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INTRODUCTION 

Idioms are part and parcel of every language humans speak. The present thesis 

demonstrates how British idioms reflect both the social and political situation as well as 

the mindset in a given period, with emphasis placed on print media in the years between 

1945 and 2020. The reason for such a selection is the fact that during the chosen time 

interval the popular press started to be widely read by the great majority of Britain’s 

population, as well as the fact that the news was more systematically documented. 

Moreover, a plethora of new titles was introduced while, at the same time, some well-

established older newspapers became marginal or went out of use1.  

The thesis also probes how British idioms evolved with time having been determined 

by the cultural circumstances in a given epoch. Subsequently, an attempt will be made to 

show that British print media are also producers of new idioms and, in a broader sense, 

add new meaning and ways of speech-wise cognition to contemporary culture. The 

character of the thesis is interdisciplinary since approaches and theories utilised here are 

from different fields of critical study:  linguistics, cultural studies, and literary studies. 

 

AIMS AND OBJECTIVES 

 

The aim of the project is to research and understand how language universals reveal 

information about the connection between language, i.e. speech patterns, and culture by 

examining the application of idioms in print media. This major aim can be achieved by 

addressing a number of smaller-scale objectives:  

1. to determine the ratio of frequency of idioms appearing in tabloids2 to the frequency 

of idioms used in the quality press in the years 1945 till 20203; 

2. to probe how the usage of idioms fluctuates due to the political correctness policy as 

represented and promoted by the publishers4;  

                                                 

 

1 The case in point can be The Punch Magazine which was the most popular magazine in Victorian Britain, 

but which was gradually losing importance until its closure in 2002. 
2 In this thesis by tabloid it is meant popular press, as to compact format newspaper. 
3 During this time period samples of newspapers are selected and main historical events analysed with focus 

on idiom application. 
4 Or, so to speak alternatively, is it rather a growing social consciousness of large groups and formations 

that eliminates the usage of such idioms? 
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3. to try and determine whether the coinage of idioms reflects changes in the political 

and economic situation, and if so, how frequently they are used in tabloids as opposed 

to the quality press; 

4. to draw conclusions based on the collected data. 

In addition, a classification of idioms with regard to the corresponding field of study 

is provided. 

 Finally, the thesis attempts to show the mechanisms of idiom formation as well as 

methods and approaches to studying idioms. Since is devoted primarily to idioms in the 

English language, particularly those that emerged after 1945, in the subsequent chapters, 

social, economic and political aspects5  shall be presented. As a result, an outline of 

possible scenarios and prognoses as to the future evolution of idioms is demonstrated. 

 

STRUCTURE OF THE THESIS 

 

 The above mentioned aims and objectives structure and organise this thesis. 

Chapter one – Idioms:  Theoretical considerations clarifies the term idiom and 

presents various taxonomies; it also outlines the mechanisms of idiom formation. It 

presents methods and approaches to studying idioms by utilising synchronic and 

diachronic perspectives. Finally, it examines the syntagmatic and paradigmatic relation, 

as well as explores the signification of idioms.  

Chapter two – Theoretical considerations regarding British idioms presents 

connotations and denotations of British idioms, classification of idioms by semantic field 

and place of occurrence as well as classification of idioms used by different social groups. 

The objective is to show the interrelation between idioms and the corresponding social 

conditions with regard to culture i.e. art, literature, sports and others.  

While the first two chapters mainly provide theoretical framework to idiom use and 

formation, the subsequent segments are imbedded in particular periods and reflect upon 

the corresponding changes that took place at a particular time6. 

                                                 

 

5 The word ‘political’ is used in the Foucauldian sense. “Power is everywhere; not because it embraces 

everything, but because it comes from everywhere” so in this sense it is neither an agency nor a structure 

(Foucault 1998: 63).  
6 It needs to be stressed that changes are linked with the social and political situations in particular periods 

as well as the changing character of the readership. Namely, at the given time one can observe two 

contradictory processes, on the one hand the division between readers of tabloids and quality papers 
becomes more evident, while on the other more readers representing the working class begin to reach out 
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Chapter three - The circumstances which influence idiom formation deals with 

external and internal factors which aided the process of idiom formation. External factors 

such as aspects of migration and American influence are considered. While internal 

factors such as aspects of political correctness, impact of various subcultures and the 

Millennial generation as well as the topic of Snowflake Society is reviewed.  

The final chapters are devoted to the study of idioms in the context of social, 

economic and political changes, and therefore their role in the shaping of ‘Britishness’. 

Chapter four - Idioms in British press:  Research study presents idioms obtained 

from quality papers and from popular press. This section also presents results of 

quantitative and qualitative research conducted while examining the sources. 

 

METHODOLOGICAL APPROACHES:  SPECIFICATIONS 

 

The nature of the thesis enables and requires the use of a wide range of methods and 

approaches. Structural and post structural perspectives and − corresponding to them − 

synchronic and diachronic analyses are also applied to the critical study of idioms.  

Another important approach derives from the post structural perspective, with 

emphasis placed on deconstruction. The terms such as metaphor, metonymy and 

synecdoche originate in literary studies, yet here they are applied to the study of 

linguistics.  

Culture is analysed from several distinct points of view, i.e. linguistics; cultural 

studies; the base and superstructure model; and the anthropological model where culture 

is defined as the sum of a group’s way of life. In the latter case, of paramount importance 

is Roman Jakobson’s seminal essay “Two Types of Aphasia” (1956:  67-94) in which he 

makes a clear distinction between the role and function of metaphor and metonymy 

classifying them, respectively, as two unrelated tropes that are formed in different parts 

of the brain. Furthermore, an additional classification regarding idiom typology is 

provided. In the metaphor section, dead (frozen) metaphors are of special interest, while 

in the metonymy part - kenning and synecdoche are singled out as related devices. Such 

a distinction derives from literary studies applied to the field of linguistics, whereas  

                                                 

 

for quality papers (the so-called working class intelligentsia). At the same time the rise in the quality of 

education and the number of university graduates contribute to the fluctuation of idioms and the changes 

in their nature. 
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analogy and allusion are located on the boundary of literary studies and rhetoric and also 

explained and explored in this part. 

 

CURRENT STATE OF RESEARCH 

 

To my knowledge, there are but a few monographs that would take into account both 

the linguistic and cultural perspective of idiom formation. Thus, the interdisciplinary 

approach that dominates in this thesis may be a valuable complementation to the research 

conducted so far as well as it may offer new insight into the pertinent research materials 

hitherto produced.  

The interest in idioms has a longstanding tradition among scholars. Within European 

structuralism linguists have studied them in order to clarify the synchronic regularities 

and the diachronic changes of languages. Likewise, anthropologists have devoted their 

attention to studying how an idiomatic expression is formed and why it becomes popular 

in one speech community but not another (Holland & Quinn 1987; Ruwet 1983; 

Fernandez 1991). 

Overall, the research conducted so far with regard to idiomatic expressions 

encompasses mostly studying idioms from a linguistic (syntactic and semantic) and socio-

cultural point of view; the latter often requiring an examination of the cultural and 

historical background in order to understand their meaning and function. On the 

boundaries of the abovementioned approaches lay two others, namely the pragmatic and 

the psycholinguistic approach7. 

Looking at the socio-cultural approach (Roberts 1944), idioms are viewed as an 

established fact whose origin will remain unattainable if approached by the methods of 

formal semantic linguistics alone. Roberts applies de Saussure’s langue and parole8 

dichotomy to present the concept of idiom as a result of individual creativity at a specific 

point of time. Therefore, cultural awareness plays a vital role in the understanding of a 

particular idiom. More profound is the research concerning the analysis of idioms in the 

                                                 

 

7 See for example: Bobrow and Bell (1973); Swinney and Cutler (1979). 
8  Langue (French, meaning “language” or “tongue” as in the phrase “mother tongue”) and parole (meaning 

“speaking”) are linguistic terms distinguished by Ferdinand de Saussure in his Course in General 

Linguistics. Langue encompasses the abstract, systematic rules and conventions of a signifying system; it 
is independent of, and pre-exists, individual users. Langue involves the principles of language, without 

which no meaningful utterance, “parole”, would be possible. Parole refers to the concrete instances of the 

use of langue. 
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Chomskyan spirit where syntactic theories put emphasis on idioms’ surface structure 

representation (Fraser 1970; Weinreich 1969). The studies regarding the semantics of 

idiomatic expressions account for the interpretation of idioms in the way of their semantic 

decomposition (Wood 1986; Makkai 1972). Finally, there are functional approaches such 

as the Pragmatic Approach put forward by Strassler (1982) and Moon (1998) and the 

Psycholinguistic Approach. The first one focuses on the study of idioms in the way 

context contributes to the meaning, whereas the latter exploits the interrelation between 

linguistic factors and psychological aspects (see:  The Idiom List Hypothesis - Bobrow 

and Bell 1973; The Lexical Representation Hypothesis - Swinney and Cutler 1979; The 

Direct Access Hypothesis - Gibbs 1980; 1984). 
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CHAPTER I 

 

Idioms:  Theoretical considerations 

 

Idioms are like colourful bricks in a plain wall of discourse. They provide structure 

and enrich its content. Since idioms are not the easiest linguistic form to grasp a lot of 

effort has been put to their research. This chapter presents different definitions of the term 

idiom, it also presents various taxonomies based on unique characteristics and features of 

idioms. Furthermore, mechanisms of idiom formation such as metaphor, metonymy, 

synecdoche, allusion, analogy, aphorism and cliché are discussed. Since one of the 

features regarding idioms is their pervasiveness, this chapter includes methods and 

approaches to studying them. The syntagmatic and paradigmatic relation as well as 

significance of idioms are also taken into consideration. 

 

1.1 Definitions of an idiom 

According to Johnson-Laird (Ciacciari & Tabossi 1993: vii): 

 

If natural language had been designed by a logician, idioms would not exist they are a feature 

of discourse that frustrates any simple logical account of how the meanings of utterances 

depend on the meanings of their parts and on the syntactic relation among those parts. 

 

Nattinger and De Carrico (1992) claim that any language is a system of 

communication consisting of literal and figurative meanings. Whereas the literal meaning 

connects a word or a sentence, i.e. the signifier, directly to a specific object, i.e. the 

signified, figurative meaning is somewhat abstract because here it is an imaginative sense 

that links the two. Such a perception of meaning can be observed while considering 

proverbs, metaphors or idioms – the latter of which being undoubtedly the most frequent 

and recurrent in everyday language. These “complex bits of frozen syntax” (Nattinger & 

De Carrico 1992: 33) must be learned and recognised as a single unit, rather than the 

individual meaning of its constituents. Unlike proverbs which carry the cultural wisdom 

of a given country, thus have an equivalent in different languages, idioms differ in a sense 

that they do not contain shared cultural wisdom. 

Bussmann (2006:  627) defines language as a “vehicle for the expression or 

exchanging of thoughts, concepts, knowledge, and information as well as the fixing and 
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transmission of experience and knowledge. It is based on cognitive processes, subject to 

societal factors and subject to historical change and development”. Therefore, language 

possesses evolving characteristics, and since idioms account for a part of a language, they 

express the same feature. They draw on cultural knowledge of a society in the sense that 

they focus on a specific cultural characteristic and convey simple and everyday facts in a 

form of a fixed meaning representation. It is in human nature to exaggerate and overstress 

situations, to add more details in order to paint a bigger and more elaborate picture. 

According to George Lakoff, “The most fundamental values in a culture will be coherent 

with the metaphorical structure of the most fundamental concepts in the culture” (1980: 

22). So, when for instance a metaphor is made, a comparison is created between two 

unrelated subjects as a form of symbol or representation of something else. Idioms, 

however, are used to express things or actions in a manner in which the meaning of the 

expression and the individual words are not linked to each other.  

 

Routledge Dictionary of Language and Linguistics (2006: 533) considers the term 

‘idiom’ as “a set, multi-elemental group of words, or lexical entity” with certain 

characteristics: 

- The overall meaning cannot be derived from the meaning of the individual 

components; 

- The substitution of single elements does not result in  systematic change of 

meaning; 

- A literal reading results in a homophonic non-idiomatic variant. 

The definition also declares the diachronic connection between the literal reading and 

the idiomatic reading. Therefore, the treatment of the idiom as an unanalysable unit is 

simply insufficient. Furthermore, “depending upon the theoretical preconceptions, figures 

of speech, nominal constructions and twin formulas are subsumed under idioms” 

(Bussmann 2006: 533). 

The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Linguistics defines the term of ‘idiom’ as a set of 

expressions in which two or more words are syntactically related, but with a meaning like 

that of a single lexical unit (Matthews 2007: 183). 

A Dictionary of Grammatical Terms in Linguistics also identifies ‘idiom’ as a unit 

composed of minimum two words, whose meaning cannot be simply predicted from the 

meaning of its individual elements. Moreover, for semantics reasons, an idiom requires 

its own lexical entry in the lexicon. Although, many idioms participate in syntactic 
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processes, in which they can undergo passivization, just like any transitive structure 

(Trask 2013: 132). 

A Dictionary of Linguistics and Phonetics (2008: 236) describes the term ‘idiom’ as 

“a sequence of words which is semantically and often syntactically restricted” that 

functions as a single unit. From a semantic point of view, the meaning of individual 

elements does not equal the overall meaning of the idiom. From the syntactic point of 

view, the words do not allow the usual variability they display in other contexts. Due to 

their lack of  internal contrastivity they are often referred to as ready-made utterances, or 

habitual-collocations. However, the degree of idiomaticity can vary, as “some idioms 

permit a degree of internal change, and are somewhat more literal in meaning than 

others”. In regards to generative grammar, idiomatic constructs are applied in testing 

hypotheses about structure, i.e. “if idioms are units whose parts stay together in the deep 

structure, then one can test whether a particular syntactic construction involves 

‘movement’ by seeing whether the parts of the idiom can be separated in the construction” 

(Crystal 2008: 236). 

In Longman Dictionary of Idioms, Hill (1990:  viii) describes ‘idioms’ as “more or 

less invariable or fixed in form or order in a way that makes them different from literal 

expressions. Because they are metaphorical, one cannot usually discover their meanings 

by looking up the individual words in an ordinary dictionary. Again, the definition is more 

sketchy comparing to the OED’s one, however the similarities are visible. 

Webster’s New World Dictionary (1991) defines idiom as “a phrase, construction, or 

expression that is recognised as a unit in the usage of a given language and either differs 

from the usual syntactic patterns or has a meaning that differs from the literal meaning of 

its parts taken together” (Neufeldt 1991: 670). 

The Encyclopaedia of Linguistics, Information and Control (1969) states that idiom 

is “a habitual collocation of two or more words whose combined meaning is not deducible 

from a knowledge of the meanings of its component words and of their grammatical 

syntagmatic relations to each other” (Meetham & Hudson 1969:  667).  

The definition of the term ‘idiom’ may slightly vary between different linguistic 

sources, however the main points and characteristics stand the same. The fact of the 

matter is that the meaning of idiom does not constitute the meanings of its individual parts 

and it has to be learnt as a whole unit. 
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1.2 General classification of idioms 

Over the years many academics approached the topic of idiomaticity, which resulted 

in many, at times contradictory, taxonomies. By way of presenting different 

classifications of idioms it is necessary to be able to distinguish them among other 

linguistic forms constituting idiomatic categories (Strassler 1982: 16):  

1. sayings (let the cat out of the bag)  

2. proverbs ( a bird in a hand is worth two in a bush); 

3. phrasal verbs (to give in); 

4. prepositional verbs (to look after); 

5. binominals (spick and span); 

6. frozen similes (as cool as a cucumber); 

7. ungrammatical (it’s me); 

8. logical connective prepositional phrases (on the other hand); 

9. phrasal compounds (White House); 

10. incorporating verb idioms (to baby-sit); 

11. formula expressions (how do you do); 

12. tournure idioms (to kick a bucket). 

Idiomatic categories vary among scholars profoundly depending on the degree of 

idiomacity. According to Strassler (1982: 15-16) “far too often the categories are 

considered absolute and are just looked at from the point of view of the surface structure”. 

Strassler points out some significant issues concerning this classification. The author, for 

example, elaborates that according to the OED there is no difference between definition 

provided for the term ‘saying’ and the term ‘proverb’9. Furthermore, tournure idioms 

which are expressions consisting of two or more elements fit well, according to the author, 

into the notion of sayings, formula expressions or binomials. On the other hand, while 

Strassler is trying to find similarities among the categories, Smith (Strassler 1982:  18) 

splits binomials into seven groups, and he also offers different types of similes dependent 

of motivation:  

- as white as snow (semantically motivated); 

- as cool as a cucumber (stylistically motivated). 

                                                 

 

9 The OED defines ‘saying’ as: a maxim, a remark, dictum, a pithy expression, while ‘proverb’ is defined 

as: a short, traditional, and pithy saying; a concise sentence, typically metaphorical or alliterative in form, 

stating a general truth or piece of advice; an adage or maxim. 
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As mentioned above, different scholars treated idioms according to different factors, 

and that is the reason for such a vast number of taxonomies.  

 

1.3 Classifications regarding lexical and semantic properties of an idiom 

Lexical and semantic properties of idioms are presented here from many different 

perspectives and viewpoints which depend on the field of study, individual scholars, and 

their approaches to the subject in question. Of special significance is the school of 

structuralism, where Noam Chomsky and his writings on general linguistics play a 

prominent role. Hence, regardless of preferences, each scholar in one way or another 

agrees on or contests Chomsky’s ideas. Due to the numerous classifications a 

chronological order (of research objectives) is established and followed. 

 

1.3.1 Hocket’s (1958) classification  

Scholars researching the topic of idioms have been formulating numerous 

taxonomies in order to better define the term. One of the first was Hockett’s classification 

(1958:  310-318) presenting six types of idioms:  

- substitutes (e.g. personal pronouns, numerals - as it can refer to different 

conotatum each time); 

- proper names (e.g. Jack – it can refer to different conotatum each time); 

- abbreviations; 

- English phrasal compounds (e.g. White House, white elephant - stress 

markers); 

- figures of speech (e.g. homonymy, synonymy, polysemy); 

- slang. 

Considering Hockett’s 1958 classification it is noticeable that this taxonomy, 

including personal pronouns, numerals, proper names, even surnames (as there is more 

than one Smith or White in the world), is simply the vastest. 

 

1.3.2 Katz and Postal’s (1963) classification 

In 1963 Katz and Postal, employing transformational grammar, divided idioms into 

two categories, namely:  

- lexical idioms; 

- phrase idioms. 
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Based on the passive phrase theory10 Katz and Postal showed why certain phrases 

such as for example ‘John kicked the bucket’ are understood idiomatically, but when the 

grammatical construction is changed, the same phrase also changes its nature and 

meaning. In the example above ‘the bucket was kicked by John’ has only literal meaning 

(Strassler 1958: 29). However, Katz and Postal’s theory was based on analysis concerning 

only that one phrase, therefore it cannot be considered very objective.  

 

1.3.3 Chafe’s (1968) classification 

A scholar who moved the point of attention from interpretive semantics of Chomsky 

and Jackendoff to generative semantics was Chafe. He distinguished four features of an 

idiom (Strassler 1982:  38):  

1. meaning of an idiom is not amalgamation of the meanings of its individual 

parts; 

2. most (if not all) idioms exhibit some transformational deficiencies; 

3. there are syntactically ill-formed idioms; 

4. well-formed idioms possess literal counterparts. 

