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Preface

. Every language is laden with idioms.- An idiom is a word or group of
words that cannot be literally translated from the source’s language into
the receptor’s because an idiomatic meaning cannot be understood by
literally defining its component parts. English, as the most active and
widely used language, enjoys a vast idiomatic basis, which makes its
learning very exciting and interesting, with about 4,000 idioms used in the
daily communication, _

Being very flexible, English language constéhtly enriches its
vocabulary with the words invented by the language speakers, making it
more colorful with new idiomatic expressions, and at times refills its
stocks with the Borrowings and neologisms. English just amazes by its
extraordinary linguistic djversity. Idioms, as the cream of the English
A ‘language, are very typical in this sense. :

English idioms derived from the culture of the English-speaking
nations and from dz}y-td—day life. In real context idioms explain
themselves: nine times out of ten, idioms carry their own explanatibn. If
 we are unaware of their presence we will find ourselves in a state of
confusion because we will assign literal meanings to them — or just
ignore them. ,

The main function of idioms is to paraphrase what is going on, and
what is being said. Idiomatic expressions pervade English with a peculiar
flavor and give it great variety, bright character and color. They help
language learners understand English culture, penetrate into customs and
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lifestyle of English people, and make a deeper insight into English history
and culture.

With the development of cultural communication, more and more
idioms will widely show up in English movies, books, newspapers, and
real life communication. Consequently, learners will undoubtedly encounter
more and more idioms in their learning not only in written form such as
novels and magazines, but also in spoken form like movies and plays.
Take a close view of English learning in China; it is easy to find that
learners are not fully aware of the importance of English idiom study. And
the outcome of idiom learning is far from satisfactory.

Furthermore, English idioms it should also be noted that are different
from Chinese idioms, especially the four-character idioms in both cultural
and pragmatic terms. For example, the users and the iymplication of idioms
are different. In Chinese, a speaker being able to use four-character idioms
is in most cases a cultured one, whereas it is not necessarily the case in
English. Different cultural implications in Chinese and English idioms can
be said to be the contributor to the difference in their pragmatic use.

In view of the difficulty in and the significance of idiom learning, as
language learners, who are supposed to build a bridge for the Eastern and
Western cultures, we should become aware of the increasing significance
of idiom leaming. Due attention and efforts should be given to the study of
English idioms and more work needs to be done into this special field.
English learners should learn about the meaning and usages of idioms as
. well as the origins of these idioms for the sake of adequate communication.

This book has been serving as teaching materials of an optional
course for 50 students, and afterwards revised after being used for a whole
semester. In this book you can find the knowledge about idioms in terms
of their meaning, usages and cultural origins. The interesting pictures and
cartoon stories appropriately illustrate the meaning and pragmatic uéages
of the corresponding idioms.
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It is hoped that this book will be of help to you in finding the wonder
of idioms and their cultural denotation in the English language. Through
effort-taking study, you will learn to speak and write idiomatic English in
the future. Good luck to you, my dear readers!

Li Yuping (ZFEF)
At Angelic Source, Nankai University, Tianjin
June 13, 2007
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Section One

General Introduction to EnglishAldioms

Idioms (3] #&) are the expressions in a language gradually developed
in the populace’s physical life and widely accepted and used among a
community of people. They are, in essence, the outcome of cultural growth
and ethnical evolution. Idioms are, often colloquial metaphors — terms
which require of users some foundational knowledge, information, or
experience, to use only within a culture where parties must have common
reference. As a speeialized form of language, idiom will naturally reflect
its culture even more profoundly and intensely than all other kinds of
words. As idioms are typically localized in a culture, learning idioms well
in a language will undoubtedly involve knowledge of its culture.

Using an idiom is a manner of speaking that is natural to native
speakers of the language. Oriiy those who are very good at speaking that
language can adequately and to the point use idiomatic expressions in their
speech. Accordingly, it should be noted that learning idioms presents a
host of difficulties to English learners, primarily because they don’t know
the culture and history behind the idioms. That’s why they often fa11 to use
idioms incongruous (i& 4-#9) with the situation.

