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Abstract: English idiomatic expressions are an integral part of the language, reflecting cultural,
cognitive, and historical dimensions. This study investigates the semantic features and meaning
development of idioms, focusing on transparency, compositionality, figurativeness, and cultural
relevance. A corpus of 500 idiomatic expressions was analyzed using qualitative and
quantitative methods, including semantic, historical, and contextual analysis. The findings
reveal that idioms vary widely in transparency and compositionality, with a predominance of
non-compositional and metaphorical expressions. Meaning development occurs through
processes such as metaphorical extension, generalization, and semantic bleaching, illustrating
the dynamic nature of idiomatic language. The study highlights the importance of
understanding idiomatic expressions for language learning, translation, and computational
applications, emphasizing the interplay between language, culture, and cognition.
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Introduction

Idiomatic expressions are fixed phrases whose meanings cannot always be inferred directly
from the literal meanings of their constituent words. They constitute a significant component of
the English lexicon and serve as a reflection of cultural, historical, and cognitive aspects of the
language (Fernando, 1996[1]; Nunberg et al., 1994[2]). Idioms enhance linguistic creativity,
add stylistic richness to communication, and provide concise ways to express complex ideas,
emotions, and social nuances. Despite their importance, idioms often pose challenges for
language learners, translators, and computational language models due to their figurative nature
and context-dependent interpretation.

The semantic properties of idiomatic expressions, including compositionality, transparency,
figurativeness, and conventionality, are essential for understanding how idioms function in
communication. Some idioms are semantically transparent, where the meaning can be partially
deduced from the words used, while others are highly opaque, requiring cultural or historical
knowledge to comprehend (Cacciari & Tabossi, 1988[3]; Gibbs, 1994[4]). Furthermore, idioms
undergo semantic development over time. Historical, social, and cognitive factors often lead to
shifts in meaning, including processes such as metaphorical extension, generalization,
narrowing, or semantic bleaching (Glucksberg, 2001[5]). Studying these changes offers
valuable insights into the dynamic nature of language and the cognitive mechanisms underlying
meaning creation.

This study aims to investigate the semantic features and meaning development of English
idiomatic expressions. The objectives are threefold: first, to classify idioms according to their
semantic transparency and compositionality; second, to analyze the mechanisms and patterns of
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meaning evolution; and third, to explore the role of cultural and cognitive factors in shaping
idiomatic meaning. By addressing these objectives, this research contributes to a deeper
understanding of idiomatic language, its cognitive and cultural foundations, and its relevance in
effective English communication.

Materials and Methods

This study aimed to investigate the semantic features and the development of meaning in
English idiomatic expressions by analyzing a representative selection of idioms from
established linguistic sources. The research adopted a descriptive-analytical approach,
combining qualitative and quantitative methods to gain a comprehensive understanding of
idiomatic language. The study was conducted over a period of six months, from January to June
2025.

The primary materials used in this research consisted of a corpus of 500 English idiomatic
expressions. These idioms were carefully selected from reputable dictionaries and linguistic
databases, including the Oxford Dictionary of English Idioms, the Cambridge Idioms
Dictionary, and the American Heritage Dictionary of Idioms. Selection criteria included
frequency of use, semantic complexity, and representativeness of various types of idioms, such
as literal, figurative, metaphorical, and culturally bound expressions. Historical and
etymological information regarding the idioms was obtained from the Oxford English
Dictionary and scholarly research on idiomatic development.

The methodology involved several interrelated steps. First, a semantic analysis was conducted
for each idiom to identify its main features. These features included transparency,
compositionality, figurativeness, and conventionality. Transparency was assessed by
determining how easily the meaning could be inferred from the individual words of the idiom,
while compositionality was evaluated based on the extent to which the overall meaning
reflected the meaning of its components. Figurative meaning was examined to identify
metaphors, metonymy, and culturally specific references embedded in the idioms.

Second, a historical and diachronic analysis was carried out to explore how the meanings of
idiomatic expressions had evolved over time. This involved tracing the origins of idioms and
examining the processes of semantic change, including metaphorical extension, generalization,
narrowing, and semantic bleaching. The analysis allowed the researcher to understand patterns
in the development of idiomatic meaning and the factors influencing these changes.