Unlike Chomsky, Chafe places semantic structures into the base component at the 

beginning of the derivational process as they have to undergo the process of linearization 

and symbolisation e.g.:  

 

Semantic structure linearization surface structure symbolization phonetic structure 

cat  

plural 
 

cat 

plural 
 cat 

child 

plural 

 child 

plural 

 children 

Table 1. Possible changes within the structure (Strassler 1982:  36). 

 

The table above demonstrates two possible changes within the structure:  

- on the left-hand side  –  semantic change; 

- on the right-hand side – phonological change. 

                                                 

 

10 “The semantic interpretation of the syntactic tree of John kicked a bucket (in the active) remains 

ambiguous, whereas that of the bucket was kicked by John is unambiguous, since the passive, interpreted 

as a manner adverbial, prohibits this phrase marker from being semantically interpreted in the sense ‘died’” 

(Makkai 1972:47). 
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In the case of idioms, however, the situation differs. Idiomaticity creates new 

concepts using already existing symbolizations. In the phrase white elephant, the white 

does not represent the colour, on the contrary, it has a very specific meaning only present 

when occurring with the word elephant11:  

 

semantic unit 

 

postsemantic 

process 

postsemantic 

unit 

symbolisation phonetic structure 

 

white 

 

 

 

white 

 

 

 

white 

Table 2. A semantic unit which is semantically changed into different unit and then symbolised in a normal 

way (Strassler 1982:  36). 

  

1.3.4 Weinreich’s (1969) classification 

A scholar who drew on Katz and Postal’s work was Weinreich. He formulated the 

definition of idiom stating that it is a phraseological unit which involves at least two 

polysemous constituents, and in which there is a reciprocal contextual selection of sub-

senses, however, sub-senses can only be assigned to already coined idioms12. Moreover, 

there was a fault in this concept. The idiom red herring, for example, is listed in the OED 

as an idiomatic phrase to which sub-senses can be produced, (red = phoney; herring = 

issue), but also the OED lists a different meaning for this phrase – a soldier13. How can 

the sub-senses be used now? 

Furthermore, Weinreich also acknowledged Katz and Postal’s  idea of a two part 

dictionary14 but extended it by listing ill-formed idioms such as:  trip the light fantastic, 

by and large or kingdom come in the lexical part just as any other lexeme (Strassler 1958: 

32). When it comes to phrase-type idioms, Weinreich modified Katz and Postal’s model 

by combining it with Chomsky’s generative model. He believed that transformational 

                                                 

 

11 In Rolland Barthes’ theory this would be called the ‘syntagmatic relation’. 
12 If the sub-senses were inherent by the lexemes, we would not be able to talk about idiom as the meaning 

would be totally deductible from its constituents. 
13 The OED – slang, a red herring:  

1811   Lexicon Balatronicum   Soldier, a red herring; 

1880–4   F. Day Fishes Great Brit. & Ireland II. 210.A red herring, sailors usually designate as a sodger, or 

soldier; 

1890   Littell's Living Age 5 Apr. 61/1   ‘Soldiers’, it appears, is the popular name for red herrings; 

1905   J. S. Farmer Dict. Slang & Colloquial Eng. (2007) 370/2   Red-herring, a soldier: cf. Soldier, a red-

herring. 
14 The concept of splitting dictionary into two parts: lexical-item part and phrase-idiom part. 
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deficiencies cannot be overcome in a way suggested by Katz and Postal15. Therefore, he 

developed a set of rules to make a connection between the idiom list and the generative 

model (Strassler 1982:  32-34). Among others, Weinreich noticed the importance of 

drawing comparisons between particular components of a phrase and the part that is 

specifically idiomatic. In consequence, he observed that for an idiom to exist it is enough 

that the given phrase has only some components that match the list of idiom 

characteristics. They were reflected and conceptualised in two rules in his two respective 

models: comparison rule and matching rule, which sometimes are considered as 

variations of one and the same rule. Such an approach implemented Katz and Postal’s 

model and was an improvement (Strassler 1982:  33), although it can only be applied to 

idioms that are well constructed in terms of grammar and meaning. 

 

1.3.5 Fraser’s (1970) classification 

In 1970, after acknowledging the works of Chomsky, Weinreich, Katz and Postal, 

Fraser devised a taxonomy based on transformational frozenness of idioms. This 

classification enriched the Transformational-Generative view of idioms. Based on 

Fraser’s definition of an idiom as “a constituent or a series of constituents for which the 

semantic interpretation is not a compositional function of the formatives of which it is 

composed” (Fraser 1970: 22), idiom is processed as a complex symbol comprising three 

components:  

- a set of insertion restrictions; 

- a set of syntactic features; 

- a set of semantic markers. 

Taking the above-mentioned characteristics of the idiom into consideration, Fraser 

created the following classification of idioms:  

 

L6- 

Unrestricted 

All transformations are possible. 

L5- 

Reconstitution 

A change in a semantic function, e.g. action nominalization 

transformation (He spilled the beans – His spilling of the beans). 

L4-  

Extraction 

One constituent of the idiom is shifted, e.g. particle movement 

transformation (He paid attention to the discussion – He paid attention 

the discussion to). 

                                                 

 

15 Katz and Postal based their research on examining one idiom, kick the bucket. 
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L3- 

Permutation 

Two consecutive constituents of an idiom are permutated, e.g. the yes 

and no questions transformation (The cat has your tongue – Has the 

cat your tongue?). 

L2-     

Insertion 

Insertion of a constituent which does not belong to the idiom, e.g. 

indirect object movement transformation (Kate gave Bob hell – Kate 

gave hell to Bob).  

L1- 

Adjunction 

Adjunction of a constituent not belonging to the idiom, e.g. gerundive 

nominalization transformation (Suzanne burned the candle at both 

ends - Suzanne’s burning the candle at both ends). 

L0-

Completely frozen 

No transformation possible, e.g.:   to turn a deaf ear to, to bleed one 

white, to face the music. 

 

Table 3. Fraser’s levels of frozenness indicating transformational deficiency in idioms (1970: 22). 

 

Fraser noticed that if at one level transformation is not possible then all higher level 

transformations are blocked. At the same time any idiom belonging to a specific class 

automatically belongs to lower level categories16. 

Many scholars objected to Fraser’s classification of idioms frozenness hierarchy as 

an explanatory device for their, i.e. idioms syntactic behaviour. Machonis (1970) 

challenged the predictive ability of the frozenness hierarchy with respect to the 

transformations of passivisation, while Newmeyer (1972) rejected the hierarchy as an 

assumed explanatory device for the syntactic behaviour of idioms offering a vast number 

of counterexamples demonstrating shallowness of Fraser’s classification on theoretical 

grounds. 

 

1.3.6 Makkai’s (1972) classification 

As much as Katz and Postal, Chafe, Weinreich, Fraser or Newmeyer dealt with 

idioms using the syntactic approach, a different scholar – Makkai concentrated more on 

the semantic one. Idioms have always been associated with irregularity and different 

levels of frozenness which often lead to scholar’s considering them as a kind of an 

obstacle in the way of constructing an ideal systematic linguistic model. According to 

Makkai (1972:  117) there exist two idiomaticity areas in the English language to which 

an idiom can belong:  sememic area or lexemic area. The author states that the lexemic 

idiomaticity area includes more than one-word long expressions, but shorter than a 

sentence which are “subject to a possible lack of understanding, despite familiarity with 

                                                 

 

16 It must be noted that Freser’s study did not accommodate for German origin idioms nor for the means of 

vulgarisms according to Quang Phuc Dong (Strassler 1982: 40). 
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the meanings of the components” (Makkai 1972:  122). The semantic idiomaticity area 

includes also expressions of more than one word, functioning as a sentence which have 

not only a logical literal meaning but also a deeper, moral meaning (e.g. proverbs). On 

the foundation of this theory Makkai constructed idiom taxonomy dividing them into two 

categories: lexemic idioms and sememic idioms. 

 

Lexemic idioms 

Name Example Definition 

Phrasal verb idiom give in Phrasal and prepositional verbs with the 

constituent structure:  verb + particle. 

Tournure idioms to fly off the 

handle 

Made of more than three words having a 

phrase like structure. 

Irreversible binomial idioms spick-and-span Fixed structure, the word order cannot be 

reversed. 

Phrasal compound idioms The White House Nominal compounds, institutionalised and 

widely recognised, denoting specific and 

commonly known object. 

Incorporating verb idioms to baby-sit First element is noun or an adjective which 

is attached to a verb. 

Pseudo-idioms kith and kin Possess a cranberry morph as a constituent. 

Table 4. Makkai’s lexemic idioms classification (1972: 135-169). 

 

It is worth mentioning here that the category that people mostly identify idioms with 

are tournure idioms. Consisting of more than three words, and having a phrase-like 

structure, they are mostly verbal idioms. Some tournure idioms have ‘it’, which 

differentiates them from phrasal idioms (e.g. to have it out). Moreover, they often contain 

a definite or indefinite article and show variation in inflection (past or future tenses), 

(Makkai 1972: 148). Therefore, tournures idioms can be sub-classified into further nine 

groups according to the following principles:   

- compulsory non-representative ‘it’ in the idiom (e.g. to come off it),  

- compulsory non-representative definite article (e.g. to fly off the handle), 

-  indefinite article (e.g. to pull a fast one), 

-  neither of those (e.g. to cash in one’s chips), 

-  the verb of the idiom is  followed by an irreversible binomial (e.g. to rain cats 

and dogs), 

-  the idiom containing an irreversible binomial starts with a preposition and not 

a verb (to all intents and purposes), 
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-  a direct object is not involved (e.g. to dance on air), 

-  the idiom is headed by the verb be (e.g. to be up a creek). 

 

Makkai’s classification of sememic idioms is as follows:  

 

Sememic idioms 

Name Example Definition 

First base idioms Never to get to first 

base. 

Derived from cultural background, 

sayings or proverbs. 

Idioms of institutionalised 

politeness 

May I ask who is 

calling? 

Imperative in traditional, polite forms. 

Classified as idioms as they rarely 

expect literal replies (e.g. not at all). 

Idioms of institutionalised 

detachment or indirectness 

I can’t seem to find my 

glasses 

Traditional forms of speech which hint 

at indirectness or detachment. 

Idioms of proposals 

encoded as questions 

Why don’t you sit over 

here? 

If answered literally indicate 

misunderstanding, or refusal to co-

operate. 

Idioms of institutionalised 

greetings 

How do you do? Lexemically unchangeable items, 

mostly used for greetings. 

Proverbial idioms with a 

moral 

Curiosity killed a cat. Idioms with a moral, commonly 

recognisable, cannot be much altered 

regarding person, tense, anaphors. 

Familiar quotations as 

idioms 

A little more than kin, 

and less than kind 

(Hamlet) 

Institutionalised, well known and easily 

recognised. 

Idiomaticity in 

institutionalised 

understatement 

 It wasn’t exactly my 

cup of tea. 

Denotes approval of something, reduces 

the impression of a dull statement. 

Idiomaticity in 

institutionalised hyperbole 

He won’t lift a finger. Implies exaggerated terms which have 

been widely accepted, but which were 

originally considered as vulgar. 

Table 5. Makkai’s sememic idioms taxonomy (1972: 172-179). 

 

Makkai’s taxonomy shows that sememic idioms, in contrast to the lexemic type, 

correlate with institutionalised culturally pragmatic meanings displaying a more culture-

bound and language-specific quality (first base idioms, proverbial idioms). Nevertheless, 

people are inclined to accept and implement the criteria proposed by Makkai with the 

exception of the abovementioned idioms using institutionalisation as a principle, and 

concentrate more on the lexemic idioms and especially on tournure ones such as kick the 

bucket, fly off the handle or bury the hatchet.  
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1.3.7 Newmeyer’s (1974) classification 

Newmeyer suggested that idioms should be treated as non-units. According to him 

transformational behaviour of idioms is determined by a transderivational constraint 

which links their actual meaning with their literal meaning and the lexical items involved. 

With this in mind Newmeyer defined idiom as “a constituent or series of constituents for 

which the semantic interpretation is not a compositional function of the formatives of 

which it is composed” (1974: 327). His arguments against a unit treatment were as 

follows:  

- lexical items ought to replace only constituents, however, some idioms consist 

of idiomatic and non-idiomatic material (e.g. pull one’s leg); whereas others 

do not replace constituents (e.g. to beat around the bush idiom replaces a verb 

and the object, to avoid discussion ); 

- treating idiom as a unit does not provide a clear justification of why well- 

formed idioms have literal counterparts; 

- a unit treatment does not provide an explanation for the morphology of strong 

verbs occurring in idioms; 

- idioms ranging over two S nodes and where cyclic rule applies in the lower S, 

should be treated as two different idioms (e.g. Don’t count your chickens 

before they hatch). 

Newmeyer believed that unit treatment of the idiom should be discarded, and in its 

place he introduced an idea of idiom inventory containing ordered pairs of semantic 

representation M1, M2, where M1 presents the meaning of the idiom, and M2- semantic 

representation of its literal counterpart “For each idiom source, an idiom with meaning 

M1, is derived from its paired M2, a subpart of some initial P-marker17. Rules applying 

to structures derived from M2 must follow all the government conditions of both M1 and 

M2” (Newmeyer 1974: 336-7). 

 

1.3.8 Nunberg’s (1978) classification 

While devising his taxonomy Nunberg took into consideration the meaning of 

idiom’s constituent parts which contributed to the figurative meaning of the whole. His 

taxonomy lay the foundations of semantic taxonomies postulating idioms compositional 

                                                 

 

17 The initial P-marker is the semantic representation of the idiom’s literal equivalent (M2). 
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differences and their impact on idiom comprehension (Nunberg 1978; Gibbs & Nayak 

1989; Titone & Connine 1999). Nunberg categorised idioms into three fields as follows:  

 

Normally decomposable 

idioms 

Abnormally decomposable 

idioms 

Non-decomposable idioms 

Break the ice, 

Pop the question 

 

Individual components 

contribute to the figurative 

meaning; part of the idiom is 

used literally; or visible 

metaphorical correlation 

between the words within the 

idiom and the elements of that 

idiom’s figurative meaning. 

Pass the buck, 

Hit the panic button 

 

Some metaphorical relation 

between individual 

components of the idiom and 

their idiomatic referents; 

somewhat lexically flexible. 

Kick the bucket, 

Chew the fat 

 

Individual constituents of the 

idiom do not contribute to 

the figurative meaning; 

furthermore they are not in 

the same semantic field as 

their respective figurative 

referents 

Table 6. Nunberg’s classification of idioms (1978). 

 

Nunberg’s taxonomy proved that the more decomposable an idiom is (e.g. pop the 

question), the more syntactically productive it is (contrary to e.g. chew the fat). However, 

in 1994, Nunberg, Sag and Wasow proposed another classification of idioms, this time 

dividing them into two categories:   

 

Idiomatically combining expressions (ICE) Idiomatic phrases (IP) 

To pull strings 

 

Idiomatic interpretation is dispersed among its 

parts. 

Kick the bucket 

 

Meaning not derivable from its constituents. 

Table 7. Nunberg, Sag, Wasow’s classification of idioms (1994). 

 

Idiomatically combining expressions (decomposable/compositional or analysable 

idioms) comprise idioms with a derivable idiomatic interpretation (literally or 

figuratively, normally or abnormally). Idiomatic phrases category (non-decomposable/ 

non-compositional, frozen, unanalysable or opaque), comprises idioms whose meaning 

is not derived from their constituent parts.  

 

1.3.9 Fernando and Flavell’s (1981) classification 

Another taxonomy worth looking into is Fernando and Flavell’s classification of 

idioms. First of all, their definition of an idiom as “a non-literal set expression whose 

meaning is not a compositional function of its syntactic constraints but which always has 



19 

 

a homonymous literal counterpart” (Fernando and Flavell 1981:  48), acknowledges the 

fact that there is an asymmetry between sense and syntax. Moreover, the authors regard 

idiomaticity18 as a semantic matter, therefore they consider properties that determine the 

semantic unity of idioms as more important than those that determine points of 

grammatical contrast such as transformational constraints. Fernando and Flavell’s focus 

was placed mainly on semantic, syntactic and sociolinguistic characteristics of an idiom. 

By assessing the degree of figurative motivation embedded in idioms, they proposed a 

semantic transparency scale ranging from totally transparent to the totally opaque idiom19.  

 

Transparent 

expressions 

Semi-transparent 

phrases 

Semi-opaque 

phrases 

Opaque phrases 

break eggs, 

bring in, 

rely on 

 

skate on thin ice, 

 kill two birds with one 

stone, 

 add fuel to the fire 

jump down someone’s 

throat, 

pull someone’s leg, 

 pass the buck, 

 trip the light 

fantastic 

Table 8. Fernando and Flavell’s continuum of idiomaticity (1981:  28). 

 

Transparent expressions are merely free collocations with a literal meaning derived 

from the meanings of the constituent words; semi-transparent phrases are regarded as 

metaphors due to possessing a counterpart with a literal meaning; semi-opaque phrases 

are viewed as metaphor idioms but not completely logical; and finally opaque phrases 

seen as full idioms due to the fact that their meaning cannot be deducted from the 

meanings of the component words. Therefore, the higher degree of idiomaticity the more 

opaque the idiom is.  

To Flavell (1981: 44) the core of idiomaticity does not lie in the syntax of a language. 

Moreover, idioms are only a sub-class of all transformationally deficient structures. 

Therefore, using syntactic deviance as the key to establish idiomaticity may not work, 

since it cannot differentiate between idioms and other transformationally deficient 

structures.  

                                                 

 

18 Fernando distinguishes between idiom and idiomaticity. Even though closely related as the basis of both 

is the habitual co-occurrence of certain words, idioms imply a narrower range of word combinations  than 

idiomaticity. Therefore, all idioms display idiomaticity but not all word combinations demonstrating 

idiomaticity are idioms (Fernando 1996b: 30). 
19 Opaque idiom or pure idioms are: non-literal elements since their meaning is not the result of the 

compositional function of its constituent parts; they possess a literal homonymous counterpart with a non-

correlative syntax; they frequently have a compulsory literal semantic counterpart that may substitute with 

it synonymously in a given context. 
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In sociolinguistic terms, Flavell defines idiom as “an institutionalized expression 

[…], approved by the usage of the language” (Fernando 1981: 44). The process of 

institiutionalisation is useful as it separates items such as clichés and allusions and idioms 

from predictable collocations that are coined and used between few individuals for a 

limited period of time20. Moreover, since it is a process that is stretched in time it helps 

in recognising an idiomatic phrase even if the phrase is somewhat shortened, e.g. rolling 

stones, while the original saying goes a rolling stone gathers no moss21. 

 

1.3.10 Cacciari and Gluckberg’s (1991) classification 

Flavell and Fernando’s classification of idioms into four categories of transparent, 

semi-transparent, semi-opaque and opaque is very similar to the taxonomies worked out 

by Cacciari and Glucksberg in 1991 and Glucksberg in 1993. These scholars categorised 

idioms as follows:  

 

Opaque/ 

compositional opaque 

 

Transparent/ 

compositional 

transparent 

Quasi metaphorical Non-decomposable 

Non-compositional 

to kick the bucket 

 

 

 

some degree of 

semantic constrain on 

interpretation 

kick – to do sth – to die 

 

to spill the beans 

 

 

 

spill – divulge, 

beans- a secret 

to bury the hatchet, 

to carry the coal to 

Newcastle 

 

gives out some idea 

to trip the light 

fantastic 

 

 

no relation between 

idiom and its parts 

Table 9. Cacciari and Gluckberg’s classification of idioms (1991). 

