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Abstract: This article provides a comprehensive analysis of idiomatic expressions in
linguistics, focusing on their semantic, structural, cognitive, and cultural
characteristics. Idiomatic expressions are fixed combinations of words whose
meanings cannot be understood from the meanings of their individual components. The
paper explores the classification of idioms, their role in communication, and their
importance in language learning. Furthermore, it discusses the main difficulties faced
by learners and suggests effective teaching strategies. The study emphasizes that
mastering idiomatic expressions is essential for achieving fluency and understanding
authentic language.
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Idiomatic expressions are one of the most distinctive and complex elements of human
language. They play a crucial role in everyday communication, making speech more
expressive, natural, and culturally rich. In linguistics, idioms are studied as part of
phraseology, a branch that focuses on fixed expressions and their meanings. Unlike
literal language, idioms convey meanings that go beyond the direct interpretation of
words. This makes them an important subject for linguistic analysis as well as for
language teaching. Native speakers use idioms naturally and unconsciously, whereas
language learners often find them difficult to understand and use correctly. The concept

of idiomatic expression occupies a central place in linguistics, particularly within the
domains of semantics, pragmatics, cognitive linguistics, and sociolinguistics. Idioms
are typically defined as fixed or semi-fixed multi-word expressions whose meanings
cannot be fully derived from the literal meanings of their individual components.
Instead, they convey figurative or conventionalized meanings that are shared by
members of a linguistic community. This characteristic makes idioms a clear challenge
to the principle of compositionality, which assumes that the meaning of a sentence is

determined by the meanings of its parts and the rules used to combine them.

Expressions such as “kick the bucket” (meaning “to die”) or “spill the beans” (meaning

“to reveal a secret”) demonstrate how idioms function beyond literal interpretation. As
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argued by Nunberg, Sag, and Wasow (1994), idioms occupy a unique position between
lexicon and syntax, behaving partly like words and partly like phrases, thereby
requiring specialized theoretical treatment in linguistic analysis.

From a structural and grammatical perspective, idioms exhibit varying degrees of
fixedness and flexibility. Some idioms are highly fixed and resist any syntactic

bl

variation, such as “by and large” or “once in a blue moon,” where even minor
modifications may render the expression unrecognizable or semantically invalid. Other
idioms allow limited transformations, including passivization, tense changes, or
insertion of modifiers. For example, “spill the beans” can become “the beans were
spilled,” maintaining its figurative meaning despite syntactic alteration. This variability
has led linguists to classify idioms into different categories, such as pure idioms, semi-
idioms, and literal idioms (Fernando, 1996). Pure idioms are completely opaque, with
meanings unrelated to their components, while semi-idioms retain some degree of
literal meaning. Literal idioms, on the other hand, are relatively transparent and closer
to compositional expressions. This classification suggests that idiomaticity is not
binary but exists on a continuum, reflecting different degrees of semantic transparency
and structural flexibility.

The semantic properties of idiomatic expressions are particularly significant in
understanding how meaning is constructed and interpreted in language. Idioms often
rely on metaphor, metonymy, and other figurative mechanisms to convey meaning.
Cognitive linguistics, especially the work of Lakoff and Johnson (1980), has
emphasized that idioms are grounded in conceptual metaphors that structure human
thought. For instance, the idiom “to see the light” reflects the metaphor knowing is
seeing while “fo carry a heavy heart’ is based on the metaphor emotional burden is
physical weight. These conceptual mappings are not arbitrary but arise from embodied
human experience, suggesting that idioms are deeply connected to how individuals
perceive and interact with the world. Consequently, idioms provide valuable insights
into the cognitive processes underlying language use and meaning construction.
Pragmatic factors also play a crucial role in the interpretation and use of idiomatic
expressions. The meaning of an idiom is often context-dependent, requiring speakers
and listeners to rely on shared knowledge, situational cues, and communicative
intentions. For example, the idiom “break the ice” may be interpreted differently
depending on whether it is used in a social, professional, or metaphorical context.
Pragmatic competence involves the ability to recognize when an idiom is being used
figuratively and to interpret its intended meaning appropriately. This is particularly
challenging for non-native speakers, who may lack the cultural and contextual
knowledge necessary for accurate interpretation. As Gibbs (1994) notes, idiomatic
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understanding is not merely a matter of linguistic competence but also involves
inferential processes and pragmatic reasoning, highlighting the interplay between
language and cognition. In addition to their semantic and pragmatic functions,
idiomatic expressions serve important roles in discourse and communication. They
contribute to the expressiveness, vividness, and efficiency of language, allowing
speakers to convey complex ideas in a concise and memorable way. Idioms are
frequently used to create rhetorical effects, such as humor, irony, or emphasis, and they
often reflect the speaker’s attitude or emotional stance. In literary discourse, idioms
can enhance characterization and realism, as they reflect the linguistic habits and
cultural background of characters. In everyday conversation, the use of idioms can
signal group membership and solidarity, reinforcing social bonds among speakers who
share the same linguistic and cultural knowledge. However, inappropriate or excessive
use of 1dioms may lead to misunderstandings, particularly in intercultural
communication, where idiomatic meanings may not be universally recognized.

