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Idiomatic expressions represent one of the most fascinating and challenging aspects of
human communication, acting as a bridge between the rigid rules of grammar and the fluid
nuances of cultural identity. At their most basic level, idioms are linguistic puzzles: phrases
whose meanings are not found in the sum of their individual parts, but rather in a shared social
understanding that has evolved over time [6, p.32]. This quality of non-compositionality—
where "kicking the bucket™" has nothing to do with pails or physical movement—distinguishes
idiomatic language from literal discourse and marks the boundary where simple translation
ends. The study of these expressions is not merely an academic exercise in vocabulary; it is an
investigation into the "anatomy" of language itself. By examining the structural stability and
fixedness of idioms, researchers can uncover how certain phrases become frozen in time,
resisting the usual grammatical shifts that affect other parts of speech. Furthermore, the varying
degrees of semantic opacity-ranging from transparent metaphors to entirely opaque historical
relics-provide a window into the cognitive processes of how we categorize and store complex
meanings. Ultimately, idioms serve a vital function in the social ecosystem of language. They
allow speakers to convey dense emotional content, social commentary, and behavioral
observations with a brevity and color that literal language often lacks. Because these
expressions are so deeply rooted in cultural specificity, they function as markers of belonging,
reflecting the unique heritage and collective memory of a speech community. This research
seeks to provide a comprehensive review of these elements, analyzing the linguistic frameworks
and functional roles that make idioms an essential, though often overlooked, organ in the body
of human communication [14, p.260].

The initial challenge in the study of idiomaticity lies in establishing a precise definition that
separates idioms from other forms of figurative language, such as metaphors or proverbs. While
a metaphor might suggest a comparison, an idiom functions as a singular lexical unit. This
“oneness” is best described through the lens of non-compositionality. In a standard sentence,
the meaning is built piece by piece; however, in an idiom, the semantic link between the
individual words and the final concept is severed. To understand an idiom is to move beyond
the dictionary definitions of its constituents and instead access a specialized entry in the mental
lexicon. This transition from literal to figurative meaning is not a binary switch but a spectrum,
where the degree of figurative “stretch” determines how easily a listener can decode the
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message without prior exposure [2, p.5777]. Integral to this nature is the concept of fixedness,
or what linguists often call “lexicalization”. Unlike free phrases, idioms exhibit a high degree
of structural stability that restricts grammatical manipulation. One cannot typically change the
tense, number, or word order of an idiom without destroying its idiomatic status. For instance,
if a phrase is “spilling the beans”, “changing it to”, “the legumes were shed” renders the idiom
unrecognizable. This rigidity suggests that idioms are stored in the brain as “prefabs” or
“formulaic sequences” which allows for faster processing during high-speed conversation but
requires a higher cognitive load for language learners who must memorize them as unbreakable
wholes [7, p.1076]. Beyond their internal mechanics, idioms are defined by their “semantic
opacity”. This refers to the transparency of the idiom’s meaning-how much of the original literal
image is still visible in the current figurative usage. Some expressions are “transparent”, “where
the logic is still traceable, while others are “opaque” or “dark”, where the historical or cultural
origin has been lost to time, leaving only the arbitrary connection between the words and their
meaning. It is this specific combination of fixed structure and hidden meaning that allows
idioms to act as cultural shorthand, packing complex social observations into stable,
recognizable linguistic packages.

The concept of semantic opacity is perhaps the most significant hurdle for non-native
speakers, as it represents the “distance” between the words used and the idea conveyed. In an
opaque idiom, the literal meaning provides no clues to the figurative intent, making the
expression a linguistic dead end for the uninitiated. For example, the phrase “to kick the bucket”
(meaning to die) offers no logical connection between the physical act of kicking and the
cessation of life. Conversely, a transparent idiom like “to see the light” (meaning to finally
understand something) allows the listener to use the metaphor of light-as-knowledge to bridge
the gap between literal and figurative meaning [10, p.91].

The structural stability of these expressions further reinforces their unique status. Because
idioms are often processed as single units, they resist the standard rules of syntax that apply to
free phrases. If a speaker says, “She really let the cat out of the bag”, the meaning of accidental
disclosure is clear. However, if one attempts to use a passive construction like “The cat was let
out of the bag by her”, the idiomatic force is significantly weakened, and the listener may
momentarily search for an actual feline. This rigidity is what makes idioms “fixed expressions”;
they are linguistic fossils that must be used in their exact form to retain their specific
communicative power. Semantic Opacity (The “Opaque” Example): * Sentence: “I thought the
exam would be difficult, but it was a piece of cake”.