 

It has to be mentioned here that non-decomposable / non-compositional idioms 

which constitute expressions showing lack of relation between its constituent parts and 

the figurative reading, e.g. trip the light fantastic, are also opaque idioms due to the fact 

that their literal meaning does not bear any reference to its figurative interpretation 

(Dąbrowska 2018:  27). 

 

                                                 

 

20 Institutionalisation is not a fixed phenomenon, on the contrary it possesses a degree of variability. 
21 According to Dąbrowska “possibility to shorten some idiomatic phraseological units without missing 

their total figurative meaning indicates that in some cases idiom frozenness can be broken (2018: 38). 
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1.3.11 Fernando’s (1996) classification 

In 1996 Fernando presented a different taxonomy of idioms, this time employing 

more of a pragmatic look she sub-categorised them into the following three groups:  

 

Pure idioms Semi - idioms Literal idioms 

Spill the beans 

 

Conventionalised multiword 

expressions where a non-

literal meaning is inflicted on 

the idiom as a whole. 

do a U-turn 

 

One or more literal components 

and at least one with a non-

literal subsense. 

overtake 

 

Less semantically complex 

than the pure and semi-

idioms. 

Table 10. Fernando’s taxonomy of idioms (1996). 

Moreover, Fernando (1996b:  41) differentiates between long and short idiomatic 

phrases. The lower class comprises compound word expressions such as:  literal idioms 

(overtake, pitter-patter); semi-literal idioms (baby-sitter); non-literal idioms (foxglove), 

while the upper class comprises phrases such as:  complex clause idioms (when the cat’s 

away, the mice will play). Fernando also acknowledges the fact that from the syntactic 

point of view some idioms express higher degree of inflectionality than others. Therefore, 

while some idioms allow no deletions or additions, others inflect easily (he kicked the 

bucket). Taking the processes of deletion, addition and permutation into account, 

Fernando places the pure idioms at the top of the scale as expressions consisting of words 

not carrying independent meaning  (lexically invariant). The bottom of the scale is 

occupied by unrestricted collocations due to the meaning transparency and unlimited 

lexical substitution possibilities. Semi-idioms and restricted collocations are placed in the 

middle as they express partial transparency and minimal lexical variation.  

 

1.3.12 Mantyla’s (2004) classification 

Mantyla (2004: 28-29) employs a similar taxonomy dividing idioms into transparent, 

semi-transparent, and opaque.  

 

Transparent idioms Semi-transparent idioms Opaque idioms 

To give the green light 

 

Literal meaning linked to the 

figurative meaning  

Quake in your shoes 

 

Literal meaning gives some hint 

as to the figurative meaning 

Be home and dry 

 

Impossible do deduct without 

knowing the etymology 

Table 11. Mantyla’s taxonomy of idioms (2004). 
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Mantyla’s classification takes into account the degree of figurativeness displayed by 

idioms. Similarly to Cacciari and Gluckberg’s classification, there are no strict border 

lines between categories, in fact they are rather vague which often leads to overlapping. 

 

1.4 Overview of idiom classifications 

Definitions of an idiom vary substantially between the scholars, as do their 

taxonomies. For some of them the term covers all fixed phrases, proverbs, clichés, 

formulaic speeches, slang expressions and even single polysemic words such as weight 

in the phrase weight in a decision (Cooper 1998; Hockett 1958; Katz and Postal 1963). 

Other linguists, such as Moon (1998) regard idioms in a much narrower context, stating 

that the term only refers to “fixed and semantically opaque or metaphorical” expressions 

(Moon 1998: 4). Grant and Bauer’s views are even more constrained as the researchers 

exclude the metaphorical idiomatic expressions from the definition of the term idiom 

(Grant & Bauer 2004). Nevertheless, as Tabossi and Zardon (1993:  145) state, idioms 

can be regarded as “multifaceted objects (…) not only complex, but also in many ways 

elusive”. Wood concludes that (an) “idiom is a complex expression which is wholly in 

non-compositional meaning and wholly non-productive in form” (Wood 1981: 95). 

According to the author these two criteria must be met for an expression to be considered 

an idiom.  

The first characteristic, wholeness in non-compositional meaning, refers to the idea 

that the meaning of the idiom cannot be understood from its individual components. The 

second one stresses the fact that the structure of an idiom is frozen, i.e. static, and thus 

unable to undergo productive transformation. Idioms such us catch a bus Wood regards 

as “non-idioms” because the part ‘bus’ can be replaced with a different word, for example 

‘train’, while still keeping the meaning of the idiomatic phrase (Wood 1981:  95). The 

expression kick the bucket, on the other hand, does not allow for similar changes as any 

manipulation of the components will result in altering the original idiomatic identity 

(original idiomatic meaning). Even though Wood’s definition of an idiom seems to be the 

most precise one, it is still not free of problematic aspects. Due to the categorial 

indeterminacy of language (cf. “gradience”), the linguistic categories are not clear-cut 

and often overlap. Therefore, it may be difficult to decide whether an expression belongs 

to the idiom category or has the status of a collocation. According to Liu (2008), that is 

also the reason why it is not always clear whether an expression is wholly or partially 
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non-compositional in meaning and whether it is wholly or partially non-productive in 

form. 

Although linguists are much divided in defining the notion of an idiom, there are 

some elements that most of them agree on. Overall, there seems to be some evidence 

indicating the fact that despite sharing many features with other forms of non-literal 

language such as metaphors or proverbs, idioms display certain very unique 

characteristics. These features include:  alternation of grammatical rules, word order, the 

conventionalism of phrases and figurativeness. Although English as a language possesses 

a very structured form, its idiomatic expressions – having gradually evolved – became 

widely accepted and frequently used by native and foreign speakers alike, regardless of 

any incorrect grammatical construct or word order.  

For the purpose of this thesis the classifications of idioms in regard to semantics were 

taken into account. Moreover, one simplified taxonomy was established in order to better 

categorise idioms. Since the aim of this dissertation is to research idioms and their cultural 

background, the categories taken into consideration were as follows:  

1. Tournure idioms (Makkai’s taxonomy); 

2. Opaque idioms (Mantyla’s taxonomy); 

3. Pure idioms (Fernando’s taxonomy); 

4. Proverbial idioms with a moral (Makkai’s taxonomy); 

5. First base idioms (Makkai’s taxonomy); 

6. Familiar quotations (Makkai’s taxonomy); 

7. Binominal idioms (Makkai’s taxonomy); 

8. Phrasal compounds (Makkai’s taxonomy); 

9. Incorporating verb idiom (Makkai’s taxonomy). 

The reason for choosing the above mentioned categories is the fact that they depict the 

elements of culture in the best way, therefore fulfilling the aim of the thesis. 

 

1.5 Mechanisms of idiom formation 

There are numerous sources that influence idiom formation. Among them, the 

prominent contributor is figurative language. Respectively, in this subchapter devices 

such as metaphor, analogy, metonymy, synecdoche, alliteration, aphorism, allusion and 

cliché  are presented and discussed. One of the features they have in common is that they 

originated in literally studies, however in this thesis they are used in their linguistic rather 

than literally sense. 
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1.5.1 Metaphor 

Metaphor is perceived as “a process of understanding one conceptual domain in 

terms of another. A typical metaphor is a mapping between a better-known, more concrete 

conceptual domain (the ‘source domain’) and the conceptual domain which it helps to 

organize (the ‘target domain’)” (Cristal 2008:98).  

Judging by this definition one may say that metaphor is a notion that not only 

represents linguistic category, but refers to the language characteristics; it is a matter of 

words. Futhermore, Lakoff and Johnson point out the omnipresence of metaphor in 

everyday life, in our thoughts and actions. “Our ordinary conceptual system, in terms of 

which we both think and act, is fundamentally metaphorical in nature” (1980: 13), but it 

is not something we are aware of. On the contrary, “In most of the little things we do 

every day, we simply think and act more or less automatically along certain lines. Just 

what these lines are is by no means obvious. One way to find out is by looking at 

language” (Lakoff & Johnson 1980: 13). As an example, authors present the concept of 

‘argument’ and demonstrate its daily application in the conceptual metaphor of 

ARGUMENT IS WAR (Lakoff & Johnson 1980:  15). 

 

- Your argument is indefensible  

- He attacked every weak point in my argument  

- His criticisms were right on target  

- I demolished his argument  

- I’ve never won an argument with him  

- You disagree? Ok, shoot!  

- If you use that strategy, he’ll wipe you out  

- He shot down all of my arguments.  

 

The instigators stress out here the fact that we do not need to talk about arguments in 

terms of war. One can win or lose an argument or defend his/her position. There is no 

physical battle involved, nevertheless many of the things we do in arguing are structured 

around the concept of war. The metaphor ARGUMENT IS WAR is one that is highly 

recognised in our culture. Therefore, we can use metaphorical expressions to study the 

metaphorical concepts in order to understand the metaphorical nature of our activities. 

Lakoff and Johnson divided the metaphors into structural metaphor (as shown above) and 
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orientational metaphors22. As much as structural metaphors structure one concept in terms 

of another, the orientational metaphor organises a whole system of concepts with respect 

to one another23 (Lakoff & Johnson 1980:  25). Such orientations are not arbitrary, they 

are based on physical and cultural experience. As the authors notice, even though the 

polar oppositions up-down, on-off, etc. are physical in nature, the metaphors based on 

them can vary between cultures.  

 

UP DOWN PHYSICAL BASIS 

Happy 

 

I’m feeling up      

My spirit rose         

I’m in high spirits 

Sad 

 

I’m feeling down          

I’m really low these days 

My spirit sank 

Drooping posture expresses sadness, 

depression; erect posture shoes a positive 

emotional state. 

Conscious 

 

Get up, wake up,          

I’m up 

Unconscious 

 

Sank into coma,               

Fell asleep  

Humans sleep lying down, and stand up 

when awaken 

Healthy/life 

 

At peak of health     

In a top shape 

Sickness/death 

 

Fell ill,                        

He’s sinking fast 

Illness forces us to lie down, and dead 

means physically down 

Having control 

 

 

I’m on the top of 

things 

Being subjected to 

control 

 

He’s under my control 

Physical size corresponds to strength, in  a 

fight a victor is on the top 

More  

 

My income rose last 

year 

Less  

 

He’s under age 

The level goes up the more you add to a 

container 

Good  

 

Things are looking up 

Bad  

 

It‘s been downhill ever 

since 

Happiness, health, control are all UP 

Table 12. Up-down spatial orientation metaphors (Lakoff and Johnson 1980). 

 

Examining the examples shown above it can be noted that there are many physical 

and social bases for metaphor. Furthermore, coherence within the whole system is a 

partial reason why one is chosen and not another (Lakoff & Johnson 1980:  33). Being 

                                                 

 

22 According to Lakoff and Johnson (1980), our experiences with physical objects presents us with an array 

of ontological metaphors, container metaphors, personification, and metonymy since we see some events, 

activities, emotions, or ideas as entities and substances. 
23 Orientational metaphors express spatial orientation e.g. up-down; on-off; front-back etc. This spatial 

orientation derived from the nature of human existence i.e. we possess bodies which function the way they 

do in physical environment. 
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able to distinguish between physical and cultural bases of a metaphor presents yet another 

difficulty as choosing among so many physical bases is connected with our cultural 

coherence. 

Conceptual metaphor theory, i.e. understanding one domain of experience in terms 

of another (Lakoff & Johnson 1980), presents a metaphor not simply as an 

ornamental/poetic device in language but as a conceptual instrument for structuring, 

restructuring and creating reality. It is a conceptual phenomenon, where our languages, 

thoughts and actions are constructed on the basis of conceptual metaphors. Therefore, it 

is a significant cognitive mechanism, which participates in creating the meaning 

extension of idioms (Zhang & Bai 2015: 121).  

In the past idioms were referred to as ‘dead’ or ‘frozen’ metaphors (Weinreich 1969; 

Fraser 1970; Swinney & Cutler 1979). ‘Dead’ metaphors implied those which were no 

longer felt to be figurative, in other words, phrases with forgotten metaphorical meanings 

and undetected origins. ‘Frozen’ metaphors, on the other hand, denote something fixed 

in form, or limited in transformations and variations. Therefore, learning them required 

memorising them as whole units since the connexion between the form and the meaning 

was not recognised. However, in recent years this position has been re-examined (Lakoff 

& Johnson 1980; Lakoff 1987) and many scholars believe that a vast number of idioms 

are far from being ‘dead’ or ‘frozen’. On the contrary, they are marked with viable 

alteration, metaphoricity and some with evident origins of their meaning.  

Lakoff and Johnson (1980), maintain that “our ordinary conceptual system, in terms 

of which we both think and act, is fundamentally metaphorical in nature” (1980:  4), and 

add that “the English expressions are of two sorts:  simple literal expressions and idioms 

that fit the metaphor and are part of the normal everyday way of talking about the subject” 

(Lakoff and Johnson 1980:  46). When a metaphor is used for the first time, it feels “novel 

and fresh” (Glucksberg 2001:  67), people have to think through that image to appreciate 

what it conveys. But in time, with continued use, they can make these connections faster 

and move automatically from the expression to its content, without actually thinking 

about why a given expression conveys what it does. Then it is an idiom. The process is 

slow and gradual, and people are not generally aware of the change that’s happening. 

“Metaphor mechanism provides the conceptual motivation and cognitive operation 

mechanism for the formation of the extended meaning of this idiom. In this process of 

metaphorical mapping, the literal meaning functions as the source domain, while the 

extended meaning is the target domain” (Zhang & Bai 2015: 121). 



27 

 

Mäntylä (2004) also notices that metaphoricity is one of the most commonly 

recognised features of idioms, and that the roots of metaphoricity frequently derive from 

real situations, or images created by the link between the idiom and its meaning. She also 

adds that the reason why idioms have been recognised as “dead,” is that the relation 

between the origins  and the meaning of an expression has been forgotten or the literal 

context belongs to a field unknown to the ordinary language user which makes the 

association very difficult to discern (Mäntylä 2004:  28-29). 

Many linguists believe that a vast number of idioms are motivated by deeply 

entrenched conventional metaphors. Idioms expressing anger e.g. flip your lid, hit the 

ceiling, and lose your cool are all motivated by the fact that ANGER IS HEATED FLUID 

IN A CONTAINER (Gibbs 1993: 66-67). Idioms of criticism such as come under fire, in 

the firing line, shoot somebody down in flames are based on the mapping of the source 

domain of ‘war’ on to the target domain of criticism (Cserép 2001: 180-82). People's 

knowledge of the metaphorical connections between different source and target domains 

provides the basis for the appropriate use and interpretation of idioms (Nayak & Gibbs, 

1990). As pointed out by Gibbs (1993: 74):  

 

Idioms are partially compositional and their rich figurative meanings are motivated by the 

metaphorical knowledge people possess of the domains to which idioms refer. These 

metaphorical mappings between source and target domain knowledge often are 

conventionalized in the sense that they are so much a part of our everyday cognition as to 

be unconscious and automatic.  

 

Therefore, in order to produce and better understand idiomatic expressions, word 

meanings, idiomatic meanings, one must integrate them by referring to   socio-cultural 

knowledge (Glucksberg 2001: vi). In general the idiom is a colloquial metaphor which 

requires some specific knowledge, information, or experience, that can be successfully 

used within a culture of origin “It can be said that idioms that are derived from physical 

human experiences are, in general, culturally equal” (Thyab 2016:  108). They serve as a 

cultural metaphor. 
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1.5.2 Analogy 

Baldick (1996: 13) defines ‘analogy’ as an “illustration of an idea by means of a more 

familiar idea that is similar or parallel to it in some significant features”. The Oxford 

English Dictionary Online defines ‘analogy’24 in linguistic terms as:  

 

a. Conformity of words or language to a regular or consistent pattern; (hence) a set of rules 

describing the behaviour of language, or intended to govern its use; 

b. The use of apparent linguistic parallels as a basis for the creation or remodelling of words, 

inflections, or constructions; spec. (more fully false analogy) a process in which linguistic 

forms arise or are adapted on the basis of regularities in the forms of parallel examples 

already in existence, omitting the formative steps through which these models originally 

arose25. 

 

Analogy includes various comprising devices such as a metaphor, an allegory or a 

simile. A Greek philosopher Plato theorised about analogy, calling it a “shared 

abstraction”26 (Cameron 2003: 138). The objects being compared shared an idea, or a 

concept, theory, or effect, and the analogy helped to explain this mutual trait. However, 

analogy does not just “draw our attention to observable features of things in the world, 

but at least one part of analogy depends on an additional metaphor” (Klein 1997:  23). 

Therefore the OED definition of analogy as linguistic parallels used for creation or 

remodelling of words or constructions, where one part is credited with additional 

metaphor, may be considered a valid mechanism of idiom formation. 

Analogy as a comparison can use similarity between two things in simile, for 

example:   

- As light as a feather; 

- As happy as a clam; 

- As busy as a bee; 

- As quiet as a mouse; 

- As dead as a doornail; 

- Sly like a fox. 

                                                 

 

24 Analogy, 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/7030?redirectedFrom=analogy#eid 
25 For the purpose of this thesis the second part of the OED definition is taken into consideration. 
26 Plato’s shared-abstraction theory states that: “An analogy may be drawn between an individual and a city 

because they both share in a third thing, namely an idea of justice. This idea is an abstract property that 

applies to both the individual and the soul” (Cameron 2003: 138).  
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Furthermore, analogy as a comparison can use contrast between two things in 

juxtaposition, for example:  

- What’s good for the goose is good for the gander (the female goose in a 

contrast to the male gander); 

- Beggars can’t be choosers (to beg and to choose represent opposite functions); 

- You can’t teach an old dog new tricks (contrast between old and new); 

- Making a mountain out of a molehill (contrast in the magnitude). 

Lastly, analogy as a comparison can use symbolic contrast between two things in 

allegory:  

- “Animal Farm” by George Orwell:  “The creatures outside looked from pig to 

man, and from man to pig, and from pig to man again; but already it was 

impossible to say which was which” (2003: 119). 

In the Old English there was another popular form of analogy namely kennings – a 

metaphorical recreation of a common concept. Kenning is a special example of a 

compound word since it is a poetic circumlocution for a word that already exists, unlike  

proper compound words that are invented to name something new. Kennings were 

common in Old English literature where they were used in the same way rhymes are used 

today. For instance, human body was called ‘the house of bones’. In modern English an 

example of kenning can be ‘fire-water’ for a strong alcoholic drink (Baldick 2001). 

 

1.5.3 Metonymy and synecdoche 

In view of cognitive semantics the nature of metonymy is conceptual since the 

phenomenon refers to one conceptual entity providing mental access to another 

conceptual entity. However, as much as conceptual metaphor maps across different 

domains, conceptual metonymy maps within the same domain. A special case of 

metonymy is synecdoche, where the part stands for the whole e.g.:  

- I’ve got a new set of wheels (car, motorcycle, etc.);   

- we need some new blood in the organisation (new people). 

Metonymy not only has a referential function as it allows language users to use one 

entity in place of another but it also serves the function of providing understanding27. 