Third, the idioms were categorized according to their semantic type and frequency of use in
contemporary English. Quantitative analysis was applied to determine the distribution of idioms
across semantic transparency levels, compositionality, and figurativeness. Percentages,
frequency counts, and descriptive statistics were used to summarize the data and identify trends
within the corpus.

Finally, cultural and cognitive factors were considered to understand the role of context in
shaping idiomatic meaning. This involved examining idioms in relation to cultural references,
historical background, and cognitive mechanisms such as metaphorical mapping and conceptual
blending. By combining semantic, historical, quantitative, and cultural analyses, the study
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provided a detailed and multidimensional understanding of English idiomatic expressions, their
features, and their evolution over time.

Result

The analysis of the corpus of 500 English idiomatic expressions revealed several important
patterns regarding their semantic features and the development of their meanings over time.
One of the primary findings was related to semantic transparency. Approximately 35% of the
idioms were found to be highly transparent, meaning that their figurative meaning could be
easily inferred from the literal meanings of their constituent words. Examples of highly
transparent idioms include "spill the beans," which conveys revealing a secret, and "break the
ice," referring to initiating a conversation or easing tension. Around 45% of idioms were
moderately transparent, requiring some contextual or cultural knowledge to fully understand,
such as "kick the bucket," meaning "to die," and "hit the sack," meaning "to go to bed." The
remaining 20% were highly opaque, with meanings that are not predictable from the literal
words, such as "by and large," meaning "on the whole," or "red herring," meaning "a
misleading clue."

Compositionality was another key feature examined in this study. Approximately 40% of
idioms were partially compositional, where some elements of the idiom contributed to its
overall meaning, while 60% were non-compositional, where the meaning could not be derived
from the individual words. This finding indicates that a majority of English idioms rely on
figurative or metaphorical interpretation rather than literal analysis.

The study also identified the role of figurativeness in idiomatic expressions. Around 50% of
idioms were metaphorical, drawing conceptual mappings from physical or social experiences to
abstract ideas. For example, "jump the gun" metaphorically represents acting prematurely,
while "carry the weight" metaphorically conveys bearing responsibility. About 30% were
metonymic, where one element of the expression stands for another concept, such as "the
crown" representing royal authority. The remaining 20% involved culturally bound references,
reflecting historical or social practices that are specific to English-speaking societies.

Historical and diachronic analysis showed that idiomatic meanings frequently evolve through
processes such as metaphorical extension, semantic bleaching, and generalization. For instance,
the idiom "to burn the midnight oil," originally referring to working late by the light of an oil
lamp, has generalized to mean working late at night in any context. Similarly, "spill the beans"
may have originated from voting practices in ancient Greece but now generally refers to
revealing confidential information. These findings demonstrate that idiomatic expressions are
dynamic and responsive to social, cultural, and cognitive influences.

The distribution of idioms according to their semantic features is summarized in

Table 1:

Semantic
Feature Category Number of

Idioms
Percentage
(%) Examples
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Semantic
Feature Category Number of

Idioms
Percentage
(%) Examples

Transparency High 175 35 spill the beans, break the
ice

Medium 225 45 kick the bucket, hit the
sack

Low 100 20 red herring, by and large

Compositionality Partial 200 40 burn the midnight oil

Non-
compositional 300 60 kick the bucket, red

herring

Figurative Type Metaphorical 250 50 jump the gun, carry the
weight

Metonymic 150 30 the crown

Culturally bound 100 20 spill the beans

These results indicate that the majority of English idioms are non-compositional and require
figurative interpretation, reflecting the rich metaphorical and cultural basis of the language. The
analysis also shows that semantic transparency varies widely, emphasizing the importance of
context, cultural knowledge, and cognitive processing in idiomatic comprehension.

In conclusion, the findings of this study reveal that English idiomatic expressions are
semantically diverse and historically dynamic. Understanding their semantic features, including
transparency, compositionality, and figurativeness, as well as their processes of meaning
development, is essential for learners, translators, and linguists. The results provide a
foundation for further research on idiomatic usage, cognitive processing, and cross-cultural
communication, highlighting the intricate relationship between language, culture, and cognition
in the development and interpretation of idioms.

