic information is, without any doubt, a useful tool
available at any time for English learners.

In addition, we’ve found in practice that the teaching and learning of English
idioms have been neglected all the time even in the classes for English majors.
Although it is possible to converse correctly in non-idiomatic English, a student

with only a superficial knowledge of English idioms will find himself at a serious



disadvantage in his reading, even more so when he takes part in discussions and
debates. To make things worse, idiom dictionaries at hand for college students are
less satisfying and user-friendly in the offering of pragmatic information. The
status quo of the pragmatic information of idiom dictionaries is in no way
comparable with the monolingual English learners’ dictionaries in a time of
calling for the “productive” ability of learners.

Considering this necessity and urgency, this thesis aims to make a little
contribution to the idiom dictionary-making. The thesis is constituted by seven
chapters. The first four chapters are the theoretical preparation for the study of
pragmatic information in idiom dictionaries, whereas the last three chapters deal
with the application of pragmatic theories into dictionary-compiling. The five
pragmatics theories—Context theory, Speech Act theory, the Cooperative
Principle, Conversational Implicature theory and discourse analysis offer some
enlightenment on the pragmatic research of English idioms. On the basis of
previewing the mainstream idiom dictionaries, each of which has some
advantages to be drawn from, we’ve given our own tentative approach on the
systematic treatment of the pragmatic information in idiom dictionaries, not only
in macrostructure, but also in microstructure—definition, illustration, pragmatic

label, cross-reference and pragmatic note.
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Chapter One An Introduction to the Researches on the Pragmatic Information in Idiom Dictionaries

Chapter One An Introduction to the Researches on the

Pragmatic Information in Idiom Dictionaries

1.1 The Significance of the Idiom Study and the Idiom Dictionary

Study

English idioms are a special group of vocabulary in English. They are mostly
concise, vivid and figuratively, forceful and expressive but not easy to catch their
real meanings for foreign students. Many English learners often face a frustrated
situation that they cannot fully appreciate the works of well-known writers or
excellent television shows even though they’ve learned English for more than ten
years. Idioms are the identification card distinguishing English native speakers and
foreigners. Even English majors hesitate to use idioms and always speak with
foreigners in a very formal and bookish way which seems to be less friendly and
frigid for foreigners. Idioms in whatever language are the crystallization of people’s
intelligence and experience of life and work; hence idioms are full of wits and
presented in short, brief and sometimes aesthetical forms. Native English-speakers
often talk and write with idioms. Therefore, mastery of English idioms offers an
easier access to the understanding of the native idiomatic English, both in speech
and written English.

A good understanding and grasp of English idioms could also help
cross-cultural communication smooth and successful. English idioms are not only
carrier and reflection of culture and social life in western countries but also
performer of some pragmatic functions. English idioms typically convey education
and evaluation such as approval, criticism and emphasis. In other cases, English
idioms can perform pragmatic functions in texts and interactions, such as organizing
discourse or conveying thanks and refusals. However, many English idioms are
non-literal which means that it cannot be drawn from the literal meaning of

individual component of idioms, not to mention the application of idioms in
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