                                                 

 

27 For example, in ‘the part of the whole’ metonymy which part we chose determines which aspect of the 

whole we are concentrating on. 
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Metonymic concepts are systematic, as the following examples present in our culture 

show:  

- the part for the whole:    

       Get your butt over here!   

      She’s just a pretty face; 

- producer and product:  

He bought a Ford; 

 I hate to read Heidegger; 

- object used for user:  

The guitar has the flu today; 

The trains are on strike; 

- the places for institution:  

The White House is silent; 

Wall Street is in panic. 

There are many more metonymic concepts like these which are systematic in the 

same way metaphoric concepts are. What is more they are far from random. Certain 

general metonymic concepts organise our thoughts and actions. “Metonymic concepts 

allow us to conceptualize one thing by means of its relation to something else” (Lakoff 

& Johnson 1980:  55). Therefore, as we think of a Picasso, we are not just thinking of a 

priceless work of art, we think of it in terms of its relation to the artist, his conception of 

art, the technique he used, Picasso’s role in history, etc.  

Metonymic concepts structure human language, thoughts, attitudes, and even actions. 

They are grounded in our experience just like metaphorical ones. In fact, the grounding 

is more obvious than is the case of metaphoric concepts, since it usually involves direct 

physical or causative associations. 

The conceptual system of culture is metaphorical in nature. Symbolic metonymies28 

are critical links between everyday experience and the coherent metaphorical systems that 

characterise for example religions or cultures. Symbolic metonymies which are grounded 

in our physical experience offer a vital means of comprehending religious and cultural 

concepts (Lakoff & Johnson 1980:  56).  

                                                 

 

28 Within Christianity, there is the metonymy ‘dove for Holly Spirit’ which is not arbitrary. It is grounded 

in the conception of the dove in Western culture and the conception of the Holy Spirit in Christian theology. 
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There are more metonymic derived idioms than metaphoric ones e.g. give me a hand 

or set wheels in motion. This is due to the fact that the conceptual metonymy is based on 

conceptual contiguity, whereas conceptual metaphor is based on similarities and 

resemblance between concepts. 

 

1.5.4 Alliteration 

Alliteration has been present in English language for many hundreds of years, 

(“Beowulf”, works of Shakespeare). Therefore, their origins can be traced to the specific 

material i.e. the poems (most of the time). Now considering the definition of the term 

‘poem’ provided by the OED, “a piece of writing or an oral composition”, it is reasonable 

to say that these examples of alliteration must have been continuously repeated over the 

years, and as a result they become well established and recognisable in English culture. 

Alliteration was a figure of speech that functioned in a similar way as rhymes do today. 

Dupriez (1991: 23) defines ‘alliteration’ as “multiple repetitions of an identical sound” 

not necessarily for allusive purposes. However, this may often result in a comic effect.  

According to the definition provided by the Oxford English Dictionary Online29 the 

process of alliteration can be described as:  

 

The commencement of adjacent or closely connected words with the same sound or letter; 

an instance of this; spec. (in Old and Middle English and other Germanic poetry) the 

commencement of certain accented syllables of a verse with the same consonant or 

consonantal group, or with any vowel sounds.  

 

Typical examples of alliteration taken from the children’s nursery rhymes include:  

- Peter Piper picked a pack of pickled peppers. 

- She sells seashells by the seashore. 

Famous speeches containing examples of alliteration include:  

- Martin Luther King, Jr., “I Have a Dream” speech - “I have a dream that my 

four little children will one day live in a nation where they will not be judged 

by the colour of their skin but by the content of their character” (Sirimarco 

2005:  122). 

                                                 

 

29 Alliteration, 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/5324?redirectedFrom=alliteration#eid [11.03.2019]. 
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Advertisers also make use of alliteration:  

- Maybelline makeup – Maybe she’s born with it. Maybe it’s Maybelline 

- Guinness beer – My goodness, my Guinness.  

Alliteration in the literature has been present for many years:  

- “The Raven” by Edgar Allen Poe (2008: 106):   

“Deep into that darkness peering, long I stood there wondering, fearing,/ 

Doubting, dreaming dreams no mortal ever dared to dream before”; 

- Romeo and Juliet by William Shakespeare:  

“From forth the fatal loins of these two foes;/ 

A pair of star-cross’d lovers take their life.” 

As seen, alliteration is often used as a form of rhetoric as well as a literary trope. 

These qualities, in turn, determine frequent use of alliteration in the formation of idioms 

since it gives an idiom a natural rhythm and makes it easy to remember. Some common 

examples include:  part and parcel, kit and caboodle and leave it the lurch. 

 

1.5.5 Aphorism 

Baldic (1996:  20) states that aphorism is “A statement of some general principle, 

expressed memorably by condensing much wisdom into few words”. For example:  

- A bird in the hand is worth two in the bush; 

- A rolling stone gathers no moss; 

- Better safe than sorry; 

- Every cloud has a silver lining. 

Often aphorism takes a form of a ‘definition’. Aphorisms can be found in the 

literature of many different cultures. Many authors have incorporated them into their 

works in order to present universal truths, e.g.:  

- Romeo and Juliet by William Shakespeare 

All that glitters is not gold; 

- The Canterbury Tales by Geoffrey Chaucer (The Merchant’s Tale) 

For love is blind. 

Just as with the alliteration, aphorisms have been widely used over the years in 

literature. There were extremely common in the works of Shakespeare. However, while 

the popularity of alliteration can be attributed to the rhyming trait, popularity of aphorisms 

lay in their ability to express some fundamental truths. 
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1.5.6 Allusion 

Dupriez (1991: 24) defines ‘allusion’ as “a reference by means of an evocative 

utterance, to something implied but not stated”. Respectively, allusion can be:   

 

- an implied, indirect, or passing reference to a person or thing;  

- any reference to someone or something (also symbolic); the action or process of making 

such a reference; 

- a play on words, a pun, or an  illusion30. 

 

It can refer to a real or fictional person, situation, event, expression or a quote. 

Allusions can add emotional significance to an extract by drawing on the reader’s 

previous knowledge of the object. Most allusions use the source material as a reference 

for new purposes. Furthermore, they are used intentionally, but the meaning is lost if the 

reader cannot make a connection to the reference. Therefore, allusions are a test of 

cultural literacy e.g.:  

- Watergate - the 1972 scandal at the Watergate Hotel in Washington, D.C, now 

the suffix ‘gate’ is often added to names to refer to scandal. 

- Big Brother - originally comes from the book “1984” by George Orwell. Now 

it is used as an idiom, referring to mass surveillance and misuse of government 

power. 

- 15 minutes of fame - in “1968”, artist Andy Warhol remarked that in the future, 

everyone will be famous for fifteen minutes. Now in the era of reality 

television and social media the phrase caught on and became more of a cliché. 

- Back to square one – a numbered grid system which was published by the 

BBC in 1930s which allowed commentators to indicate to the listeners where 

the ball was on the pitch, i.e. square one was the goalkeeper’s area. Back to 

square one means back to the beginning (Jack 2007: 110). 

Allusions draw on general knowledge, cultural aspects and facts. Lack of familiarity 

with required comprehension results in being unable to fathom the allusion. 

 

 

                                                 

 

30 Allusion, 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/5520?redirectedFrom=allusion#eid [11.03.2019]. 
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1.5.7 Cliché 

When considering the term ‘cliché’ in linguistics, the Oxford English Dictionary 

Online31 describes it as a phrase or expression regarded as unoriginal or trite due to 

overuse. Bussmann expands on the definition by adding that it is a “pejorative term taken 

from printers’ language, generally used to refer to a commonly occurring utterance that 

is used schematically” (2006:187). Therefore, clichés display a lack of originality on the 

part of the speaker or writer. Micro-cultures e.g. university students are likely to overuse 

certain intelligent sounding words or phrases. The words may be appropriate, but also 

may be used in a way that hints at the students’ lack of original thinking and creativity. 

Some idioms are also examples of clichés as they are simply far too commonly used:  

- Let’s touch base; 

- The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree; 

- Don’t put all of your eggs in one basket; 

- I lost track of time; 

- Play your cards right; 

- Read between the lines; 

- Beauty is only skin deep. 

A vast majority of clichés originated from literature (William Shakespeare for one). 

Because they are, as the OED states, drastically overused phrases, they have become a 

significant part of our linguistic competence. 

Looking at the mechanisms of idiom formation presented above it can be assumed 

that metaphorically originated idioms mostly derive from literature, whereas, metonymy 

and synecdoche are responsible for coining everyday idioms. Alliteration may have been 

one of the first mechanism of idiom formation that relates to alliteration as literary device 

that was especially popular in Old English and Old Norse poetry before rhyme was 

introduced (e.g. “Beowulf”). It is however allusion and analogy that are crucial for idiom 

formation, due to their versatility and a wide range of application. Therefore, since 

allusion can refer to or picks on any person or event, the allusion based idioms can be 

considered a great medium in exposing culture. 

 

 

                                                 

 

31 Cliché, 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/34264?redirectedFrom=cliche#eid [11.03.2019]. 
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1.6 Aspects of idiom comprehension 

As we learn more about the complexity of idiomatic phrases, it seems increasingly 

likely that no single theory or model can account for all kinds of idioms and all kinds of 

discourse situations (both conversational and literary) (Gibbs 1993: 75). 

Being able to comprehend idioms means being able to process them and understand 

them. There are many factors which influence idiom comprehension e.g. literalness, 

idiom transparency, familiarity, the context of idiom application, or idiom predictability 

(Liu 2008). In order to look into methods and approaches to studying idioms it is worth 

considering these factors first. 

 

1.6.1 Literariness 

According to Gibbs (1993: 75), the study of idioms is significant not only in terms 

of understanding how people learn and comprehend figurative language, but also because 

idiomaticity reveals some dramatic insights into the relationship of language and thought. 

There are many contradictory views when considering the topic of literalness in 

idioms. Nevertheless, the impact of literalness on the comprehension of idiomatic phrases 

is unquestionable. Titone and Connine (1994a) confirm the significant contribution of 

literalness to the activation of literal and figurative interpretation of idioms during idiom 

processing phase. While some idioms e.g. have cold feet or break the ice are literal, in a 

sense that they can be taken literally and figuratively, the non-literal idiom e.g. shoot the 

breeze or go bananas possess only an idiomatic meaning. Moreover, the idiom go 

bananas is syntactically ill-formed32, while shoot the breeze although syntactically 

acceptable, is semantically atypical as “the breeze” is not something that can be shot. 

According to Fraser, idioms without corresponding literal items are less syntactically 

flexible33 than idioms that have a literal counterpart (1970: 22-42). However, Gibbs and 

Nayak (1989) dispute Fraser’s view stating that non-literal idioms are recognised as more 

decomposable, hence more flexible than literal idioms.  

The aspect of literalness is also explored by Mueller and Gibbs (1987) (Cieślicka 

2004:  106). The scholars state that every meaning of an idiom is a separate entry in the 

lexicon and that idioms themselves do not belong to a same class in terms of their storage, 

                                                 

 

32 The verb ‘go’ is an intransitive verb which (usually) cannot take a direct object. 
33 Fraser’s ‘frozenness hierarchy’ is a scale of transformational restrictions present in idioms (Fraser 

1970:22). 
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access and processing (Cieślicka 2004:  107). Moreover, the processing of idioms with 

both literal and figurative meanings is faster than those with only a figurative 

interpretation. However, another researcher Brannon (1975) claims that it takes longer to 

classify a sentence when it encompasses a literal idiom than when the sentence contains 

an idiom with only a figurative meaning. Since literal idioms are ambiguous, they offer 

both the literal and figurative interpretations, e.g. break the ice accessing and processing 

them may indeed require longer time. Hence, for Brannon (1975) figurative idioms are 

processed faster than the literal ones34 (Swinney & Cutler 1979). 

 

1.6.2 Familiarity 

Another crucial factor in idiom comprehension is the aspect of familiarity. Titone 

and Connine (1994b) define familiarity as the “frequency with which a listener or reader 

encounters a word in its written or spoken form and the degree to which the meaning of 

a word is well known or easily understood” (1994b:  250). Cronk and Schweigert (1992) 

review the effects of familiarity and literalness on the comprehension process. They 

identify familiarity as the subjective frequency35 of the figurative meaning of an idiom. 

Cronk and Schweigert’s (1992:  139-140) research results confirm that figurative 

meanings of idioms are processed more quickly than literal ones. However, they also 

acknowledge the fact that figurative meanings are understood less rapidly in the case of 

less familiar idioms. The scholars also examined the effects of literalness and familiarity 

on the processing of idioms inserted in sentences36. Their results show that sentences with 

idioms with high literal interpretations e.g. he had his hands full, have shorter reading 

times than sentences containing idioms unlikely to be interpreted literally (Cieślicka 

2004:  108). Therefore, an idiom is processed fastest when it is highly frequent and highly 

familiar.  

The factor of familiarity is known to have an impact on word recognition, 

consequently aiding speed and accuracy in tasks such as lexical decision, reading aloud 

or idiom processing (Gernsbacher 1984: 275). The research in the field of familiarity 

proved that familiar idioms are processed faster and more accurately than unfamiliar ones. 

                                                 

 

34 The term ‘literalness’ sometimes refers to idiom transparency (the degree to which the meaning of an 

idiom can be derived from its constituent parts). Transparent idioms are those whose figurative meaning 

can be deduced from the literal interpretation of their components. 
35 Subjectivity of idiom familiarity are provided by the language users themselves. 
36Cronk and Schweigert (1992: 139-140)  refer to the aspect of idiom literality as literalness. 
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Processing unfamiliar idioms often requires contextual information and some common 

knowledge. 

 

1.6.3 Context 

The next crucial factor in idiom comprehension is the context in which given idiom 

appears. Mäntylä (2004: 35) states that idioms are hardly ever neutral, as their constituents 

carry a certain connotation or style. Therefore, when using idioms their style and context 

should be taken into consideration. Two idioms close to each other in meaning, may 

display some degree of difference that may be recognised only if idioms are not 

oversimplified (Stock 1993:  231-233). For instance, kick the bucket meaning ‘to die’ is 

actually oversimplification, as it actually means to die relatively suddenly and by natural 

causes (Stock 1993:  233). Therefore, providing context to idioms greatly aids the 

accurate understanding of them. 

Contextualisation of idioms may also occur depending on a social situation and the 

status of interlocutors. In general many idioms are avoided by people with a higher 

education background, but they are in common usage by other social groups. The general 

tendency is that people of lower social standing use more idioms. Moreover, informal 

idioms are avoided in formal situations, or when the interlocutor is someone in higher 

position. For instance top dog with a reference to one’s employer may seem strange, but 

at the same time it is a complement when referenced to one’s close friend or acquaintance. 

In the above example denotation of an idiom is defined by its social context. 

 

1.6.4 Predictability 

The next factor influencing idiom comprehension, is predictability. In the case of 

idioms, predictability means a possibility of completing an incomplete phrase in idiomatic 

style37 (Tabossi et al. 2011:  112). In other words, it is an ability to predict a forthcoming 

word in an idiomatic expression. According to Cacciari and Tabossi (1988), when 

processing predictable idioms, their figurative connotations are only activated by the end 

of the idiomatic phrase, but when processing unpredictable idioms, where the whole 

string has to be processed, only the literal meaning is active at the end. Therefore, the 

                                                 

 

37 For example ‘it’s raining cats’ (the full idiom is it’s raining cats and dogs, meaning it is pouring down), 

however, ‘it’s raining cats’ can easily be recognised and understood by the listener. Aspect of familiarity 

helps with predictability here. 
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scholars present idioms as configurations of words not as individual items. What is more, 

they are stored in mental lexicon and processed during literal language comprehension in 

the same way as these individual items. Since the speakers are aware of the fact that some 

arrangements of words possess a figurative meaning, while recognising such a string of 

words, they retrieve the figurative meaning connected with it from their memory (Tabossi 

et al. 2011:  112). The scholars also state, that during speech comprehension an idiomatic 

phrase is processed word by word until enough information is collected to recognise the 

string of words as a memorised idiom. 

Literalness, familiarity, and predictability may be the main factors influencing idiom 

comprehension, however there are some other factors aiding the comprehension process 

such as the role of context, the level of formality and well-formedness of idioms38. 

Therefore, the level of difficulty in idiom comprehension varies depending on one of 

above presented dimensions. 

 

1.7  Non-compositional and compositional theories  

In general, the theories concerning idiom representation and processing can be split 

into two main39 categories:  non-compositional theories and compositional ones. The non-

compositional view of idioms, or direct look-up model according to Glucksberg (1993:  

4), regards idiomatic phrases as non-compositional strings of words whose figurative 

meanings are not directly connected to the literal meanings of the individual parts (e.g. 

Weinreich 1969; Fraser 1970; among others). In contrast, compositional theories suggest 

that idioms differ with regard to the degree to which the literal meanings of their 

component words contribute to their overall figurative interpretation (Glucksberg 1993; 

Titone & Connine 1994a; among others). 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 

 

38 If an idiom has a well-formed literal meaning, then it possesses well-formed syntactic constituents, in 

accordance with the rules of grammar, while, ill-formed expressions consist of elements which violate the 

general grammar rules (Tabossi et al. 2011:112). 
39 There are also a few hybrid models and approaches present. 
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1.Non-compositional theories:  2.Compositional theories:  

a.The Idiom List Hypothesis  

 (Bobrow &Bell 1973); 

b.Lexical Representation Hypothesis    

(Swinney & Cutler 1979); 

c.Direct Access Hypothesic  

(Gibbs 1980). 

a.Configuration Model  

(Cacciari & Tabossi 1988); 

b.The Conceptual Metaphor Hypothesis 

(Gibbs & Nayak 1989); 

c.The Idiom Decomposition Hypothesis 

(Gibbs & Nayak 1989). 

3.Hybrid models:  

a. The Model of Idiom Comprehension (Titone & Connine 1999); 

b. The Model of Dual Idiom Representation (Titone and Connine 1999); 

c. The Hybrid Model of Idiom Production (Cutting and Bock 1997). 

 

Table 13. Classification of theories of idiom comprehension. 

 

We shall provide a brief overview of the theories in the following subsections. 

 

1a The Idiom List Hypothesis (Bobrow & Bell 1973) 

The Idiom List Hypothesis, (also known as the literal processing model), states that 

idiomatic expressions are accessed from a mental idiom word dictionary. Bobrow and 

Bell (1973:  343-346) add that this processing strategy varies from the processing of 

normal sentences and literal expressions. When the idiom is encountered, firstly it is 

analysed literally, and only when that fails, the mental idiom list is accessed and the non-

literal interpretation takes place. In other words, the figurative meaning of the idiomatic 

expression is activated.  

In short, what Bobrow and Bell (1973) propose are two different types of processing:  

a literal and a figurative one. 

 

1b The Lexical Representation Hypothesis (Swinney & Cutler 1979) 

The model supported by the study of Swinney and Cutler (1979), states that idioms 

are simply a complex long word sequence stored in the mental lexicon together with all 

other words. During idiom comprehension, literal and figurative interpretation of 

meaning take place simultaneously in a parallel manner. However, the idiomatic meaning 

is processed first since it is fixed and stored in a separate list. Research conducted on this 

topic shows that idioms are recognised as meaningful expressions more quickly than non-

idiomatic phrases.  