Idioms are used in both spoken and written English, and often appear
in newspaper articles and everyday speech. They are fréquently used by
native speakers. Indeed, English learners use idiomatic expressions very
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carefully, being afraid of using them incorrectly and being misunderstood.
They find idioms very problematic to both understand and memorize.
Whereas the majority of native language speakers can utilize them in
every day communication, they know their meaning and feel where it is
appropriate to use this or that idiom. Undoubtedly, the correct usage of
English idioms is finesse (##2#493%77), which makes the language of the
si)eaker more vivid and exciting. ;
£

Idioms in the English Language | , SR iy

First look at the following passage, and let’s

see if you can fully understand the whole passage.
The next day, our 20-year-old daughter,

Ophelia, who was majoring in wallpaper hanging at State

University, floated in on cloud nine. With bated breath, she laid

her cards on the table and said, “Mother! Dad! Guess what! I've

fallen head over heels in love with Cormelius, a man after my

own heart. He’s a yo-yo expert, second to none.” Gabrielle, her
mother, became as mad as a wet hen, while [ just stood there, all
ears. “A career é.nd love don’t mix,” admonished Gabrielle. “If

you try to burn the candle at both ends, you’ll fall flat on your

face”” ,

Most probably your answer would be negative. But as a matter of fact,
the previous excerpt was taken from an article entitled “Talking Turkey
about Clichés.”(Russotto) Although the aforementioned passage is a gross
exaggeration of idiom use, the wide use of idioms can be seen from it.
Idioms are often used in conversational as well as literary language. The
English language is full of idioms (over 15,000). And native speakers

* The meaning of all the italicized idioms can be found in the book.
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English use idioms all the time, often without realizing that they are doing
so. This means that communication with native speakers of English can be
quite a confusing experience if a learner doesn’t know much about
idioms.

What is idiom?

. The word “idiom” itself is of Greek origin (idioma), meaning
“peculiarity” or “speciality.”

Generally speaking, idioms cover set phrases and short sentences,
which are peculiar to the language in question and loaded with the native
cultures and ideas. In most cases, the meaning of idiomatic expressions
cannot be deduced from the literal definitions and the arrangement of its
parts, but refers instead to a figurative meaning that is known only through
conventional use. Strictly speaking, idioms are expressions that are not
readily understandable from their literal meanings of individual elements.
In a broad sense, idioms may include colloquialisms, catchphrases slang
expressions, proverbs, etc. ¢ 3

By definition, an idiom has no meaning
on a literal level. Idioms are phrases or
sentences that do not mean exactly what
they say. Even if you know the meaning of

every word in the see or hear, you may not
understand the idiom because you don’t understand the culture behind it.

For example, in the English expression “to kick the bucket,” a listener
knowing only the meaning of “kick” and “bucket” would be unable to
deduce the expression’s actual meaning, which is “to die.” Although
kicking the bucket can refer literally to the act of striking a bucket with a
foot, native speakers rarely use it that way. Another example:

A: How was the driving test yesterday? Did you pass?
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B: Of course! It was a piece of cake.

Here the meaning of this idiom has nothing to do with the food—
cake. If something is a piece of cake, it means that it is very easy to do.
And the phrase “crocodile tears” does
not refer to anything zoological. To
weep crocodile tears is to pretend a
sorrow that one doesn’t in fact feel; it is
just to create a hypocritical show of
emotion. The idea comes from the
ancient belief that crocodiles weep
while luring or devouring their prey.

Stop that right now, I know they're not reai tears...

Idioms, hence, tend to confuse
those unfamiliar with them; students of a new language must learn its
idiomatic expressions the way they learn its other vocabulary. In fact many
natural language words have idiomatic origins, but have been sufficiently
assimilated so that their figurative senses have been lost.

Idiom, Slang and Proverb

Some linguists hold that idioms are not slang but expressions and
figurative phrases that work like proverbs. But it can be said that idiom is
yesterday’s slang and slang is tomorrow’s idiom. In other words, idiom is
slang that has, through use and over time, become acceptable to use in
informal language. Thus they are not to be taken literally as their meaning -
cannot be understood from the individual meanings of their elements.

Idioms often, but not always, in contrast to proverbs, allude to other
(usually older) literature, @ Greek mythology, or the Bible. Some
English idioms are almost exactly like their Danish equivalents (but not all
are listed here); others are quite different or have no Danish counterpart.
This reflects the fact that idioms express a specific grammatical, syntactic,
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or structural character of a given language. Idiom gives a language color,
character and variety. It can also make a language very difficult to
understand, especially for new speakers.