Analysis: The words "piece" and "cake™ do not inherently suggest "easiness." The meaning
is entirely idiomatic and must be learned as a single concept [5, p.112].

Cultural Specificity: * Sentence: "The manager told me to break a leg before | went on stage
for the presentation.”

Analysis: This expression relies on the theatrical superstition that wishing someone "good
luck™ will actually cause bad luck. Without this cultural context, the sentence sounds like a
threat of physical harm.

Structural Stability: * Sentence: "We need to call it a day because everyone is exhausted."

Analysis: You cannot "call it a night" or "call it a morning"” to mean the same thing, nor
can you "call the day it." The phrase is syntactically frozen [1, p.270].
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The classification of idioms allows us to see how they function as different parts of speech.
Some idioms act as verbs, such as "to hit the hay" (to go to sleep), while others act as adjectives,
like "under the weather" (feeling ill). By identifying these patterns, we can better understand
how idioms integrate into the broader sentence structure. For instance, in the sentence "His
explanation was a bit of a red herring,” the nominal idiom "red herring" functions as a noun
phrase to describe a distraction. These examples demonstrate that idioms are not just colorful
additions to language; they are precise tools used to navigate complex social and emotional
landscapes where literal words might feel too blunt or insufficient.

Idioms can be categorized by their grammatical composition, which dictates where they sit
in a sentence.

Verbal Idioms: These function as verbs and usually describe an action or a change in state.

"If we want to finish this project on time, we really need to get the ball rolling.” [9, p.2077-
2084].

Analysis: Here, "get the ball rolling™ acts as the primary action (to start a process).

Nominal Idioms: These function as nouns or noun phrases, often identifying a specific type
of person or thing.

Example: "He was always the black sheep of the family, choosing a path very different from
his siblings."

Analysis: "Black sheep” serves as a noun complement to describe the subject's status.

Adjectival Idioms: These function as modifiers, providing a descriptive quality to a noun.

Example: "1 wouldn't trust his advice; it seems a bit off the wall."

Analysis: "Off the wall" describes the "advice" as being unconventional or eccentric [11,
p.771-776].

Classification by Meaning and Transparency

Beyond their grammar, idioms are categorized by how much of their meaning is "visible"
to the listener. This is often referred to as the Transparency-Opacity Scale.

Transparent Idioms: The metaphorical link is clear and easy to deduce.

Example: "The soldiers were told to keep an eye on the horizon."

Analysis: The literal act of looking (eye) easily translates to the figurative act of monitoring.

Semi-Transparent Idioms: There is a metaphorical link, but it requires some cultural or
situational context to grasp fully.

Example: "The detective decided to skate on thin ice by confronting the suspect without
backup. "[3, p.951-953]

Analysis: While the danger of "thin ice" is a clear metaphor for risk, the specific application
to a professional situation requires a slight cognitive leap.

Opaque Idioms: The literal words offer no clue to the meaning, often due to lost historical
origins.

Example: "Stop pulling my leg; I know you re joking!"

Analysis: There is no logical connection between tugging a limb and deception; the meaning
must be memorized as a whole.

Functional Roles in Communication

Idioms of Emotion: Used to convey internal states more vividly than literal adjectives.

Example: "She was on cloud nine after receiving the scholarship.”
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Idioms of Behavior: Used to critique or describe how someone acts in a social setting.

Example: “He tends to bend over backwards to please his boss”.

Idioms of Communication: Used to describe the nature of a conversation or a lack thereof.

Example: “We tried to discuss the budget, but we were just beating around the bush”.