 

 



40 

 

1c Direct Access Hypothesis (Gibbs 1980) 

The Direct Access Hypothesis maintains that non-literal idiom interpretation takes 

place before considering literal meaning. Gibbs argues that the figurative content (sense) 

of the idiom is accessed directly without any reference to its literal meaning. In other 

words, when an idiomatic expression is encountered by a native speaker it will not be 

processed literally before comprehending the idiom’s intended non-literal meaning 

(Gibbs 1984: 275-304). 

According to Glucksberg, all of the abovementioned models are based on a shared 

assumption that an idiom’s figurative meaning is comprehended through direct memory 

retrieval (1993: 3-26). This assumptions regard idioms as non-compositional strings 

whose figurative meanings are arbitrary. Later on this notion was rejected by a 

compositional view, according to which the relation between literal and figurative 

meaning of the idiom is not always arbitrary. Furthermore, the compositional view stated 

that the meanings of individual components of the idiom add to the figurative content 

(sense). 

 

2a Configuration Model (Cacciari & Tabossi 1988) 

Configuration Model states that the idiomatic configuration is recognised through the 

activation of the idiom key. Furthermore, depending on the position of the key in a 

sentence, the processing time may vary. This model deals with acquisition of idioms and 

their storage in the mind. For a given phrase to be understood as an idiom it is not 

necessary to understand the whole sentence but one component of that phrase activates 

the process of understanding that it is indeed an idiom. For example, in the phrase 

curiosity killed the cat the specific configuration of ‘curiosity’ and ‘killed’ suffices to 

recognise that this expression is an idiom but only on the condition that the person already 

knows that idiom. Respectively, the word ‘cat’ is not necessary for the completion of the 

phrase. In other words, it is optional. 

 

2b The Conceptual Metaphor Hypothesis (Gibbs & Nayak 1989) 

The Conceptual Metaphor Hypothesis states that metaphors which are fundamental 

to human thought influence idiom comprehension. In other words, conceptual metaphors 

aid understanding of idiomatic expressions. Particular components of an idiom can 

metaphorically add to its figurative meaning. In the conceptual metaphor LOVE IS WAR 
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a contradictory and complex concept of love being destructive is explained by a more 

familiar and less abstract term, i.e. ‘war’. 

 

2c The Idiom Decomposition Hypothesis (Gibbs & Nayak 1989) 

The Idiom Decomposition Hypothesis regards “speaker’s assumptions about how the 

meaning of the parts contribute to the figurative meanings of the whole” (Gibbs & Nayak 

1989:  104). Individual components of a decomposable idiom contribute to its figurative 

meaning, while idioms whose individual parts do not make such a contribution are 

regarded as non-decomposable. However, decomposability feature is mostly based on 

speakers’ judgements; while compositionality is a theoretical assumption about the 

arrangement of syntactic elements and their meaning in a given phrase or a sentence 

(generative grammar). 

 

3a The Model of Idiom Comprehension (Titone & Connine 1999) 

Titon and Connine (1999), can be attributed with the construction of two Hybrid 

Models: the Model of Idiom Comprehension and the Model of Dual Idiom Representation 

(extended by Abel 2003). Since in some degree they draw on the features of all the above 

mentioned models, hence the name The Hybrid Models. The authors focus on 

“determining the degree to which idiomatic and literal meanings are initially computed 

during idiom processing” (Titone and Connine 1999:  1668). Their research shows that 

both the literal and the figurative meaning are automatically activated at the same time.  

 

3b The Model of Dual Idiom Representation (Titone & Connine 1999) 

The Model of Dual Idiom Representation differs from the other models in a sense 

that includes three major aspects never taken into consideration before (Abel 2003:  329-

358). Firstly, second language lexicon was never taken into account; secondly, the lexical 

representations and conceptual aspects were never combined into one theoretical model, 

instead they were dealt with as separate elements; thirdly, the above mentioned studies 

never accommodated for the factor of frequency in their research. According to Abel non- 

decomposable idioms are accessed as one idiom entry while decomposable idioms are 

represented through their constituent entries, which over time, if encountered frequently 

enough, can develop an idiom entry. Abel emphasises the importance of the frequency 

factor in all of the idiom processing models mentioned above. 
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3c The Hybrid Model of Idiom Production (Cutting & Bock 1997) 

In The Hybrid Model of Idiom Production, Cutting and Bock (1997) address the 

questions concerning the storage and retrieval of idioms during language production. The 

hybrid model assumes that idiomatic phrases are stored at the lexical conceptual level of 

the mental lexicon as whole units. The lexical-conceptual nodes which represent them are 

linked to the syntactic constituent of the system responsible for retrieving the phrasal 

frames and indicating grammatical slots in idiomatic phrases (Dąbrowska 2018: 66). 

The type adopted for the purpose of this thesis is The Model of Dual Idiom 

Representation presented by Titone and Connine (1999). Abel’s view regarding the 

importance of idiom frequency is fairly grounded. The higher the frequency of an idiom 

occurring as an idiomatic configuration, the more likely it is that the appropriate idiom 

entry is developed, regardless of the feature of idiom decomposability or non-

decomposability. Frequency plays an essential role in language processing. 

 

1.8 Synchronic and diachronic approach 

In linguistics, the terms synchronic and diachronic approach refer to two different 

methods in linguistic research. The synchronic approach studies a specific aspect of 

language in one particular period of time, while the diachronic approach is concerned 

with the historical development of a language (OED). As Sankin (1979: 8) states:  

 

It should be emphatically stressed that the distinction between the synchronic and the 

diachronic study is merely a difference of approach separating for the purposes of 

investigation what in real language is inseparable. The two approaches should not be 

contrasted, or set one against the other; in fact, they are intrinsically interconnected and 

interdependent:  every linguistic structure and system actually exists in a state of constant 

development so that the synchronic state of a language system is a result of a long process 

of linguistic evolution, of its historical development. 

 

According to Kiparsky (2008: 1), “If language change is constrained by grammatical 

structure, then synchronic assumptions have diachronic consequences”. Furthermore, 

Kiparsky states that it is a common belief that during the transmission of language certain 

mutations occur. For example, when aspects of grammar are based on incomplete data, 

as it is retained from earlier stages of acquisition, they become incorporated into the final 

system. This conception of “imperfect learning” is commonly assumed in investigations 
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of syntactic change. Therefore, the theory of acquisition becomes a vital link between 

synchronic and diachronic linguistics. 

In Ginzburg’s (1979) view, almost all idiomatic phrases can be traced back to free 

word groups which during time and the historical development of the English language 

have obtained semantic and grammatical inseparability. It can be also observed that free 

word-groups may experience grammaticalisation or lexicalisation. Examples of 

grammaticalisation, for instance, can be noted in the transformation of free word-groups 

composed of the verb ‘have’:  namely into the grammatical form known as the Present 

Perfect in the English language. The degree of grammatical and semantic inseparability 

in this word-form is so high that the component ‘have’ does not possess a lexical meaning 

of its own. 

The term ‘lexicalisation’ refers to the free word group transforming into a 

phraseological unit or a compound word. These two corresponding ways of lexicalisation 

of the free word groups can be best observed and identified through the diachronic 

analysis. The example of the above can be the compound word ‘instead’ which can be 

traced back to the structurally identical free phrase (cf. OE. ‘in stede’). We know 

considerably less about the factors active in the process of the lexicalisation resulting in 

phraseological units. It can be assumed that a free word group is transformed into a 

phraseological unit when it obtains semantic inseparability and becomes synchronically 

non-motivated. The loss of motivation of free word groups may be visible when one of 

components becomes archaic or drops out of the language; it may be also the result of 

change in the semantic structure of a word; or when a free word group applied in 

professional speech enters general literary usage; or last but not least, when a proverb 

begins to be used as a self-contained unit (Ginzburg 1979:  86). 

The interpretation of some neologisms is only possible in conjunction with existing 

word combinations. It appears to be the case that there are fewer newly-coined word 

combinations that become institutionalised than single words:  it is because of their 

arbitrariness, low frequency and specific cultural associations that they are short-lived. 

Of course whether all phraseological expressions can be considered acceptable depends 

on the set standards and the competence of the users. According to Howarth (1998: 24),  

“It is now generally accepted that advanced learners of English need to have command 

of a wide range of complex lexical units, which are for a native speaker processed as 

prefabricated chunks, fixed, or semi-fixed expressions”. While conventionality leads to 

efficient communication processes, the phrasal lexicon needs to be frequently re- 
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organised and refreshed to remain effective, in order to accommodate variability between 

the members of a speech community. Nevertheless, the problem may occur while trying 

to differentiate between native change and variation, as well as identifying appropriate 

sources of data for the description of the change (Howarth 1998: 24-44).  

Since the general purpose of this thesis is to investigate the coinage of new and the 

application of existing idioms in the British Press (1945-2020), both of the approaches 

i.e. the diachronic and the synchronic may be of use. Firstly, the diachronic approach is 

applied to observe the evolution of idioms in the last 75 years in respect to certain 

historical circumstances; secondly the synchronic approach presenting the language at the 

specific moment not accounting for history, reflects cultural context mirrored in idioms. 

As a result, the reader can obtain access to various aspects of British culture and 

understand its uniqueness. In a broader sense, many phenomena that occur in 

contemporary Britain, including the Brexit vote or the residual character of its art and 

culture, can be explained. 

 

1.9 Syntagmatic and paradigmatic relation  

“Without language, thought is a vague, uncharted nebula” (Ferdinand de Saussure 

1974:  112). 

The syntagmatic relation and the paradigmatic relation viewpoints were first 

presented by de Saussure in order to differentiate between two kinds of signifiers, one 

regarding positioning (syntagmatic) and the other one regarding substitution 

(paradigmatic) as noted by Chiu and Lu (2016: 1). The distinction between the two 

pertinent dimensions is of significant importance in structural semiotic analysis. 

Paradigmatic relations are extensively applied in thesauri and other systems based on 

knowledge organisation, while syntagmatic relations are usually juxtaposed to co‐

occurrences in some context.  

Typical examples of a paradigmatic relationship between words are hyponymy, 

synonymy and antonymy, words that are the same parts of speech, and which can be 

substituted for each other in the same position within a sentence. It may seem, though, 

that any given word in a language can be substituted for another. But as corpus linguistics 

research has shown, language is not stored in the mental lexicon as a huge substitution 

repository. Linear relationships with other words in a sentence are equally important. It 

is a relationship which a word has with other words that forms its context of appearance 

and function. In other words, unlike the paradigmatic relationship, the syntagmatic one is 
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not about meaning. It is about lexical neighbourhood and company (key word:  

collocation) as well as grammatical patterns (key word:  colligation) a word keeps and in 

which it occurs. According to Sinclair (2004: 140), the corpus linguistics pioneer, “the 

tradition of linguistic theory has been massively biased in favour of the paradigmatic 

rather than the syntagmatic dimension.”  

Syntagmatic and paradigmatic relations together compose the identity of an item 

within the linguistic system as a whole. Therefore, every linguistic unit can be 

characterised or identified by two factors, firstly where it can occur sequentially in a 

sentence, and secondly the way it can be substituted. It has to be noted that the 

syntagmatic relation is somewhat stronger and can dominate the paradigmatic relation, 

for example in a sentence ‘a dog barked’ the scoop of the paradigmatic relation is too 

narrow (who else can bark) therefore the syntagmatic relation directs the paradigmatic 

one (Lyons 1968: 428). As Chandler (2007: 84) notices: 

 

The value of a sign (word) is determined by both its paradigmatic and its syntagmatic 

relations. Syntagms and paradigms provide a structural context within which these signs 

make sense, in other words they are the structural forms through which signs are organised 

into codes.  

 

Both syntagmatic and paradigmatic analyses equally treat a sign as part of a system 

by exploring its functions within codes and sub-codes. It should be emphasised that the 

semiotic analysis of a text or corpus has to deal with the system as a whole, and that these 

two dimensions cannot be considered in isolation. The description of every semiotic 

system involves specifying the inclusion of all the relevant paradigmatic sets as well as 

the possible combinations of one set with another. According to de Saussure, “the system 

as a united whole is the starting point, from which it becomes possible, by a process of 

analysis, to identify its constituent elements; one cannot try to construct the system by 

working upwards from the constituent elements” (de Saussure 1974: 113). 

Culler (1985: 104) illustrates the syntagmatic relations and paradigmatic contrasts 

using the case of ‘Western menus’ as an example:  

 

In the food system... one defines on the syntagmatic axis the combinations of courses which 

can make up meals of various sorts; and each course or slot can be filled by one of a number 

of dishes which are in paradigmatic contrast with one another (one wouldn't combine roast 

beef and lamb chops in a single meal; they would be alternatives on any menu). These 
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dishes which are alternative to one another often bear different meanings in that they 

connote varying degrees of luxury, elegance, etc. 

 

Many other linguists have offered their explanation of the syntagmatic and 

paradigmatic relation using more or less similar, imaginative examples. But how do these 

two notions affect idioms? Using the paradigmatic relation in idioms will alter the 

meaning of the structure. However, the syntagmatic relation between the words may be 

somewhat arbitrary and unfamiliar, for example:  it’s raining cats and dogs. The relation 

between the words ‘raining’ and ‘cats’ feels to be very arbitrary. This is unique 

characteristic of idioms, their hidden meaning which cannot be comprehended just by 

understanding and mentally processing every unit of an expression individually.  

Drew and Holt who have investigated the syntagmatic properties of idioms during 

their study of the use of idioms in naturally occurring telephone conversations, draw the 

attention to the following point:  the “use of idioms is often associated with the 

termination of the topic about which the participants had been speaking, and the transition 

to a new topic. Idioms thus serve to close a topic through their summarizing effect” 

(Everaert, et al. 2014: 6). As stated by Burger et al (2008: 800) “Idioms demand special 

contextual conditions in order to be accepted as pragmatically and semantically adequate 

expressions”. The main reason is that idioms possess different mental images which call 

for restrictions to their use. It is also not advisable to reduce the semantic structure of an 

idiom to its core component. As much as it can be considered easier for the ‘quick’ 

comprehension value, from the view point of the practical needs it would be not sufficient. 

And if semantic theory comes into play, it would be simply wrong since idiomatic 

expressions as a whole are semantically richer than their condensed core meanings. For 

example, the expression it’s raining cats and dogs possesses more semantical value than 

the phrase it’s raining. The actual meaning inherits some conceptual elements and 

includes them in its semantic structures as vital components. These conceptual elements 

usually derive from the underlying image. Using an idiom with an image component 

provides a description of a given state with some elements of emotions. Non-metaphoric 

vocabulary lacks the ‘emotional colour’ which metaphoric phrases provide. 

The image component, which is a specific conceptual structure between the lexical 

structure and the real meaning of an idiom, remains an important element of its content 

plane. According to Dirk Geeraerts: “[P]sycholinguistic investigations (…) show that 

motivating images for idioms are psychologically real. And evidence (…) for actual 
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reinterpretation along the paradigmatic axis may be found, that is, evidence for new 

meaning coming about through the search for motivation” (Everaer 2014: 71). 

When applied to studying idioms the paradigmatic relationship can be utilised to 

examine links between the particular components of a given idiom and the culture it 

functions in. Syntagamtic relationship, on the other hand, regards the order of these 

components, i.e. helps explain how the meaning and sense unfold in the specific structure 

and configuration. When both approaches are combined the meaning and sense can be 

established and, in consequence, idioms can be discussed in terms of their signification. 

 

1.10 Signification of idioms 

Cacciari and Tabbosi (2014: 75) note that “The study of idioms is significant not only 

in terms of understanding how people learn and comprehend figurative language, but also 

because idiomaticity reveals some dramatic insights into the relationship of language and 

thought”. While some scholars declare that over the years linguistic research has 

concentrated more on the syntax of languages, leaving semantics in a shade40, others e.g. 

Mora-Marquez (2015: 1),  states that the problem lies in ambiguity of the  notion of 

meaning She credits the notion of meaning with three different aspects of language:  its 

communicative, semiotic and descriptive role. In her view the notion of signification 

involves the same ambiguity as the notion of meaning41. 

Herdt (1994: 59) refers to idioms as “natural vehicles for transmitting personal and 

encyclopaedic knowledge”. Furthermore, he adds that the personal and encyclopaedic 

knowledge derives not only from lexical signification (a relationship between signifier 

and signified) but also from metaphoric significance “stemming from the nonarbitrary 

(subjective) meanings they evoke within individual speakers and listeners” (Herdt 1994: 

59). According to Wagner (1972: 5), the difference between these two occurrences is the 

fact of their relationship. A metaphor contributes elements of meaning in the culture, 

while “lexical signification registers its conventions of labelling”. Wagner (1972: 145-

167) also implies that the source of these “conventions of labelling” is ritual42. Herdt 

                                                 

 

40 Hilary Putman (1975), in “The Meaning of Meaning”, Mind, Language and Reality 2, acknowledges the 

fact that analysis of deep structure of linguistic forms presents us with excellent description of the syntax, 

however the dimension of meaning according to the author is “in a dark as it ever was” (1975: 215). 
41 The term meaning applies to the symbolic value of something, while signification is the act of signifying, 

or something that is signified, a relationship between signifier and signified. 
42 Ritual as the codifier of the metaphoric system of meanings. 
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disagrees since it would attribute frozen meanings to cultural forms such as idioms. In 

Herdt’s view the lexical and metaphorical significance uses personal knowledge, social 

relationship and draws on ritual and fantasy. The idioms according to him, constitute a 

system of information which “is distinctive to a form of thought:  perceptual patterns that 

underline pragmatic references to the significata of the idioms, i.e., their perceived entities 

in the real world; or the indexical uses of this information in mundane and ritual context” 

(1994:  60). 

In this thesis the words ‘mean’ and ‘signify’ are used interchangeably unless the 

difference between the two is clear, e.g. in the words ‘morning star’ and ‘evening star’ 

the meaning is the same but signification is different. 

 

Summary 

According to Cacciari and Tabossi  “The multifaceted nature of idioms has, among 

its consequences, the fact that it is virtually impossible for any single approach or 

methodology to fully capture it” (2014:  xiii). Idioms are treated as ‘multifaceted objects’ 

not only because of their complexity, but also because of their elusiveness (Tabossi & 

Zardon 1993: 145). Therefore, no single definition of the term ‘idiom’ can be adequate, 

as the classification of idioms varies depending on individual scholars’ research interests 

(Liu 2017). There are many taxonomies of idioms in regard to their characteristics and 

features, some of which are presented in this chapter. Idioms chosen in order to represent 

cultural elements in the best way are: tournure idioms (or opaque, pure), proverbial 

idioms, first base idioms, familiar quotations, binominal idioms, phrasal compound 

idioms and incorporating verb idioms. 

English as a language is particularly rich in idiomatic phrases. Literary works of 

Shakespeare43, Dickens44, or Carroll 45 helped in creating and spreading metaphorical 

idioms (Jack 2005). Metonymy and synecdoche are mostly responsible for idioms derived 

                                                 

 

43 E.g. at one fell swoop meaning in a single movement. First time used by Shakespeare in Macbeth (1966). 
44 E.g. Artful Dodger a character from Oliver Twist novel, quickly adopted by Victorian public to describe 

any crafty rascal, or  doubtful , risky situation or a thing, (a little bit dodgy).  
45 E.g. the Mad Hatter, a character from Alice in Wonderland, used to describe an insane person (as mad as 

a hatter). 
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from everyday life in regard to the field of sports46, law and politics47, or food and drink48, 

among many others. The aspects of analogy, allusion, alliteration, anaphor and cliché are 

also considered in relation to idiom formation. As much as alliteration may be considered 

a thing from the past (i.e. Old English poetry including Beowulf) the play on words using 

rhyme is still very much present e.g. Cockney Rhyming Slang (Chapter II). Idioms 

formed on the basis of analogy use devices such as a metaphor, an allegory or a simile 

for comparison between two objects, while clichés are simply overused expressions49. 

