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Understanding idioms requires a distinct processing mode in addition to understanding
literal language. It can be explained in the context of general models of understanding.
Contemporary research suggests that different modes of processing are required for
different types of idioms. Factors such as idiom familiarity, exposure, and context affect
idiom comprehension. Recent neurolinguistic research using different mechanisms has
shown that several neural substrates, including the prefrontal cortex, are involved in
understanding idioms. We will try to show the process of better perception of idioms on

the example of Latin idioms.
Keywords: Latin, idiom, understanding, analysis.

How to understand idioms, how to process them and make them
understandable? This process is not easy, because an idiom is a set of words, the
meaning of which does not depend on the direct interpretation of the words and
it is often impossible to understand it by the direct interpretation of the words of
individual constituents.

Understanding idioms requires a distinct processing mode in addition to
understanding literal language. It can be explained in the context of general
models of understanding. Contemporary research suggests that different modes
of processing are required for different types of idioms. Factors such as idiom

familiarity, exposure and context affect idiom comprehension.
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Recent neurolonguistic research using different mechanisms has shown
that several neural substrates, including the prefrontal cortex, are involved in
understanding idioms.

Psycholinguistic research into the understanding of idioms began in the 1970s.
Early research of figurative language generally assumed that figurative and literal
language comprehension involved different process. Based on this assumption, a
non-compositional model of understanding idioms emerged. The non- compositional
model generally assumes that idioms are stored in memory like long words. For
example, Manet omnes una nox —the same — night awaits us all, that means, we will
all die — the whole phrase is represented by the meaning of death.

The words all, night, the same do not separately contribute to the
idiomatic meaning. Because individual words have no meaning in an idiomatic
expression, they are considered to be processed together as a single entity when
understanding an idiom. In contrast, literal processing requires deriving the
meaning of each word and then perceiving it in relation to other words in the
phrase. Non-compositional models include the word-priming hypothesis, the
lexical representation hypothesis, and the direct access hypothesis.

The primary literal hypothesis suggests that an idiom is initially understood
by taking the literal meaning of words. An idiom is often ambiguous because it
can be treated in two ways - literally and idiomatically. For example, Navigare
necesse est, vivere non est necesse - sailing is necessary, life is not necessary
can be interpreted as the main thing is to swim, life is secondary, as suggested
by the primary, literal hypothesis; Only after a corresponding literal meaning is
not found does the mind engage to derive an idiomatic meaning: according to
Plutarch (Parallel Biographies, Pompey, ch. 50), Pompey was ordered by the Senate
to bring bread from Sardinia, Sicily and Africa into Rome. On the way back, a terrible
storm arose and it became impossible to swim. Pompey was the first to board the ship
and loudly declared: Navigare necesse est, vivere non est necesse, that is, the task -
bringing in bread was necessary, even at the cost of life.

This hypothesis suggests that there is a separate storage base in the mind
for common individual word sets and idioms, and that literal and figurative
processing requires different modes. The researchers argue that this hypothesis
arose when people reported that they made an idiom interpretation first after
reading a set of sentences containing the idiom, and they read the idioms literally

first when they saw a set of ambiguous sentences.
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Unlike the previous model, the lexical representation hypothesis claims that
idioms are stored together with individual words in memory. Idioms are processed
both literally and figuratively at the same time, however, the figurative meaning
(lexical representation) of the idiom is perceived first because the word-string
is stored and processed as a single record. Direct processing requires more time,
as individual words need to be understood individually. Research in support of
this hypothesis found that people were faster at recognizing grammatical idioms
as expressions than non-idiomatic but grammatical phrases presented without
context. For example: Cui sit condicio dulcis sine pulvere palmae? - Who will
have the opportunity to take the sweet palm? Horace, Epistle, I, 1, 44. The palm
is a symbol of victory, and Horace refers to the principles of healthy living that
bring peace of mind.