The final stage of this anatomical review focuses on the broader functions of idioms within
the language system, specifically their role as indispensable tools for social and cognitive
efficiency. While literal language provides the “bones” of communication, idioms provide the
“spirit”, allowing speakers to convey complex social evaluations and emotional nuances that
would otherwise require lengthy explanations. This functional utility is most evident in the way
idioms manage social harmony and politeness. For instance, using an idiom to criticize someone
can often soften the blow of the critique, transforming a direct confrontation into a shared
cultural observation. This demonstrates that idioms are not just linguistic decorations but are
strategically deployed to navigate the delicate balance of human interaction. Furthermore,
idioms play a vital role in cognitive economy [8, p.132-143]. By using a single “prefab” phrase,
a speaker can trigger a vast network of shared meanings in the listener’s mind instantly. This
efficiency is why idiomatic language is so prevalent in high-pressure or fast-paced
environments, such as sports, business, or emergency services, where the speed of information
transfer is critical. When a team leader says they need to "cut to the chase,” the team
immediately understands the need for brevity and focus without the leader having to explain
the merits of time management or the pitfalls of tangential discussion. Ultimately, the study of
idioms leads to the conclusion that a language’s health is reflected in its idiomatic richness. The
continued creation and evolution of these expressions prove that language is a living organism,
constantly adapting to new social realities and technological shifts. As new idioms enter the
lexicon and older, more opaque ones fade into history, the cycle of idiomaticity continues to
provide a bridge between the individual's thought and the community's collective experience.
Understanding the anatomy of idioms—from their rigid structures to their fluid cultural
functions—is therefore essential for anyone seeking not just to speak a language, but to truly
inhabit it [12, p.1004-1022].

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, the anatomy of idioms reveals a sophisticated linguistic subsystem that
transcends simple vocabulary. By moving beyond the literal sum of their parts, idiomatic
expressions challenge our understanding of how meaning is constructed and stored in the
human mind. The inherent tension between their structural stability and their semantic opacity
creates a unique communicative tool—one that is rigid enough to remain recognizable over
time, yet fluid enough to carry deep cultural resonance.

Ultimately, idioms are more than just “colorful language” or stylistic ornaments; they are
essential cognitive shortcuts that facilitate nuanced social interaction. They allow for the
expression of complex human experiences, from subtle emotions to behavioral critiques, within
a framework that reinforces a sense of communal belonging. As this research has demonstrated,
a thorough understanding of idiomaticity requires a multi-disciplinary perspective that accounts
for grammar, semantics, and social context. Recognizing the vital role idioms play ensures a
deeper appreciation for the living, breathing nature of language and its profound ability to
capture the intricacies of the human condition.
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Relevance of the theme. Idioms are the most complex layer of the language. The relevance
of this topic is about idioms are not just stylistic ornaments, but strategic tools that carry cultural
codes and enhance communication speed. Comprehension these “illogical” expressions,
especially in the process of artificial intelligence and language acquisition, is a priority for
modern linguistics.

The scientific novelty. Idioms are analyzed as a complex “anatomy” in the article and
introduces several innovative perspectives. For example, the theory of keeping them as a unified
blocks in the mind is proposed. It systematizes meaning transition in the language through a
scale of semantic transparency (from transparent to opaque). It substantiates the structural
fixedness of idioms as a linguistic phenomenon.

Practical significance and application. The article presents a methodology for students to
understand the logic and function of idioms instead of learning them by heart. It plays a vital
role in choosing right equivalence in terms of the type of expression (nominal, verbal,
adjectival). It shows how to use idioms in public relations and professional settings to mitigate
criticism and convey ideas concisely as well.
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U.N. Mammadova

The anatomy of idioms: a comprehensive review of linguistic structure,
semantics, and cultural function
Summary

The anatomy of idioms reveals a complex intersection of linguistic structure, semantics, and
cultural function, serving as a cornerstone of figurative language. At its core, an idiom is defined
by its non-compositionality, meaning its overall significance cannot be derived simply by
adding up the literal meanings of its individual components. This creates a distinct divide
between literal and figurative interpretation, where the fixedness of the phrase prevents
speakers from substituting synonyms without losing the intended message. Such structural
stability is a hallmark of idiomaticity, ensuring that these expressions remain recognizable
across generations of speakers. Central to the study of these expressions is the concept of
semantic opacity, which describes the varying degrees to which the meaning of an idiom is
hidden. Some idioms are relatively transparent, allowing for a logical leap from the literal to
the figurative, while others are entirely opaque, appearing as linguistic puzzles to those outside
the specific culture. This opacity is often the primary reason idioms cannot be translated word-
for-word between languages; they are deeply rooted in cultural specificity, reflecting the unique
history, social norms, and shared experiences of a particular speech community. Linguistically,
idioms can be classified through several lenses, beginning with their grammatical structure.
They may manifest as verbal phrases, nominal constructions, adjectival descriptions, or
prepositional groupings. Beyond their form, they are categorized by their degree of
transparency—ranging from semi-transparent to completely opaque—and by their
communicative function. In practice, idioms are not merely decorative elements of speech; they
perform vital roles in language by expressing complex emotions, describing specific behaviors,
and facilitating nuanced social communication that literal language often fails to capture with
the same economy or impact.
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U.N.MammbJadova