Meanwhile, some linguists maintain that idioms cover more than that.
They hold that idioms refer to not only the metaphorical phrases and
expressions mentioned above, but also slang, colloquialism, proverbs and
so on. Hereby idioms are given wider coverage. This book will adopt the
broad definition which can help us learn more in-depth about the culture
implied in the idioms.

Classification of Idioms

The difficulty in using idiom lies first in the difficulty of grasping the
elusive and figurative meaning, of determining the syntactic functions of
idioms. So it’s necessary for the learners to learn about the different types
of idiom and their syntactic functions. Idioms can be classified into five kinds

according to their grammatical functions. 5\ 10
1. Idioms nominal in nature: they have a : @ i ;;.
noun as the key word and function as nouns in a , oWy M
sentence. For example, “White elephant” refersto ) B/
something useless and unwanted but big and I H el \ S
fdl 2 ':{ ~)~'vi"‘l?L,}:\‘ff¢')h"“

costly; “Brain trust”’ is a group of people with =il
special knowledge who answer questions or give advice; “An apple of
discord” is cause of disagreement or argument; “Jack of all trades” is a
person who can do so many different kinds of work but may not be good
at any of them; “Fly in the ointment” (3% 2695 3%) is something that
spoils the perfection of something.

g‘ The two most influential members of the brain trust are likely to
be Dr. Peterson and Dr. Teo.
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2. Idioms adjectival in nature: they function as adjectives in a
sentence but the constituents are not necessarily adjectives.

@ “Sick as a dog” means seriously ill; “Cut and dried” means
already setted and unlikely to be changed; '

“As poor as a church mouse” (— & 4=%) %EEQK:
means having, or earning, barely enough money »

for one’s needs.

@ He is now as poor as a church mouse
after his firm went bankrupt.

3. Idioms verbal in nature: they function as
verbs in a sentence. And they are the largest group, including:

(i) The phrasal verbs that are idioms composed of a verb plus a
preposition and/or a particle.

@ “To look into”: investigate.

“To get away with”: do something wrong without being punished.

(ii) Verb phrases — the phrases that serve as verb. @ “To make it’
means “to arrive in time or succeed”; “To follow one’s nose” means go
straight ahead; “7o fall flat” means to
fail completely; “To give sb. the bag
or sack” is to fire sb. “To sing a
different tune” is to change one’s
opinion; “To call it a day” is to decide
to stop temporarily or for good. “To

) . Daddy retarted, ‘1 am doing the best I conld
come back to earth” means to stop 10 rmuke ends meet.”

dreaming; “To make ends meet” is to earn what it costs to live; “To keep
the pot boiling” is to earn enough to maintain an adequate standard of
living or to keep a situation active. “To let the dog see the
rabbir” (also let cat see the rat, or cat see the rabbit)
means not to get the way of another who wishes to see;
“To bite the hand that feeds one” (%8 5 X) is to repay
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kindness with wrong. It is used when talking about someone who does not
appreciate those who have helped him / her, and instead does harm to his
or her patron. -
@ “Hey, man, get out of the way' Let the dog see the mbblt"’
4. Idioms adverbial in nature: they function as adverbials in a
sentence. le.g] “With flying colors™ (i 36T K)
» E:: ("j ) means to fulfill something successfully. “Tooth and
nail” means with great violence and determination;
{/‘3 “In clover” or “in the clover” means in rich comfort
\wg;; rey 4.3\.» or having a pleasant or easy life; “Through thick
and thin” means through all difficulties.
@ Over the past 60 years, the old couple went through thick and

“Every dog has
his day!”

thin and brought up their six children.

5. Sentence idioms: such idioms are mainly in
complete sentential form. They are usually proverbs
or sayings including colloquialisms “and
catchphrases. Each functions as a sentence.
Sometimes this kind of idioms is referred to as ;
proverbs. The forms and functions of idioms are not necessarily identical.

@ Every dog has his day.

Learning Idiofns: the Good News

Sometimes idioms are very easy for learners to understand because
there are similar expressions in the speakers’ mother tongue. For example,
in ancient times, Chinese people and British people, due to lack of
scientific knowledge, both viewed heart as the core of human thoughts,
emotion, and soul. Hence in both languages there are quite a few idioms
about heart. For example, in Chinese there are expressions like “-S 4§
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&7, “ousdE”, “LAREP”, while in English they have counterpart
“with a heavy heart/,” “heart and soul,” “heart to heart.”