The direct access hypothesis proposes that literal processing of an idiom is not
necessary when dealing with a familiar idiom or when there is sufficient context
to determine the idiomatic interpretation. In this case, there is direct access
to idiomatic meaning. This hypothesis is based on findings that people process
idiomatic sentences faster than literal ones and are prone to interpret idiomatic
expressions figuratively even when they are used literally. For example: Quid
magis est saxo durum? Quid mollior unda? Dura tamen molli saxa cavantur aqua
— what is cooler than a rock will be softer than a wave, although soft water still
pierces the rock (Ovidius); Mihi fama tulit - a voice came to me, that is, I was
told.

Criticism of non-compositional models. There are several criticisms of non-
compositional models: 1. Studies have shown that idiomatic expressions are not
processed more slowly than literal expressions. In fact, the opposite is often
the case; 2. It turns out that idioms are more than just “frozen phrases” or long
words. For example, some idioms can, to some extent, be transformed and still
be recognized and understood. For example, Non fructificat autumno arbor, quae
vere non floruit - the tree does not bear fruit in autumn, which does not bloom
on the tree (Petrarch), i.e. the young must be young when they are young, i.e.
everything must be in its time. Such an idiom shows that the internal structure of
a word string is important in understanding. An nescis, mi fili, quantilla prudentia
mundus regatur? - Don’t you know, my son, how much intelligence is needed to
rule the world? According to tradition, the phrase was uttered by Pope Julius
IIT (1550-1555) in response to a monarch who expressed sympathy for the Pope
because of the heavy burden of governing the world.

The meaning of some idioms can be deduced from the literal interpretation
of their components. These findings suggest that idioms are not a completely
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distinct group and thus may not involve different processing strategies relative to
literal expressions.

The compositional model uses ordinary language processing, an expression,
to understand idioms. For example: Ab Jove principium - the beginning is from
Jupiter, that is, from what is the basis of everything, the most important (Virgil,
Bucolics, III, 58-61): Ab Iove principium, Musae: Iovis omnia plena/ Ille colit
terras, illi mea carmina curae (Muses, the origin is from Jupiter. Everything
is filled with Jupiter. He is the protector of the lands, my songs and care are
dedicated to him. In the poetic competition between the shepherds, Damet and
Menalus, Virgil uses these words for Jupiter from the Greek poet, Aratus (3rd
century BC) words, like many other Roman poets.

The prefrontal cortex (PFC) is thought to be important for idiom
comprehension. It can play a role in selecting the appropriate interpretation and
suppressing the misinterpretation when an idiomatic expression is encountered.
A study using fMRI showed that the left temporal cortex, the left superior
medial frontal gyrus, and the left inferior frontal gyrus were activated during
the presentation of idiomatic phrases. In addition, the right superior and middle
temporal gyrus, right temporal pole, and right inferior frontal gyrus were also
activated. In contrast, when presenting verbal sentences, the left inferior parietal
lobe and the right superior marginal gyrus were activated.

We believe that future research in this area should continue by investigating
which brain regions are associated with idiom processing in order to conclude
the current debate on hemispheric specialization in figurative language
comprehension.

A recent review found that *familiarity* influences which brain regions are
activated during figurative language comprehension. The processing of less
familiar expressions is suggested to be in the right hemisphere, and the more
familiar ones are preferentially in the left hemisphere. Further brain imaging
studies are needed to test this hypothesis.

Additionally, future research could use magnetoencephalography (MEG) to
examine the temporal dynamics of idiom comprehension. A recent study using
MEG showed that when idioms containing action verbs (such as beat the bucket)
were processed, the motor areas of the brain were activated. Concomitantly, the
anterior frontotemporal cortex, a region previously found to distinguish between
literal and figurative processing, was activated. This suggests that literal and
figurative meanings are, to some extent, processed in parallel, supporting the
configural hypothesis. More work with MEG should be conducted to test these
findings.
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