Anaphor also employs metaphor to create short and pithy sentences containing a truth, a 

kind of a maxim50. On the other hand, since allusion-based idioms refer to something or 

someone or somewhere, they quite often contain elements of culture. Therefore, 

possessing some cultural knowledge aids the comprehension process.  

Idioms selected for the purpose of this thesis once categorised, i.e. tournure idioms 

(opaque, pure), proverbial idioms, first base idioms, familiar quotations, binominal 

idioms, phrasal compound idioms and incorporating verb idioms, will be examined in 

reference to their formation i.e. based on metaphor, metronome, synecdoche, analogy, 

allusion, aphorisms, alliteration, or based on cliché. 

                                                 

 

46 E.g. at the drop of a hat meaning immediately. First used in boxing or horseracing to indicate a start of 

the event. 
47 E.g. in the bag meaning absolute certain. It was a tradition in the British Parliament  to put all  petitions 

brought before the House of Commons in a velvet bag and hung from the  back of the Speaker’s chair in 

order for the most positive outcome. 
48 E.g. gone to pot is meaning of no real use, or a person not in the fit condition. Back in 16th century meat 

beyond its best would be chopped and used for a stew, therefore as having gone to the pot. 
49 E.g. I lost track of time; or play your cards right. 
50 E.g. a bird in the hand is worth two in the bush; or a rolling stone gathers no moss. 
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CHAPTER II 

 

 

Theoretical considerations regarding British idioms 

 

Idioms are considered as exceptions to the general rule of compositionality. As such 

they present numerous obstacles not only to scholars dealing with linguistic theories, but 

also to natural, everyday language processing. Idioms have a wide range of applications 

corresponding to different facets of their characteristics. First of all idioms are 

omnipresent, it is not easy to speak spontaneously without slipping into idiomatic usage. 

Idioms create metaphorical shortcut to what we are trying to convey. They simply add 

picture to the mono sentences. Secondly they bring colour to any discourse, by creating a 

challenge to the speakers involved. This chapter looks into origins of some of English 

idioms, in respect to their various semantic fields e.g. art and literature, sports, everyday 

life. Furthermore, classification of idioms by the place of occurrence is presented, as well 

as classification of idioms used by different social groups. 

 

2.1 Characteristics and origins of British idioms 

According to Boers and Lindstromberg (2008:  334), up to 20% of English idioms 

are made up of alliterating words, or of words that rhyme respectively51. Their original 

study focused on the prototypical front-front alliteration-type such as in rule the rust or 

spic and span. According to their survey, 15 % of idioms in the English language 

exhibited this type of alliteration. Moreover, when the non-prototypical alliteration-type 

(non-front-front) was researched, the results showed that nearly 20% of idioms possessed 

this feature, for example expressions such as ruffle someone’s feathers or off the cuff. This 

is a useful feature, because alliteration in idioms such as through thick and thin, below 

the belt, meet your match and rhyme patterns such as the name of the game, an eager 

beaver, or horses for courses, can help to remember these expressions. Of course, sound 

patterns can also occur in many common non-idiomatic expressions, such as in 

collocations like tell the truth, or wage war; in compounds pickpocket, or beer belly; 

proverbs curiosity killed the cat, or where there’s a will there’s a way; similes cool as a 

                                                 

 

51 The hand count was taken from Oxford Dictionary of Idioms (Speake 1999). According to Collins 

Cobuild Dictionary of Idioms (Sinclair & Moon 2002) frequently used idioms with catchy sound patterns 

constituted over 23% (mostly based on alliteration). 



51 

 

cucumber, or fit as a fiddle; and in many other phrases such as time will tell, or from dawn 

till dusk. This hints at the possibility that catchy sound patterns or the ease of articulation 

may affect the frequency of use and occurrence and thus play a role in the standardisation 

of certain word strings at the expense of others (2008:  334). Boers and Lindstromberg 

(2008), also state that rhyme and alliteration patterns are not confined only to English 

idioms; Dutch, French and Spanish, for example, also possess high percentages of a 

phonological motivation in their idioms. Nevertheless, it is English that is most prone to 

‘front-front’ alliterations. This feature may derive from the character of the English 

language which is stress-timed, meaning that it puts the word stress on the first syllable; 

secondly, words are relatively short; and finally, the word order is pretty much fixed 

(2008: 334). 

Furthermore, in his online article for MED Magazine52, Boers (2008) states:  

 

The word order may be the most ‘logical’, given the origin of the idiom. For example, in 

the expression swallow something hook, line, and sinker, the image is that of a fish that 

first swallows the bait on the hook of the fishing rod, and then swallows the line, and finally 

swallows even the sinker (small heavy object that makes the line sink in the water). In short, 

the word order reflects the sequence of events in the literal scenario. So, recognition of the 

literal origin of the expression may help you to make sense of its word order. 

 

Boers (2008) also states that word order appears to be the most natural if a flow of 

information moves from general to more specific aspects. For example, in the idiom alive 

and kicking the word order makes more sense than in a phrase kicking and alive, because 

kicking suggests being alive. In other words, the first word creates a ‘frame’ in which the 

second appears, just like in the phrase bread and butter because first you need the bread 

to spread the butter on; or, to give yet another example, in the saying chapter and verse 

when first you find the chapter in a book and then the verse in that chapter. The word 

order may also sound best because of its rhythm. In English it is preferable to put the 

longest word last, for example:  part and parcel, or belt and braces. Moreover, the word 

order may simply correlate with the best way of pronouncing, thus offering the tongue 

the least strenuous operation, for example:  it’s raining cats and dogs involves less tongue 

movement than saying it’s raining dogs and cats53.  

                                                 

 

52 MED Magazine is the unique webzine of Macmillan English Dictionaries. 
53 In English iambic verse is the most natural and thus most frequently used in word games and poetry. 
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As already mentioned before, many idioms have derived from general physical 

experiences, for example:  hot under the collar, let off steam, or breathe fire, all of which 

refer to being angry by projecting the image of something hot inside the speaker or 

someone spoken of. Language appears to be a sensitive mirror of human behaviour for 

these phrases put it into words:  if people get angry, they quite often get red in the face as 

a result of inner turmoil and the raised body temperature. Likewise, the figurative 

expressions have your hands tied, to lend someone a hand, or to try your hand at 

something all project the image of the hand performing an action. Here as well we can 

see how language perfectly mirrors the human condition:  most daily activities involve 

the use of our hands. Such expression are usually of synecdoche or metonymic origin. 

There are many more areas of specific experiences or so called domains, such as cooking, 

sport, war, or entertainment, in which similar correlations can be observed. Some of the 

domains may no longer be common in present-day life; but if we uncover the original 

context in which the idiom was engendered, if we identify the image it is based on and 

can relate it to the scene of the idiom’s emergence, we will find it easier to understand 

(Boers 2008). 

Overall, idioms that are derived from physical experiences show strong similarities 

among different cultures. Therefore they tend to be quite easy to decode. This comes as 

no surprise, as basic physical experiences such as being hot or cold are shared 

universally54. Even though an idiom’s form and wording might be different across 

languages, the general image underlying it is often the same. On the other hand, idioms 

originating from more specific domains are more than likely to differ across cultures. This 

can be attributed to the fact that not all domains from which idiomatic expressions derived 

have been equally significant in all cultures. For instance, the English language is 

exceptionally rich in phrases that are derived from the nautical domain. This is hardly 

surprising if ponder on England’s long history as a seafaring nation (Boers 2008). 

It is also important to mention that idioms can vary in accordance to how formal they 

are. An idiom derived from a domain like entertainment or sports is more likely to be 

used in informal communication than an idiom derived from a serious domain such as 

politics or warfare. For example, the expression to score an own goal is more likely to 

occur in informal discourse than the expression to break ranks. Idioms may also possess 

                                                 

 

54 However, caution is required: As we know today, sensations, feelings and emotions have their own 

historical evolution, too, and they may differ considerably between cultures.  
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a different degree of ‘superiority’. For example, an expression such as tally-ho is 

considered more aristocratic and high-class than the common phrase ta-ta, both of which 

are used to say ‘goodbye’. In general, as Panou states “idioms are found more common 

in informal discourse, such as fiction and conversation, than in formal registers” (2014:  

63). Panou also adds that “not all idioms feature prominently in informal settings since 

some idioms occur more frequently in writing” (ibid:  63). Moon argues that pure idioms 

are more likely to be found in written discourse (1998:  72). Furthermore, according to 

her, some idioms are more likely to appear in formal situations which may be clarified in 

terms of tenor55 and constrains imposed by the power relationship of participants (Moon 

1998:  68). Idioms are a common occurrence in all languages, they are culture-specific. 

Liu (2008) stresses that this cultural aspect should not be neglected while discussing 

idioms. Furthermore, the author states that most of the figurative idioms are 

metaphorically based and conceptually motivated56. Since cultural elements may vary 

between different cultures, a metaphorical concept evident in one culture may be obscure 

in another.  

Since this thesis regards British idioms, British cultural elements are investigated in 

relation to their origins57 and application58. The characteristic feature of the English 

language is a proliferation of idioms related to the sea, which is linked to a great history 

of Britain as a sea-faring nation. Respectively, idioms related to naval and military 

traditions play a prominent role in British culture. Another source is the nation’s attitude 

toward gambling and sports - also greatly reflected in a substantial number of idiomatic 

phrases. When it comes to entertainment, the theatre played a prominent role, therefore a 

metaphorical concept of life being a theatrical act is used in many idioms especially in 

the fields of politic and economy59. Examining different values and beliefs predominant 

in British culture it is noticeable that sailing, sports, gambling, and entertainment (theatre) 

                                                 

 

55 “As a text-type each of the literary or aesthetic genres involved specifies what can be talked about (field), 

how it should be talked about (mode) and who should talk about it to whom and with what purpose (tenor)” 

(Threadgold 1988: 355). 
56 E.g. metaphorical concept of life being a competitive sport and then application of sport idiom such as a 

sticky wicket or strike out in politics. 
57 By origins it is meant: idioms selected for the purpose of this thesis, i.e. tournure idioms, proverbial 

idioms, first base idioms, familiar quotations, binominal idioms  and phrasal compound idioms, examined 

in reference to their formation i.e. based on metaphor, metronome, synecdoche, analogy, allusion, 

alliteration, or cliché. 
58 By application it is meant: whether idiom is used in a formal or informal way (in what type of article it 

was featured). 
59 E.g. behind the scenes, a balancing act, waiting in the wings or ready to act when needed. 
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have been of significant importance in British life. Consequently, sailing, sports, 

gambling and the theatre have been leading metaphorical concepts for idioms in Britain. 

  

2.2 Connotations and denotations of British idioms 

As stated by Matthews (2007:  97), denotation is “the relation between a lexical unit 

and the objects it is used to refer to”. In other words, it is the association that a word or a 

phrase usually prompts for most of the speakers of a language, while a word’s or phrase’s 

connotation is their secondary meaning, suggesting or implying something rather than 

being openly named or described. 

The connotation of a word vastly depends on the cultural context and personal 

associations, while the denotation of a word is its standardised meaning known and used 

within the orbit of any target language. Understanding of the English lexicon demands 

more than knowing the denotative meaning of words. It requires the speaker to possess 

connotative word comprehension, and also an understanding of figurative language. 

Idiomatic expressions fall into this category (Ambrose 2008).  

Because of the subjective nature of language, some connotations can be more 

personal, deriving from particular experiences, whereas others may carry emotional 

overtones of the way the speaker/writer presents the word. Depending on the intention, 

either favourable or unfavourable connotations can be chosen. Dickins discusses four 

types of connotation (2011: 318-320). First is nuance, or a tendency to mean which is a 

matter of canonical allosemony. The second type, mentioned by the author is attitudinal 

connotation, an example of which is the term ‘pigs’ in reference to the police. ‘Pigs’ and 

‘police’ are denotatively identical since they cover the same real and imaginary range of 

referents. Nonetheless, while ‘police’ is a neutral expression ‘pigs’ has negative 

overtones. The expression does not denote the referent in a neutral way, but hints at some 

attitude to it. The third type of connotation, more important, according to the author from 

a textual point of view is the pseudo-referential connotation. The example is a phrase 

Margaret Thatcher was a bulldozer which not only indicates that she was intimidating, 

but also conjures an image of a bulldozer. According to the author “this pseudo-referential 

form of connotation is present in all figures of speech which originate in allosemic 

including live metaphor” (2011:  319). The final type mentioned is the general social or 

cultural connotation. For example, the term ‘pig’ meaning ‘policeman’, the negative 
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attitude attached to ‘pig’ is motivated by the social and cultural connotations of ‘pig’ in 

its literal alloseme60.  

Nowadays in the press, for the sake of political correctness and also in order to avoid 

alienating the reader, favourable connotations are often exposed. Scientific documents 

typically use a neutral connotation. In politics both favourable and unfavourable 

connotations are used, depending on the desired impact (Riebs & Reeves 2005). 

As it is stated at the beginning of this sub-chapter, the denotative meaning of the 

word refers to its dictionary definition which is based on a general consensus, but in the 

case of the idiomatic expressions the answer is not so clear cut. The problem arises when 

exposing and subjecting the idiom to a different culture. As pointed out, in section 2.1, 

idioms reflect cultural characteristics of a given nation. 

Sometimes one and the same idiomatic expression is known in more than just one 

country and culture but the meaning is completely different. Take for example to have 

butchers hook61 which in England means ’to look’ (Collins English Dictionary online), 

whereas in New Zealand it means ‘crook’ (Bauer 1999). In English slang, the saying 

Gregory Peck implies ‘neck’, in Irish rhyming slang it means ‘specs’ and in Australian 

slang ‘cheque’ (Dalzell &Victor 2013). Therefore, the denotative meaning, a dictionary 

meaning, of the idiom as a whole unit varies, depending on the country where it is used. 

Furthermore, because idioms draw on the cultural background of a society, quite often 

they are present and fairly common in one country but completely unknown in another. 

For example the phrase it’s not my cup of tea is a British idiom meaning that something 

is not to someone’s liking. Knowing British culture and knowing how peculiar the British 

are when it comes to their tea allows us to understand the idiom’ generalising meaning 

and accept it as meaningful. In Britain where drinking tea is a tradition, this idiom makes 

perfect sense. On the other hand, in Italy where the preferable drink is coffee, the saying 

it’s not my cup of tea may not have the same impact. 

Like words, idioms can carry positive, neutral and negative connotations. Of course 

depending on factors such as the tone of voice or the context, the situation in which the 

utterance is made, the connotation may change. For example, an idiom with a generally 

positive meaning may be applied in a negative way, depending on the position and the 

                                                 

 

60 In the British culture pigs are considered dirty and greedy animals. 
61 Idioms derived from Cockney Rhyming Slang (their characteristics and construction) are discussed in 

the next sub-chapter. 
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point of view of the speaker. For example expressions pigheaded or stiff-necked display 

such negative connotations. The idiomatic equivalents of these phrases, according to the 

thesaurus are: set in stone and dead set on (OED). Both of these idioms carry neutral to 

slightly positive connotations. 

Let us look at other examples of idiomatic expressions with dual connotations 

depending on the applied circumstances. 

 

IDIOMATIC 

EXPRESSION 

MEANING CONNOTATIONS 

to go nuts to go crazy negative connotation 

help yourself to something positive connotation 

to hit the roof to go crazy negative connotation 

go ecstatic positive connotations 

dark horse someone with hidden talents positive connotations 

a cheat negative connotations 

there are other fish 

in the sea 

missed opportunity negative connotation 

the new opportunity will arise positive connotations 

there’s a method to 

his madness 

he seems crazy negative connotations 

he is cleaver positive connotations 

Table 14. Idiomatic expressions with double meaning and dual connotations (created by the author of the 

thesis). 

 

These expressions are only a few that have been chosen in order to illustrate the way 

idioms can carry both a negative and a positive connotation, and the difference will be 

noticeable depending on the context in which they occur. All of the above mentioned 

phrases carry a double sense, therefore it is fairly easy to ascribe them a positive or a 

negative connotation. But what happens if the idiom displays one meaning − can it be 

always assigned to one particular group?  For example, the idiomatic expression to hit the 

road holds the meaning ‘to go’/’to leave’, but depending on the speaker and the 

circumstances surrounding the specific discourse the idiom may display either a positive, 

a neutral or a negative connotation. In other words, in a situation in which for example a 

couple of friends are ready to set off on a trip of a life time, sitting in their car and looking 
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at the sunrise, say ‘let’s hit the road’, the idiom uttered displays a positive connotation:  

namely ‘let the adventure begin’. On the other hand, if someone who has been driving to 

work for a substantial amount of time stops at a road bar for a quick coffee but is obliged 

to drive another x kilometres, will say ‘I must hit the road’, then he/she will imply that 

leaving is forced upon him/her, that leaving is an unwanted obligation, because otherwise 

he or she will be late. Let us consider a few more examples:  

  

IDIOMATIC 

EXPRESSION 

MEANING SITUATIONAL 

CONTEXT 

CONNOTATION 

first come first 

served 

to mean that people will 

receive something or be 

dealt with in the order in 

which they ask or arrive 

(Cambridge Dictionary 

Online) 

someone who 

arrived first 

positive connotation 

 

someone who 

arrived last 

negative 

connotation 

to sleep like a log to sleep very well, without 

being woken by any noises 

(Cambridge Dictionary 

Online). 

I slept really well positive connotation 

 

I overslept for 

work 

negative 

connotation 

to spread like 

wildfire 

quickly affects or becomes 

known by more and more 

people (Cambridge 

Dictionary Online). 

 

an author who is 

selling his new 

book 

positive connotation 

flu epidemic negative 

connotation 

Table15. Idiomatic expressions with singular meaning but dual connotations. 

 

Thus, as demonstrated, idiomatic expressions can display positive, neutral and 

negative connotations. 

 

2.3 Classification of idioms by semantic fields 

Language is a fundamental part of any culture. It is motivated and shaped by it (Dang 

& Liu 1989: 3). Since idioms are a significant part of the English lexical system they 

substantially contribute to the language. Furthermore, they do not simply convey the 

message, but of equal importance is the way they do it.  

According to Nida (2001: 139), “Idioms usually carry more impact than non-

idiomatic expressions because of their close identification with a particular language and 

culture”. Idiomatic expressions are a part of a language carrying and conveying specific 

and often idiosyncratic cultural connotations. Because they have formed in different 

historical periods of time, and passed from generation to generation, idioms in the best 
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way reflect cultural elements and qualities such as customs and habits, traditions, religion, 

and politics. Respectively, there are several different semantic fields that idioms can be 

assigned to depending on these cultural elements.  

 

2.3.1 Idioms originating in culture 

Idioms presented in this sub-chapter originated in the field of art and literature, sports, 

religion and everyday habits. This semantic field comprises a vast number of idiomatic 

expressions reflecting British cultural elements and aspects. There are examples from 

William Shakespeare’s plays, Geoffrey Chaucer’s works, or Louis Carroll’s fantasy 

novels62; as well as sport related idioms; or idioms derived from the Bible.  