Idiomlarin anatomiyasi: linqvistik struktur, semantika vo modani funksiyanin
harakat icmah
Xiilasa

Idiomlarin anatomiyas1, macazi dilin tomal das1 kimi xidmot eden linqvistik struktur, se-
mantika vo modoni funksiyanin miirokkob kosismasini ortaya qoyur. Osasan, bir fel onun geyri-
kompozitivliyi ilo miioyyon edilir, yoni onun timumi shomiyyati sadocs fordi komponentlorinin
horfi monalarin1 toplamagla alds edilo bilmoz. Bu, horfi vo mocazi tofsir arasinda forqli bir ugu-
rum yaradir, burada ifadonin sabitliyi danisanlarin nozords tutulan mesaj1 itirmodon sinonimlori
ovaz etmasinin qarsisint alir. Belo struktur sabitliyi idiomatizmin slamatidir vo bu ifadslorin
danisan nosillor arasinda taninmasini tomin edir. Bu ifadslorin 6yronilmosindo asas mogam se-
mantik geyri-soffafliq anlayisidir ki, bu da idiomlarin monasinin gizladildiyi miixtalif deracalori
tosvir edir. Bazi fellor nisbaton soffafdir, horfi monadan macazi monaya montiqi sigrayisa imkan
verir, digorlori iso tamamils geyri-soffafdir vo spesifik modoniyyatdon konarda olanlar ii¢iin
linqvistik tapmacalar kimi goriiniir. Bu geyri-soffafliq, idiomlarin dillor arasinda s6zbosoz tor-
climo oluna bilmomasinin asas sobabidir; onlar madoni spesifikliys dorin kdk salmisg, miioyyon
bir nitq icmasinin unikal tarixini, sosial normalarini vo ortaq tocriibalorini oks etdirir. Dilgilik
baximindan, idiomlar qrammatik qurulusundan baslayaraq bir ne¢s prizmadan tosnif edils bilor.
Onlar sifahi ifadslor, isim konstruksiyalari, sifat tosvirlori vo ya 6n s6z qruplagmalar: kimi te-
zahiir edo bilorlor. Formalarindan basqa, onlar soffafliq doracoloring - yar1 soffafdan tamamilo
geyri-soffafliga qodor - vo linsiyyot funksiyalarina gors tosnif edilirlor. Praktikada, idiomlar
sadaco nitqin dekorativ elementlori deyil; onlar miirokkab emosiyalar: ifads etmaklo, spesifik
davraniglari tosvir etmokls vo horfi dilin tez-tez eyni iqtisadiyyat vo ya tosirlo olo kegirs bil-
madiyi inca sosial linsiyyati asanlasdirmagqla dildo miihiim rol oynayirlar.