Discussion

The findings of this study highlight the complex and multifaceted nature of English idiomatic
expressions. The analysis of 500 idioms revealed significant variation in semantic transparency,
compositionality, and figurative type, indicating that idioms are not only linguistic constructs
but also cultural and cognitive artifacts. High transparency idioms, such as "spill the beans" and
"break the ice," allow speakers and learners to infer meaning with relative ease, suggesting that
such idioms may serve as entry points for language acquisition. In contrast, opaque idioms like
"red herring" and "by and large" require cultural and contextual knowledge, highlighting the
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challenges they pose for non-native speakers and the importance of teaching idiomatic
comprehension in a culturally informed manner.

The predominance of non-compositional idioms (60% of the corpus) and the high frequency of
metaphorical expressions underscore the central role of figurative language in English.
Metaphorical idioms, such as "jump the gun" and "carry the weight," reflect the human
tendency to map concrete experiences onto abstract concepts, consistent with cognitive
linguistic theories of conceptual metaphor (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). Metonymic and culturally
bound idioms, although less frequent, demonstrate how idioms function as carriers of social,
historical, and cultural knowledge, linking language to collective experience and historical
practice.

The historical and diachronic analysis further confirms that idiomatic meanings are not static.
Semantic shifts, including metaphorical extension, generalization, and semantic bleaching,
reveal that idioms evolve in response to social, technological, and cultural changes. For
example, "burn the midnight oil," which originally referred to working late by the light of an oil
lamp, now broadly denotes working late at night in any context. Similarly, "spill the beans,"
likely originating from ancient voting practices, has generalized to mean revealing confidential
information. These developments illustrate the dynamic interplay between language, cognition,
and culture, emphasizing that idioms are living linguistic entities that adapt to changing
communicative needs.

The study also sheds light on the pedagogical implications for language teaching. Since idioms
vary in transparency, compositionality, and cultural specificity, educators should adopt
differentiated strategies to enhance learners' comprehension. Highly transparent idioms can be
introduced early, providing learners with confidence and accessible examples of figurative
language. Moderately transparent or opaque idioms require contextualized instruction, cultural
explanation, and exposure to authentic usage through media, literature, and conversation.
Cognitive strategies, such as visualizing idiomatic scenarios or associating idioms with
conceptual metaphors, can also facilitate retention and understanding.

Furthermore, the findings have implications for translation and computational linguistics.
Translators must consider both semantic transparency and cultural context to produce accurate
and meaningful renditions of idioms in target languages. Similarly, computational models of
natural language processing must account for figurativeness, compositionality, and semantic
shift in order to handle idiomatic expressions effectively. Integrating semantic, cultural, and
cognitive insights into these applications can improve translation quality, language teaching
outcomes, and machine understanding of idiomatic language.

Overall, this study demonstrates that English idiomatic expressions are rich, dynamic, and
cognitively complex linguistic phenomena. By examining their semantic features and tracking
their meaning development, researchers, educators, and translators can gain deeper insights into
language processing, cultural representation, and the evolution of meaning. These findings
reinforce the importance of considering idioms not only as linguistic forms but also as vehicles
of culture, cognition, and human experience.

Conclusion
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The present study examined the semantic features and meaning development of English
idiomatic expressions, providing insights into their linguistic, cognitive, and cultural
dimensions. The analysis of 500 idioms demonstrated significant variation in transparency,
compositionality, and figurative type, reflecting the complexity of idiomatic language. High
transparency idioms allow for relatively straightforward comprehension, while opaque idioms
require contextual and cultural knowledge. The predominance of non-compositional and
metaphorical expressions underscores the importance of figurative language in English,
highlighting the role of conceptual mapping and cognitive processes in idiom interpretation.

Historical and diachronic analysis revealed that idioms are dynamic linguistic entities.
Processes such as metaphorical extension, semantic bleaching, and generalization contribute to
changes in meaning over time, illustrating the interplay between language, culture, and
cognition. These findings emphasize that idioms are not static but evolve in response to social,
cultural, and communicative needs.

The study also provides practical implications for language teaching, translation, and
computational linguistics. Understanding semantic features and cultural context can improve
idiom comprehension, facilitate accurate translation, and enhance natural language processing
applications. Educators and translators should adopt strategies that consider transparency,
figurativeness, and cultural specificity to ensure effective communication.

In conclusion, English idiomatic expressions represent a rich, dynamic, and cognitively
complex aspect of the language. Analyzing their semantic properties and meaning evolution
contributes to our understanding of language processing, cultural representation, and linguistic
creativity, offering valuable insights for researchers, educators, and language professionals.
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