 

2.3.1.1 Literature 

When discussing English literature one can name some authors who stand out in that 

field. William Shakespeare is definitely one of them. He is regarded as the master of the 

English language, a great poet, skilful dramatist, and a talented actor. Many commonly 

used idiomatic expressions have their origin in Shakespeare’s plays. For instance, paint 

the lily is first recorded in King John (Act IV, Scene II), and its meaning is ‘wasteful and 

ridiculous excess’63. There are 135 phrases that have trickled down from Shakespearian 

plays to everyday language:  such as A Midsummer Night's Dream, As You Like It, 

Hamlet, Macbeth and many more. Shakespeare is credited with coining phrases such as 

a dish fit for a king from Julius Caesar (1601), meaning ‘of high quality’64. Another 

popular idiomatic phrase, from King John (1595), is the old saying fight fire with fire, 

meaning ‘to respond to an attack by using a similar method, i.e. attack as well’65. From 

Othello (1604) we have inherited the phrase to wear ones heart on a sleeve, meaning ‘to 

display one's emotions openly’66. This phrase is thought to have derived from the custom 

of jousting matches, in which knights are said to have worn the colours of the lady they 

                                                 

 

62 A good example can be an expression as mad as a hatter meaning ‘crazy’ that derives from Carol’s 

most popular novel Alice in Wonderland. 
63 Paint the lily, 

 https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/108375?redirectedFrom=Paint+the+lily#eid39179275 [24.07.2020]. 
64 A dish fit for a king,  

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/70747?redirectedFrom=fit+for+a+king+#eid1215181610 [24.07.2020]. 
65 Fight fire with fire, 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/70512?redirectedFrom=fight+fire+with+fire#eid1207796010 

[24.07.2020]. 
66 To wear ones heart on a sleeve, 

 https://www.phrases.org.uk/meanings/wear-your-heart-on-your-sleeve.html [24.07.2020]. 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/108375?redirectedFrom=Paint+the+lily#eid39179275
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were supporting, to be precise wearing a cloth or a ribbon tied to their arms. Another 

expression that Shakespeare used in Henry IV, Part I (1597), is stony-hearted, meaning 

‘cruel and unfeeling’67.  

A different phrase well known today is the saying as dead as a doornail, meaning 

‘absolutely dead and devoid of life’68. This is an old, 14th century idiom that is based on 

alliteration (see:  Chapter 1), for the first time encountered in the translation by William 

Langland (1350) of the French poem by Guillaume de Palerne. Some time later Langland 

used the expression in the poem The Vision (1362). By the end of 16th century the 

expression was in widespread colloquial use once Shakespeare had applied it in the 

speech of the rebel leader Jack Cade in  King Henry VI, Part 2 (1592). Moreover, as dead 

as a doornail was later used by Charles Dickens as well in  A Christmas Carol (1843). 

These are only a few examples of idiomatic phrases that originated in literature but 

are now frequently used in the written and spoken language (and both in the vernacular 

as much as in formal speech). Of course Shakespeare is not the only one who has 

influenced the English language. The phrase love is blind can first be encountered in 

Geoffrey Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales (1387), meaning that ‘true love is not 

superficial, it can be unexpected and random’69. Many other authors tried out and coined 

idiomatic expressions or used idioms already known in their works to great effect. Idioms 

made their dialogues more realistic, gave colour to them, added an authentic touch to the 

characters’ personality and just brought the artistic works to life. Idioms originating in 

literature tend to be of metaphorical or metonymic character and are more often used in 

formal or official style (see:  Chapter I).  

Moreover, the theatre in the Elizabethan era is considered one of the high points in 

the history of world theatre (Woog 2003). The period witnessed profound advances and 

improvements in the arts of acting, playwriting and stagecraft entertainment. Expressions 

such as behind the scenes meaning ‘in secret’70, waiting in the wings meaning ‘ready to 

                                                 

 

67 The phrase was first recorded in 1569, in Thomas Underdown's translation of the Ethiopian History of 

Heliodorus. When exactly it was coined is unknown. 
68 As dead as a doornail, 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/56832?redirectedFrom=as+dead+as+a+doornail#eid6138141 

[24.07.2020]. 
69 Love is blind, 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/110566?redirectedFrom=love+is+blind+#eid123343712 [24.07.2020]. 
70 Behind the scenes, 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/pl/dictionary/english/behind-the-scenes [24.07.2020]. 
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act when needed’71, or a balancing act meaning ‘a difficult compromise’ are just a few 

taken from the realm of theatre72. 

As much as literature is considered to be ‘food for the soul’, there is another popular 

expression connected with the arts:  music makes the world go round. Without any doubt, 

music is a big and powerful medium which renders and spreads cultural features and 

idiosyncrasies. As pointed out by Levitin (2019:  4):  

 

Whenever humans come together for any reason, music is there, weddings, funerals, 

graduation from college, men marching off to war, stadium sporting events, a night on the 

town, prayer, a romantic dinner, mothers rocking their infants to sleep and college students 

studying with music as a background. 

 

Music is a universal language that connects people. Lyrics of songs often use 

everyday idioms only apply them in a different context. Like in literature they function 

independently of their original sense but due to the phenomenon of popular culture they 

become assimilated and disseminated in the society. At the same time popular music is 

also a producer and distributor of new idioms. As an example Adele’s song Water under 

the bridge (2015) can be given. The expression’s meaning and message is that ‘problems 

that someone has had in the past should not worry us because they happened a long time 

ago and cannot be changed now’73. In other words:  what happened belongs to the past 

and it should stay there. 

A more recent artist, namely Lady Gaga, is accredited with popularisation of the 

idiom poker face. Poker face alludes to ‘a face that’s indecipherable and that does not 

show what the person to whom the face belongs thinks or feels’74. The term may also 

allude to the facial expression of a poker player who is expert at concealing his mind and 

intentions with regard to his hand. It is also the title of a song by Lady Gaga from 2008. 

 

                                                 

 

71 Waiting in the wings, 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/229324?redirectedFrom=waiting+in+the+wings+#eid14072665 

[24.07.2020]. 
72 A balancing act, 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/pl/dictionary/english/balance?q=a+balancing+act+ [24.07.2020]. 
73 Water under the bridge, 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/226109?redirectedFrom=Water+under+the+bridge#eid327732296 

[24.07.2020]. 
74 Poker face, 

https://www.oed.com/search?searchType=dictionary&q=poker+face&_searchBtn=Search [24.07.2020]. 
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2.3.1.2 Sport 

Another vast category comprises idioms referring to sports and activities. Looking 

into history one can notice that the British have always expressed a deeper interest in 

sports, and in greater variety than any other nation. According to Huggins (2004: 14):  

 

Growth in sport’s popularity, prevalence and importance reflected changes in Victorian 

society. Sporting involvement increased thanks to a variety of interlocking factors. The two 

key ones were money and time. The productivity gains of the industrial revolution created 

an economic surplus which first and most directly benefited the middle and upper classes, 

and allowed more money and time for sporting activities. The period of unprecedented 

economic wellbeing between about 1850 and 1873 spread prosperity across all forms of 

economic activity, from foreign trade to farming […] A general improvement in living 

standards took place.  

 

The second factor mentioned by the author ‘the time’ also helped in the expansion of 

sports. The consecutive Factory Acts reduced working hours allowing for more free 

time75. By the 1880s the working classes in Britain had more leisure time than in the rest 

of Europe (2004:15). Sports activities became more regularly held and commercialised. 

They also became better marketed by the press. However, there was another element that 

aided the spread of sport in Britain, namely the fact that Victorian society was a very 

young society (2004:17). Consequently, the demand for sport was fairly high. The 

development of the railway network in the UK allowed for travel much earlier than in 

other places. What is more, the spread of literacy opened the audience for sporting texts. 

New printing and telegraph services, as well as new techniques of advertising also 

attributed to spread of sport in Britain.  

In 1995 British Prime Minister John Major argued:  “We invented the majority of the 

world’s great sports.... 19th century Britain was the cradle of a leisure revolution every 

bit as significant as the agricultural and industrial revolutions we launched in the century 

before” (Whannel 2005: 73). One of the most important steps in sport development, which 

the British can be credited with, are issues concerning sportsmanship and fair play (Beck 

2008:  453-69). Furthermore, a game of cricket became a symbol of the Imperial spirit 

throughout the British Empire. New games became quickly popular, including golf, 

tennis, cycling and hockey. Moreover, women were more likely to participate.  

                                                 

 

75 Various Factory and Workshops Acts allocated different working hours to different trades.  
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The aristocracy and upper class dominated sports such as hunting, shooting, fishing 

and horse racing (Birley 1995). Therefore, the examples chosen here derived from a sub-

group connected with the English oldest tradition, namely hunting. The expression to beat 

about the bush means ‘to avoid the main point in a conversation’76. In medieval times 

hunters would often seek the help of local villagers with flushing the birds out from the 

shrubberies, by hitting the scrubs with wooden sticks. The purpose was to create enough 

noise to scare birds and other small animals out from the cover, making them easy targets. 

The phrase first appeared in 1440 in the medieval poem Generydes - A Romance in Seven-

Line Stanzas. The poem is an anonymous, single handwritten manuscript displayed in the 

library of Trinity College, in Cambridge. The phrase beat about the bush is one of the 

oldest non-biblical phrases in the English language. In 1572, the expression was used in 

George Gascoigne’s works, making it more conventional and raising its popularity. 

Another idiom i.e. a sitting duck also relates to the discipline of hunting. It means ‘an 

easy target for an attack’77. In hunting, the birds in flight were much harder to shot down 

than a duck that was sitting on the water because a stationary target is easier to hit than a 

moving one. The idiom sitting duck can be used to describe targets of physical attacks as 

well as of verbal or social attacks. The phrase sitting duck was often used by the British 

and the Americans during World War II to suggest that military targets such as the 

infantry were harder to protect than other units of the armed forces since they exposed 

themselves more to the enemy. 

A final example from the hunting domain is the idiom to hold with the hare and run 

with the hounds78. The phrase means ‘that one may support both sides of an argument or 

a dispute and try to remain on good terms with both sides in a conflict’. Hare coursing 

was a commonplace form of hunting for food in Medieval England. The saying hold with 

the hare was first found in 1399 W. Langland’s Richard Redeles. Since hares were an 

everyday occurrence in mediaeval England, the notion of the ‘hare’ became used in other 

phrases as well, such as the tortoise and the hare or the mad March hare.  

                                                 

 

76 To beat about the bush means, 

https://www.phrases.org.uk/meanings/beat-around-the-bush.html [24.07.2020]. 
77 A sitting duck, 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/pl/dictionary/english/sitting-duck [24.07.2020]. 
78 To hold with the hare and run with the hounds, 

https://www.oed.com/search?searchType=dictionary&q=to+hold+with+the+hare+and+run+with+the+ho

unds&_searchBtn=Search [24.07.2020]. 
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There are many more idiomatic phrases in English using the notion of hunting. As 

mentioned at the beginning of this sub-chapter, hunting was an old English tradition 

therefore vocabulary related to it appeared greatly in the language. Since culture 

constantly evolves, the changes can be observed in the way new idioms come into fashion, 

while other occur less frequently over the time. For example, the idiom to hold with the 

hare and run with the hounds is substantially less used these days then the phrase lock, 

stock and barrel79 which is also associated with hunting. This is mainly due to the fact 

that a hare is not such a common occurrence these days as it used to be, whereas gun 

culture is as popular as ever, if not more. Lock, stock and a barrel are parts of a gun, and 

the expression means ‘everything, all’. 

Additionally, the British are accredited with inventing football, cricket, rugby, tennis, 

snooker, squash and badminton. They created the first rules for such sports as boxing, 

golf and hockey. Idioms such as Sticky wicket; make the running; throw in the towel; or 

up to scratch are included in this category. In a game of cricket, a sticky wicket situation 

means ‘a difficult situation or unpleasant experience’80. ‘Wicket’ is the name of a 

rectangular area in the middle of the field with shorter grass, any changes in the weather 

such as rain would make it difficult to predict how the ball will bounce back. The 

expression throw in the towel means ‘to give up, to admit defeat’81, in a boxing match a 

trainer of the losing fighter would throw a towel into the boxing ring to stop a fight and 

at the same time, to admit defeat. The idiom to make the running means ‘to be the best in 

something’; and it also describes a person in the race who determines the speed by being 

first.82Another popular expression is up to the scratch which means that something is 

‘good, or up to the standards’83. In boxing, the line going through the middle of the boxing 

ring is called a scratch, it is a custom for the boxers to approach the line before each fight 

                                                 

 

79 Lock, stock and barrel, 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/109596?redirectedFrom=lock%2C+stock+and+barrel#eid39057619 

[24.07.2020]. 
80 Sticky wicket situation, 

https://www.phrases.org.uk/meanings/334550.html [24.07.2020]. 
81 Throw in the towel, 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/204013?redirectedFrom=throw+in+the+towel+#eid18125310 

[24.07.2020]. 
82 To make the running, 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/pl/dictionary/english/make-all-the-

running?q=make+%28all%29+the+running [24.07.2020]. 
83 Up to the scratch, 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/pl/dictionary/english/up-to-scratch [24.07.2020]. 
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to confirm that they are ready. Idiomatic expressions reflecting sports are yet another 

major group of the idiomatic lexicon and, the above given examples appear most 

frequently. 

 

2.3.1.3 Religion 

Another semantic category worth exploring while discussing idioms are phrases 

derived from religious beliefs. The best example of which, according to Professor David 

Crystal (2011:  2) in The Stories of English, is The King James Bible:  

 

The King James Bible – either directly, from its own translators, or indirectly, as a glass 

through which we can see its predecessors – has contributed far more to English in the 

way of idiomatic or quasi-proverbial expressions than any other literary source. 

 

According to the author, “no book has had a greater influence on the English 

language” than the Bible (2010:  1). There are over 250 idiomatic expressions which have 

derived from it. Idioms such as a thorn in the flesh ‘anything that causes pain, grief, or 

trouble’84; a fly in the ointment ‘some small or trifling circumstance which spoils the 

enjoyment of a thing or detracts from its agreeableness’85 and my brother’s keeper ‘to be 

responsible or concerned for the welfare of a relative, friend, or people in general’86 have 

all originated from The King James Bible. It is hard these days to find an area of 

expression not penetrated by biblical idioms, either playfully or literally. They can be 

found in the field of nuclear physics, TV sitcoms, court cases, recipe books, video games 

and even punk rock lyrics (Crystal 2011). Inasmuch as biblical idioms proliferate in many 

other languages, English is unique in a sense that it has retained an archaic translation of 

the Bible, i.e. King James’ Bible as standard and still binding. As a result, the idioms have 

a different character and relate to the meaning and signification of words that are long out 

of use in everyday language or their meaning and signification are changed. 

                                                 

 

84 A thorn in the flesh, 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/200997?redirectedFrom=a+thorn+in+the+flesh+#eid18596572 

[24.07.2020]. 
85 A fly in the ointment, 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/72263?redirectedFrom=a+fly+in+the+ointment+#eid3889904 

[24.07.2020]. 
86 My brother’s keeper, 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/23798?redirectedFrom=my+brother%E2%80%99s+keeper+#eid33353

2452 [24.07.2020]. 
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2.3.1.4 Customs and habits 

In the domain of everyday customs and habits basic tasks performed by people e.g. 

eating and drinking present many examples of idiomatic phrases. Since English people 

are renowned for their tea drinking habit, not surprisingly, there are many phrases alluding 

to and plying with the notion of tea. The Oxford Idiom Dictionary includes entries such 

as it’s not my cup of tea, meaning ‘that something is not to someone’s liking’ (OID 

2006:78); or for all the tea in China, meaning ‘never’ (OID 2006: 398). Another popular 

expression is tea and sympathy, meaning ‘consolation offered to a distressed person’87. 

Of course the examples enumerated above regard only the concept of tea, but researching 

The Oxford Idioms Dictionary for idioms relating to food and beverages we can notice 

how vast this domain is. There are idioms such as full of beans meaning ‘full of energy’ 

(OID 2006: 142); a piece of cake meaning ‘easy’ (OID 2006: 290); a big cheese 

describing ‘someone with a lot of power and influence’ (OID 2006: 27); like chalk and 

cheese meaning ‘completely different from each other’ (OID 2006: 56); that's the way 

the cookie crumbles meaning ‘that is the way the things are and nothing can change it’88; 

or can't make an omelette without breaking eggs meaning ‘that it is impossible to make 

important changes without causing some unpleasant effects’(OID 2006: 279).  Suffice is 

to say, idiomatic expressions regarding the food and drink realm constitute a substantial 

part of this semantic field. 

 

2.3.2 Idioms originating in the Past Events  

Over the years, historical changes have greatly influenced languages. There are many 

traces of historical facts portrayed in British idioms. Examples include idioms relating to 

Roman influence, Anglo-Saxon invasion, the reign of King George I, or presenting great 

English naval traditions. 

 

 

 

                                                 

 

87 Tea and sympathy, 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/198340?redirectedFrom=tea+and+sympathy#eid19058160 

[24.07.2020]. 
88 That's the way the cookie crumbles, 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/40961?redirectedFrom=that%27s+the+way+the+cookie+crumbles+#ei

d8309856 [24.07.2020]. 
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2.3.2.1 Historical significance 

The Roman Conquest of the British Isles between the 8th and 5th centuries BC 

brought expressions such as spill the beans meaning ‘to tell a secret’(OID 2006: 372). 

The origins of this idiom can be traced to the Roman times when the voting process 

involved putting a white or black bean into a vase, black meaning a ‘no’ and white 

representing a ‘yes’, subsequently spilling the beans out of the vase would show the result 

of voting.  

The remains of Roman influence are noticeable in sayings such as all roads lead to 

Rome in the sense of ‘there are many different ways of reaching the same goal or 

conclusion’89; when in Rome, do as the Romans do ‘when abroad or in an unfamiliar 

environment, adopt the customs or behaviour of those around you’(OID 2006: 339);   

Rome was not built in a day ‘a complex task or great achievement is bound to take a long 

time and should not be rushed’ (OID 2006: 339) and many others. 

The Anglo-Saxon invasion, on the other hand, brought to the language spoken on the 

Isles sayings such as trial by ordeal, meaning ‘to endure many hardships’90, or through 

fire and water ‘facing a severe ordeal or great danger’91. Another invasion by the Danish 

tribes played its part in the creation of the British system of counting by the unit of twelve 

(a dozen), 12 pennies made up one shilling, and one foot has 12 inches. In English there 

is an expression six of one and half a dozen of the other, meaning that ‘neither of two 

choices is better than the other’92.  

Furthermore, in the 11th century, the Norman Conquest accredited to British culture 

many French words, phrases and expressions, such as the saying French leave, meaning 

‘to leave without saying goodbye’93. Another idiomatic phrase with its roots buried deep 

in the past is to read the riot act meaning ‘to reprimand someone for inappropriate 

                                                 

 

89 All roads lead to, 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/166506?redirectedFrom=all+roads+lead+to+#eid25103584 

[24.07.2020]. 
90 Trial by ordeal, 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/legal/trial%20by%20ordeal [24.07.2020]. 
91Through fire and water, 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/70512?redirectedFrom=through+fire+and+water+#eid4222757 

[24.07.2020]. 
92 Six of one and half a dozen of the other, 

https://www.merriam-

webster.com/dictionary/six%20of%20one%20and%20half%20a%20dozen%20of%20the%20other 

[24.07.2020]. 
93 French leave, 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/74491?redirectedFrom=French+leave%2C+#eid [24.07.2020]. 
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behaviour’94. In 1714 a Riot Act was passed by the British government to prevent 

assemblies as King George I was afraid of being dethroned by allies of the Stuart dynasty. 