The psycholinguistic processing of idiomatic expressions has been a subject of
considerable research, focusing on how idioms are stored, accessed, and interpreted in
the mental lexicon. Early models proposed that idioms are stored as fixed lexical units
and retrieved as wholes, bypassing compositional analysis. However, subsequent
studies have challenged this view, suggesting that idiom comprehension involves both
holistic and compositional processing. Titone and Connine (1999) argue that the degree
of compositionality and familiarity influences how idioms are processed. Highly
familiar and opaque idioms may be accessed directly as lexical units, while less
familiar or more transparent idioms may involve compositional analysis.
Neurocognitive research has further demonstrated that idiom processing engages
multiple areas of the brain, including regions associated with semantic processing,
context integration, and figurative language interpretation. This evidence supports a
hybrid model of idiom processing, reflecting the complexity of language
comprehension.

The acquisition of idiomatic expressions is a critical aspect of both first and second
language development. In first language acquisition, children gradually learn to
recognize and use idioms as they develop cognitive and linguistic abilities. Initially,
they may interpret idioms literally, but with increased exposure and experience, they
begin to understand their figurative meanings. In second language learning, idioms
pose significant challenges due to their non-compositional nature and cultural
specificity. Learners often struggle to interpret idioms correctly and to use them
appropriately in context. Effective teaching of idiomatic expressions requires explicit
instruction, contextualized examples, and opportunities for meaningful practice. Boers
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and Lindstromberg (2008) emphasize the importance of teaching the conceptual and
metaphorical basis of idioms, as this can facilitate deeper understanding and retention.
Additionally, comparing idioms across languages can help learners identify similarities
and differences, enhancing their intercultural competence.

Cross-linguistic and cultural variation is another important dimension of idiomatic
expressions. Idioms are deeply embedded in the cultural context of a language,
reflecting the values, beliefs, and experiences of its speakers. As a result, many idioms
are culture-specific and do not have direct equivalents in other languages. For example,
an idiom related to weather, food, or historical events in one culture may be unfamiliar
or meaningless in another. This poses challenges for translation, as translators must
find ways to convey the intended meaning while preserving the stylistic and cultural
nuances of the original expression. Baker (2018) outlines several strategies for
translating idioms, including using an equivalent idiom in the target language,
paraphrasing the meaning, or omitting the idiom when necessary.

Idiomatic expressions are a fundamental part of linguistic competence. Their
complexity and cultural significance make them essential for effective communication.
Mastering idioms enables learners to achieve a higher level of fluency and better
understand real-life language. Therefore, idioms should be given special attention in
both linguistic research and language teaching. Overall, idiomatic expressions
represent a complex interaction between language, culture, and cognition. Their study
provides valuable insights into how meaning is constructed and communicated beyond
literal interpretation. As globalization increases intercultural communication, the
ability to understand and use idioms becomes even more important.

Therefore, developing idiomatic competence should be considered a key objective in
modern language education. The choice of strategy depends on factors such as the
purpose of the translation, the target audience, and the degree of equivalence between
the source and target languages.

In recent years, corpus linguistics has provided new tools and methodologies for
studying idiomatic expressions in authentic language use. Large corpora of spoken and
written texts enable researchers to analyze the frequency, distribution, and variation of
idioms across different contexts and genres. Corpus-based studies have revealed that
idioms are more prevalent in informal and spoken language, where they contribute to
conversational fluency and expressiveness. They also show that idioms can vary in
form and usage, adapting to different communicative needs and evolving over time.
For example, new idiomatic expressions may emerge in response to technological and
social changes, while older idioms may become less common or acquire new meanings.
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This dynamic nature of idiomatic language underscores its role as a living and evolving
component of linguistic systems.
Furthermore, idiomatic expressions intersect with issues of language change, variation,
and identity. Sociolinguistic research has shown that the use of idioms can vary
according to factors such as age, gender, social class, and regional background. Certain
idioms may be associated with specific dialects or communities, serving as markers of
identity and belonging. For instance, regional idioms can reflect local traditions and
cultural practices, while generational differences may influence the adoption of new
idiomatic expressions, particularly those emerging from digital communication and
social media. This highlights the role of idioms not only as linguistic phenomena but
also as social and cultural artifacts that contribute to the construction of identity and
community.
In conclusion, idiomatic expressions represent a rich and complex area of linguistic
study, encompassing multiple dimensions of language, including structure, meaning,
cognition, culture, and communication. Their non-compositional nature challenges
traditional linguistic theories, while their cognitive and cultural grounding provides
valuable insights into how language reflects human experience. Idioms play a crucial
role in both everyday communication and specialized discourse, enhancing
expressiveness and facilitating social interaction. At the same time, they present
challenges for language learners, translators, and researchers, requiring a nuanced
understanding of their properties and functions. As linguistic research continues to
evolve, the study of idiomatic expressions remains a vital area of inquiry, offering
important perspectives on the nature of language and its role in human life.
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