Similarly, labor, the universal human experience, gave birth to many
similar idioms in both languages, such as
“FAX AR K (spend money like water),” “A%
#h 374k (strike while the iron is hot),” “#kik
Tik(more haste, less speed),” “ & B B3k
(to pass fish eyes for pearls).” .

Sometimes you can guess the meaning of new idioms from context.
For example, what do you think these idioms mean?

1. 'm afraid we’ll have to tighten our belts now there’s another
mouth to feed.

Repodidtion.nghts obtainable from

2. More people in Britain are on :
the breadline now than thirty years ago. ‘

3. I am very tired and we have
covered the main points of the meeting
I think. Let’s call it a day. : ; —&

4. T believe we should talk openly T um
and frankly about the project — warts [ LOVE THEM BATH

and all.

Learning ldioms: the Bad News

However, idioms can often be very difficult to understand. You may
be able to guess the meaning from context but if not, it is not easy to know
the meaning. Many idioms, for instance, come from favorite traditional
British activities such as fighting, sailing, hunting and playing games. As
well as being quite specialist in meaning, some of the words in idioms
were used two or three hundred years ago, or longer, and can be a little

obscure. Here are some examples:
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1. Now that the Prime Minister has been elected there will be a lot of
Jockeying for position to get the key posts in his administration.

2.1 finally ran the book to earth in a second-hand bookshop in Wales.
1 had been searching for it for three years.

3. They took her ideas on board and decided to increase the budget.

4. You should fall in with our arrangements; we can’t make
alternative plans for you.

5. We saw the boss at the bar but we gave him a wide berth. We did
not want to talk to him then.

The Status Quo of Idioms Today

The tollowing conversation is about the questions of using idioms by
native English speakers. Nyggus, an English learner from Poland asked

online the editor, tdol. which I quote from UsingEnglish.com ESL. Forum

to show o the readers the status quo of English idioms among the native
speakers.

N: Do you, native English speakers, often use idioms in (a) spoken,
and (b) written English?

E: Idioms are widely used in all forms and styles of Enghsh
However, proverbs are much less used than in the past.

~ N: Do you think that it’s permissible to use idioms in official writing,

for instance in scientific literature? Nowadays clarity and readability of
texts is very important in science, especially because very many readers
(and authors) are not native Eng]ish speakers. Actually, I do not meet too
many proverbs in scientific literature and am figuring out whether it is
permissible at all.

E: I"d avoid proverbs in scientific writing and be careful about idioms.
Science is perhaps the most international in readership, so excessive or

unnecessary use of idioms may well make the text more difficult for
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foreign readers. One problem many native speakers have is not taking
foreign readers into account, which is one reason why many non-native
speakers understand each other better even though from very different
cultures and language backgrounds. A scientific text for, say, the general
press will often use idioms, etc., especially in headlines, but more
specialist publications should, I think, go easy. An article in a journal may
be read by people from dozens of countries — would an idiomatic usage
help them? In many _cases, probably not. Idiomatic usage may make it
easier for native speakers, but for the wider community, many of whom
have studied English because they have to rather than because they want.
to, trips to the dictionary are unwelcome intrusions on trying to master the
often complex contents of a text.

N: Actually, tdol, I see in your posts that you use idioms, so my
question was needless. This is the best opportunity to learn them: to talk
with someone who use them. Actually, I don’t like learning English at
school or courses: I don’t have to now, fortunately. But I work with
English, T also have many English speaking friends, and I use it a lot: this
kind of learning is great!

N: And how do native speakers look at those who do not use
idiomatic language and proverbs in both spoken and written language? Do
you find their language poor? And what about phrasal verbs: if they are
not used at all, do you find it as a symptom of a poor language, too?

E: Idioms can add color and life to language, but not using them
doesn’t equate with poor English IMO (in my opinion), when dealing with
a non-native speaker — I don’t think I’ve ever come across a native
speaker who was an idiom-free zone. Many leamners seem to avoid using
many phrasal verbs — the only result of this is that they don’t sound as
natural to use. (&

N: Thanks for all your replies and the discussion! It clarifies my view
on English using and shows me a way of my future learning. |