Y.H. MamenoBa

AHaTOMUSI HAUOM: KOMILJIEKCHBII 0030p JTUHIBUCTHYECKOH CTPYKTYPHI,
CEMAHTHKH U KYJbTYPHOH (PYyHKIUH
Pesrome

AHaTOMUS UJMOM TIPEICTABIISIET COOOH CII0KHOE TIEPECEUCHUE JIMHTBUCTHUECKOU CTPYKTY-
pBI, CEMAaHTHKHU U KYJIbTYPHOU (PYHKIIMH, BBICTYIIAsl B KAUECTBE KPA€yTroJIbHOIO KaMHs 00pa3-
HOTO si3bIKa. B cBO€ OCHOBE HIMOMa OMIPEACIISIETCA CBOMCTBOM HEKOMIIO3UIITMOHATIBHOCTH, YTO
03HA4YaeT HEBO3MOXKHOCTh BBIBEICHHUS €€ 0OIIEero 3Ha4eHusl MyTeM MPOCTOr0 CYyMMHPOBAHHS
OYKBaJIbHBIX CMBICIIOB €€ OTACIBHBIX KOMITIOHEHTOB. DTO CO3/1a€T OTUETIUBBIN Pa3phIB MEKITY
OyKBaJIbHOM M (UTYpabHOW MHTEpIpeTaIue, rae GUKCUpPOBaHHOCTh (Ppasbl MPENATCTBYET
3aMEeHe CHMHOHHMMOB 0€3 TOTepH HCXOJHOTO CMbICNIA. Takas CTPYKTypHas CTaOWILHOCTh
SBIISIETCS OTIMYUTEIHHON YepPTONH MAMOMATHYHOCTH, OOECTIEUMBAOIICH Y3HABAEMOCTh ITHUX
BBIPAXKEHUI CpPEU pa3HbIX MOKOJECHHWN HOCUTENEH s3bIKa. LleHTpanibHOE MECTO B M3YYEHHH
JIAHHBIX BBIPQXKEHUI 3aHMMAaeT KOHLEMIMS CEeMAHTHYECKOM HENpO3payHOCTU (OKKIIIO3UN),
KOTOpas OMHUCHIBAET PA3JIMYHYIO CTENEHb CKPBITOCTH 3HAYEHUS UIMOMBI. HEKOTOpBIE MINOMBI
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OTHOCHUTCIIBHO IPO3pavHbl, YTO MO3BOJIACT COBCPIIUTDH JIOTUYECKUI nepexon or 6yKBaJILHOFO
K 00pa3HOMY 3HAYEHHIO, B TO BpEMS KaK APyTye MOTHOCTHIO HEMPO3PauHbl U IPEICTABISIOTCS
JIMHTBUCTUYCCKHUMU 3araikaMu Ijid JIML, HC MPHUHAJIC)KAIIUX K I[&HHOfI KYJbTYPC. OTta Hen-
PO3pavyHOCTh 3a4aCTYIO SBJISIETCSI OCHOBHOM MPUYMHON HEBO3MOXHOCTH JOCJIOBHOT'O IIEPEBOJA
UIMOM; OHH INTyOOKO YKOPEHEHBI B KYJIbTYpHOU crienu(uke, 0Tpaxas yHUKaJIbHYIO HCTOPHUIO,
COLIMAJIbHBIE HOPMBI M KOJUIEKTHUBHBIM OMBIT KOHKPETHOIO A3BIKOBOTrO coobmiectBa. C JHMHT-
BUCTHUYECKOW TOYKH 3PEHHS UIMOMBI MOTYT OBITh KJIacCH(UIIMPOBAHBI IO HECKOJIbKUM KpPH-
TEepUsIM, HAUYMHAA C UX TPAMMaTUYECKON CTPYKTypbl. OHM MOTYT HpOSBIATHCS B BUAE: IJia-
TOJBbHBIX (h)pa3, HOMUHATHBHBIX KOHCTPYKLUH, aJbeKTUBHBIX OMUCAHUH, IPEIIOKHBIX TPYIII.

[Tomumo opmbl, OHH KIaCCUPHUIHMPYIOTCS MO CTEMEHHU MPO3PAYHOCTH — OT MOIYIPO3-
PayYHBIX 10 TIOJTHOCTHIO HEMPO3PAYHBIX — U 110 UX KOMMYHHUKATHBHOH (yHKIMK. Ha mpakTike
WMOMBI HE SIBJIAIOTCS JIUIIb JEKOPATUBHBIMH 3JIEMEHTAMU PEYH; OHU BBIIOIHSIOT KU3HEHHO
Ba’>XHBIC q)YHKIII/II/I, BbIpakasd CJIIOKHBIC OMOIMH, OITUCbIBAs CHeIII/I(bI/ILIeCKI/IC (1)OpMI)I IIOBECACHUA
U crocoOCTBYSI HIOAHCUPOBAHHOM COIMAIbHOM KOMMYHHUKAIIUU, KOTOPYIO OYKBAJIbHBIN SI3BIK
4acTO HE CIOCOOEH MepeaTh ¢ TAaKOM e SIKOHOMHUEH WM BO3JICUCTBUEM.

Redaksiyaya daxil olub: 27.04.2026

242



