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Toshiyuki Ogihara (University of Washington) and Kimiko Nakanishi (Meiji Gakuin University)

“Towards a semantic analysis of idioms with ga-marked nominals”

Japanese idiomatic predicative expressions typically include case-marked nominals, but they are not necessarily o-
marked or ni-marked. Of particular interest are those that come with ga-marked nominals such as ki-ga tuku
‘notice’, ki-ga kiku ‘to be considerate, to be thoughtful’, asi-ga deru ‘to be in the red’. They are noteworthy because
(1) they look as if they are complete sentences, but they are semantically incomplete. (ii) Although they may be
idioms, the -ga marked nominal and the predicate make transparent semantic contributions. The question we wish
to address in this talk is the interface conditions for interpreting sentences containing such idiomatic phrases. The
“missing information” can be supplied in different ways. Typically, a ga-marked nominal and/or ni-marked
nominal are added to an idiom to complete the sentence, which sometimes results in multiple ga-marked nominals
in a clause. We will present the hypothesis that idiomatic predicative expressions with a ga-marked nominal are
event predicates and can optionally incorporate additional nominal expressions through a generalized version of
Predicate Modification that accommodates event predicates. However, the added nominals are not “true arguments”
of the idiomatic predicate in that they behave like optional event predicates. The tense morpheme has the double
duty of providing temporal information about the event being described and existential closure. This proposal
predicts that idiomatic expressions can occur as complete sentences. In such cases, the hearer gathers additional
information from the context (including what the previous sentences in the ongoing discourse have already
provided) to reconstruct what is conveyed by the speaker to approximate a “proposition” familiar from the

European logical tradition.
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