Wherever a crowd of twelve or more people gathered, a Riot Act was read out to them, 

giving them two alternatives – to leave or to be imprisoned. In 1801 during the battle of 

Copenhagen, Admiral Nelson pretended not to see Admiral Parker’s command to retreat; 

by holding the telescope to his blind eye, yet another popular idiom was coined namely 

to turn a blind eye meaning ‘to allow something to happen even if it means breaking the 

law’95. The idiomatic expression from the 19th century to bite the bullet means ‘to show 

courage’96. It is believed that during the war, wounded men were often given a bullet to 

bite on while the surgeon operated on them without anaesthesia. 

 

2.3.2.2 Naval traditions 

England has always been known as a seafaring nation. Her marine heritage goes back 

to the ancient times (Lambert 2011). Not surprisingly, the number of the idiomatic 

expressions representing this domain is quite vast. Among the most common are under 

the weather, meaning ‘to feel unwell’, to show someone the ropes meaning ‘to show 

somebody how to perform a particular task or a job, or to be on an even keel meaning ‘to 

make calm, steady progress or to restoring stability or normality after a difficult period’97. 

Obviously, the second big tradition closely associated with sailing is fishing. According 

to the Free Idiom Dictionary Online, there are over 70 idiomatic expressions referring 

either to fish or fishing.98 At the top of the list are idioms such as like a fish out of water 

‘to be or feel out of one's element’99; or a different kettle of fish ‘a different state of affairs, 

a different matter altogether’100; to have a bigger fish to fry ‘to have more important things 

                                                 

 

94 To read the riot act, 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/275380?redirectedFrom=to+read+the+riot+act+#eid25444422 

[24.07.2020]. 
95 To turn a blind eye, 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/67296?redirectedFrom=to+turn+a+blind+eye+#eid4897415 

[24.07.2020]. 
96 To bite the bullet,  

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/bite%20the%20bullet [24.07.2020]. 
97 To be on an even keel, 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/68156786?redirectedFrom=on+an+even+keel+#eid1257333540 

[24.07.2020]. 
98 Free Idiom Dictionary Online (hand count), 

https://idioms.thefreedictionary.com/FISH [24.07.2020]. 
99 Like a fish out of water, 

 https://idioms.thefreedictionary.com/a+fish+out+of+water [24.07.2020]. 
100 Different kettle of fish, 
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to do’101; or hook, line, and sinker meaning ‘totally’102. These are only a few examples 

still present and used in everyday life. 

 

2.3.3 Idioms originating in nature 

In this category the examples of idioms regarding weather and idioms belonging to 

the realm of animal kingdom are presented. Since weather has always been a favourable 

conversational topic among the British, it is not surprising that the number of idiomatic 

phrases comprising this domain is fairly substantial. 

 

2.3.3.1 Weather 

According to Johnson, “It is commonly observed, that when two Englishmen meet, 

their first talk is of the weather; they are in haste to tell each other, what each must already 

know, that it is hot or cold, bright or cloudy, windy or calm” (1825: 182). 

The main reason why the weather is such a popular topic of discussion is because the 

British are quite reserved and use the weather as a conversational issue, allowing 

conversation and agreement between strangers, without potentially invading personal 

space (Fox 2005). This semantic field includes idiomatic expressions such as it’s raining 

cats and dogs meaning that it ‘is pouring down’103; as right as rain meaning ‘to feel fine 

and healthy’104; to break the ice meaning ‘to say something to make someone feel more 

relaxed in a social setting or to make a beginning in an undertaking or enterprise, esp. in 

the face of difficulty or resistance ’105; every cloud has a silver lining meaning ‘there is 

always something positive to come out of a difficult situation’106; to be on cloud nine 

meaning ‘to be extremely happy’107; storm in a teacup ‘making a small problem larger 

                                                 

 

https://idioms.thefreedictionary.com/different+kettle+of+fish [24.07.2020]. 
101 To have a bigger fish to fry, 

https://idioms.thefreedictionary.com/have+bigger+fish+to+fry [24.07.2020]. 
102 Hook, line, and sinker, 

https://idioms.thefreedictionary.com/hook%2c+line%2c+and+sinker [24.07.2020]. 
103 It’s raining cats and dogs, 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/raining%20cats%20and%20dogs [24.07.2020]. 
104 As right as rain, 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/157578?redirectedFrom=%E2%80%9CAs+right+as+rain%E2%80%9D

%2C#eid117440750 [24.07.2020]. 
105 To break the ice, 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/90765?redirectedFrom=to+break+the+ice+#eid1082651 [24.07.2020]. 
106 Every cloud has a silver lining, 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/every%20cloud%20has%20a%20silver%20lining 

[24.07.2020] 
107 To be on cloud nine meaning, 
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than it really is’108; or to take a rain check meaning ‘to decline something now and offer 

to do it later’109.  

 

2.3.3.2 Animal kingdom 

Another category contributing a substantial number of idiomatic phrases belongs to 

the domain of animal kingdom. Since Britain has had such a long hunting tradition, games 

like polo, or horse racing, not surprisingly, the first example of an idiom refers to a horse. 

The expression you are a dark horse is meant to portray ‘a person with a hidden 

talent’(OID 2006: 81). In the past, the horse that frequently won at the races and was of 

a light tan was quite often painted dark in order to disguise it and to encourage the bets. 

Another common idiom which belongs to this semantic field is the expression the 

elephant in the room meaning ‘a problem or controversial issue that is too big to ignore, 

which everyone tries to avoid talking about because it is embarrassing or will cause 

conflict’(OID 2006: 106). A further example from this category is the expression to shed 

crocodile tears meaning ‘to be insincere, and to pretend to be sad about something’. The 

idiom originates from the well-known fact that a specific type of crocodile cries after a 

meal to get rid of excess salt from its body (OID 2006: 76). Another example of an 

idiomatic phrase related to the animal kingdom is the idiom the hair of the dog. This 

idiom derives from the common belief in the past, that the only cure for being bitten by a 

stray dog was a potion containing singed hair from that very animal (OID 2006: 158). 

This semantic area also includes idioms such as hold your horses, meaning ‘to wait and 

not to hurry’110; lion’s share, meaning ‘the biggest part or portion’ (OID 2006:223); or 

let sleeping dogs lie, meaning ‘not to talk about things in the past that might cause 

problems’ (OID 2006: 362).  

There are many more expressions representing this category. The fact that Britain 

was a colonial empire is reflected in the coinage of some idioms exploiting the notions of 

                                                 

 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/pl/dictionary/english/be-on-cloud-nine [24.07.2020]. 
108 Storm in a teacup, 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/pl/dictionary/english/storm-in-a-teacup?q=storm+in+a+teacup+ 
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109 To take a rain check, 
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exotic animals, not vastly known at that time in Europe111 i.e. the above mention animals 

such as the lion, the crocodile or the elephant.  For example the white elephant  meaning 

‘a burdensome or costly objective, enterprise, or possession, especially one that appears 

magnificent; a financial liability’ (OID 2006: 446). In the Oxford Dictionary Online there 

is a reference to this idiom stating that the kings of Siam (now Thailand) would make a 

present of a white elephant to courtiers who had displeased them, in order to ruin the 

recipient by the cost of its maintenance112. The idiom was first time applied in 1721 in 

the article featured in London Journal. 

 

2.4 Idioms by place of occurrence 

As pointed out in the introduction, idiomatic expressions reflect cultural 

characteristics of any given nation. These characteristics may differ in purpose and 

structure, however, at the same time they share a common denominator. Namely, they all 

derive from and originate in a broadly understood culture. In this particular sense, culture 

is discussed from anthropological prospective as a sum total of all human activities and 

the way of life of particular human formations. Over the years English idiomatic phrases 

have diffused to several English speaking nations. The examples used here aim to 

demonstrate how idioms which originated in Britain adapted to the different cultural 

conditions in a new environment after arriving in a foreign but also English speaking 

country. This process can also be applied to the better understanding of the emergence of 

a unified cultural area known as the Anglosphere. It may have been only small elements 

that underwent changes, but by doing so the idiom became a new entity reflecting its new 

surroundings. 

The idioms presented here are divided into categories in accordance to their semantic 

fields. The first section includes idioms belonging to the category of food and drink. A 

piece of cake is an old English idiom meaning ‘something is simple and easy’ (OID 

2006:290). The first written records of this idiom date back to 1936 when O. Nash applied 

it in “Primrose Path”113. However, in Australia one would say instead a piece of piss, 

                                                 

 

111 Maritime expansion in the 17th century resulted in the establishment of many more settlements around 

the world. The colonies were regarded as a source of necessary raw materials for England such as tobacco 

and sugar. They were expected to conduct all their trade by means of English ships and to function as 

markets for British mass-produced goods. 
112 The white elephant,   

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/399143?redirectedFrom=white+elephant++#eid [28.07.2020]. 
113 A piece of cake, 
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‘piss’ meaning a beer, something that Australia is famous for114. The idiomatic phrase 

was brought across the ocean and modified by the RAF pilots in late 1940s. Another 

popular example of an English idiom is the aforementioned expression not my cup of tea 

which implies ‘a dislike or even an aversion to the object of the sentence’115. The 

Australian equivalent is not my bowl of rice (DAST 2011: 8). Although the denotations of 

particular components of the two idioms are different, their overall denotation is identical. 

Both cover the same semantic field but they draw upon connotations that are specific to 

respectively British and Australian culture. The sense and meaning are the same on the 

deep level, but they differ in surface structure (due to the different cultural variables). 

A different semantic field comprises idioms reflecting the state of being. To be flat 

out means ‘at top speed’116, in Australia this expression is extended to include another 

characteristic feature belonging to the country:  here to be flat out like a lizard drinking 

means ‘going or working as fast as possible being  absorbed, busy’ (DAST 2011:16). The 

connotation is extended by way of simile and metaphor. 

Another popular English idiom is the phrase mad as a hatter meaning ‘completely 

mad or insane’117. The origins of this idiom can be traced back to the 19th century when 

mercury was used in making hats. This often led to mercury poisoning, as the component 

affected the nervous system, leaving a person shaking and appearing insane (OID 2006: 

231). The Australian counterpart of this idiom is as mad as a cut snake118, or as mad as 

a gum tree full of galahs119. Just like in the example above the method utilised in 

formation of the idiom is extension of simile and metaphor. While the meaning of these 

idioms has remained unchanged, only the words have been altered to better accommodate 

the new environment.  
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A different popular phrase belonging to this semantic field is the opaque idiom to 

kick the bucket, meaning ‘to die’ (OID 2006: 200). In New Zealand the expression is 

recognised as to suck the kumara120, kumara is a popular vegetable in New Zealand also 

known as a sweet potato. Hence it is apparent that to suck the kumara means ‘to die’. 

Another idiom alluding to the state of being is the phrase as fit as a fiddle (OID 2006:129). 

This old English idiom refers to health, meaning ‘to be extremely fit and healthy’. Once 

again the connotation is extended by way of simile and metaphor. The term ‘fiddle’ refers 

to a musical instrument, a kind of a violin which needs to be adequately maintained and 

kept in good condition, hence fit. The phrase was first noted in a book titled English-men 

for my Money, written in 1616 by W. Haughton121. There is a comparable phrase used in 

Australia, namely as fit as a Mallee bull, meaning ‘very fit and healthy’122. The Mallee is 

a barren country in the North West Australia in the state of Victoria which is known for 

its tough vegetation, such as hardwood eucalypt with strong and shallow roots. To survive 

in this harsh terrain, even the cattle must prove tough.  

A different expression reflecting a state of being is the saying to feel under the 

weather (OID 2006:441) meaning ‘to feel ill or unwell respectively’. The phrase probably 

originated on the open sea, as people would frequently get sea sick due to the swaying 

motion of a boat especially in harsh weather conditions. To avoid the sea sickness people 

would descent below the deck where the rocking was less harsh and evident, hence they 

would be physically under the weather. This idiom utilises metaphor as an analogy. The 

Australian equivalent to this idiom is to feel crook, likewise meaning ‘to feel sick or 

unwell’ (DAST 2011: 13). In English ‘crook’ is used to describe a dishonest person, a 

fraudster or a criminal; if something is crooked, it implies that it is not straight. Since 

Australia in the past was an assigned place of detention for English criminals or ‘crooks’, 

the development of the idiomatic phrase to feel crook in Australia is plausible. 

Further idioms presented here belong to the domain of animal kingdom. The first 

example from this group is the expression Kangaroos loose in the top paddock. The  

idiom is based on metonymy. It is of Australian origin, highly integrated into the 
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 https://idioms.thefreedictionary.com/sucking+the+kumara [26.07.2020]. 
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country’s culture, describing ‘a person who is not very smart’ (DAST 2011: 19). The 

British counterpart of this idiom is a sandwich short of a picnic123, also meaning 

‘intellectually inadequate’. This phrase first appeared in an article about a disastrous 

performance of the two comedians Penn and Teller. A year later, in 1986, many similar 

idiomatic expressions, stating ‘something short of something’ started to emerge in the 

Australian press. One of them is a few roos short of a top paddock, roos signifying 

kangaroos124.  

Cultural transactions between a mother country (Great Britain) and corresponding 

cultural areas (in this case, for example, Australia) are reflected in a mutual exchange of 

idioms. Even though idioms may at first appear different, the semantic field they cover 

remains the same; the difference lies in individual components and specifications; 

geographical features, ethnic groups, social structure are all present in the variations of 

English used in Great Britain and the Anglosphere, however the referent is the same and 

points at common cultural heritage. Furthermore, even in Great Britain itself similar 

mechanisms can be observed. One and the same referent can be expressed in different 

ways depending on the social group, cultural area, even religious affiliations (cf. England 

and Scotland). Regarding the theme of this thesis, the question arises:  Does British press 

after 1945 take those differences into account, or rather, by participating in the dominant 

discourse conducted in Standard British English, it contributes to a slow disappearance 

of cultural differences and, hence, to their certain standardisation.  

Yet another issue is the level of idiomatisation in British English as compared to 

other nations within the Anglosphere. Whether due to the abovementioned 

standardisation the British begin to deem the local and the vernacular as something to be 

avoided by educated elites, or not. Since the spread of newspapers and magazines that 

occurred after 1945 also affected the remaining parts of British society, British idioms of 

today also tend to originate in high culture, literature, law and medicine – domains 

deemed as ‘intellectual’ –   to a greater degree than, for example in America or Australia. 

On the other hand, the proliferation of idioms related to sports, food, or television may 

suggest otherwise. Perhaps, the answer lies in the uniqueness of British culture and both 
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claims are true. To be certain a more thorough analysis of particular idioms in relation to 

the corresponding cultural specifications is needed (see:  Chapter III). 

 

2.5 Classification of idioms used by different social groups 

In the past idiomatic expressions were primarily used by working class people as a 

‘common way’ of communicating. These days, they are a widespread occurrence, and not 

only because of the mass media like TV or tabloids such as The Mirror or The Sun which, 

by the way, were designated for the working-class readership; idiomatic phrases have also 

made their way into broadsheets such as The Times or The Guardian. Moreover, as of 

late politicians have been encouraged to use idiomatic expressions in order to appear more 

common and consequently trustworthy to working-class citizens, thus proving to be worth 

the vote and keeping the chance of being re-elected. 

According to Leech, Deuchar, and Hoogenraad (2006:  7-10), the language variety is 

selected according to the situation and the purpose of the communication, represented by 

the following three factors:  ‘attitude’ meaning the relationship of the participants in a 

given situation; ‘medium’ hinting at the proximity of the participants in the 

communication; and the ‘field of discourse’. Therefore, language varies not only in 

rendering the social characteristics of the users, but also according to the socio-cultural 

context in which the users find themselves.  

Moreover, Mitchell (1971:  39),  states that “[…]an individual presents himself to his 

interlocutor/s in a variety of guises, largely translatable into terms of the relative roles and 

statuses of language users. The same speaker may use different linguistic varieties in 

different situations and for different purposes”. 

Recently there has been a change in the traditional British class division. According 

to the Great British Class Survey125 the split into upper, middle and lower class does not 

apply anymore126. These days seven classes can be distinguished:  the elite, the 

established middle class, the technical middle class, the new affluent workers, the 

traditional working class, the emergent service workers and the precariat127. The three 

                                                 

 

125 British Class Survey is the largest study of class in the UK. 
126 BBC News UK. 

https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-22007058 [28.07.2018].  
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way class split in the past made it easier to divide the press in accordance to the target 

audience. While the upper class reached for titles like The Times128, The Guardian, or The 

Observer, the working class preferable choice of newspaper were tabloids such as  Daily 

Herald (now The Sun), or Daily Mirror (now The Mirror). By 1970s the most popular 

newspaper in the United Kingdom was The Sun129. One of the reasons why this right wing 

tabloid gained such a massive popularity was its Page Three feature. It was a picture of a 

topless model. A different model was chosen each time, however the picture was always 

featured on the third page of The Sun (Keeble 2009). The significance of this may have 

been lost, if it were not for the fact that it resulted in coining the phrase the page three 

girl meaning ‘pretty and attractive’.  

These days, however, due to the increase in the popularity on the internet there is a 

drop in the newspaper readership. Therefore, the press is trying to accommodate for 

everyone, not for one specific class or a group. The overall number of the articles may 

vary between the papers but the topics and subjects presented are comparable. The 

language used to present the news is also somewhat customised to suit all. 

While accent, dress, name and address can still reveal a lot about a person’s status, 

the speech impeachments will differ between the classes. Depending upon the 

background and the education level one may be more likely to use Standard English with 

Received Pronunciation, or Standard English with a regional accent, also rendering a few 

dialect peculiarities130. An educated speaker of Standard English, born and brought up in 

the Birmingham area, for instance, may deliberately choose to use phrases such as ta-ra 

for a ‘goodbye’131. Similarly, adults can incorporate vocabulary acquired from their 

children into their speech in ways that cut across the age group: for example the 

abbreviation laters for ‘see you later’132 or hood for ‘neighbourhood’133. As a result, the 

                                                 

 

128 The Times for a long time was the most influential and prestigious newspaper, although far from having 

the largest readership. The newspaper gave more attention to serious political and cultural news (Koss 

1984). 
129 What also aided the popularity of tabloids such as The Sun or The Mirror was their price. The working 

class could simply afford these titles. The broadsheets such as The Times has always been more expensive. 
130Aston University Birmingham UK.  

http://www.aston.ac.uk/lss/research/lss-research/ccisc/discourse-and-culture/west-midlands-english-

speech-and-society/variations-in-english/ [28.07.2018]. 
131 Ta-ra, 

https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/ta-ra [26.07.2020]. 
132 Laters, 

http://onlineslangdictionary.com/meaning-definition-of/laters [26.07.2020]. 
133 Hood, 

http://onlineslangdictionary.com/search/?q=hood+&sa=Search [26.07.2020]. 
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regional variation today is no longer so strongly tied to a specific social class but rather 

cuts across social categories. 

When considering the use of idiomatic expressions by different social classes, it can 

be noticed that the choice of a phrase may vary with the class. Also the frequency in 

which the idiomatic phrases are applied will differ, as someone from the upper class is 

less than likely to use an idiom in every sentence, whereas a working class individual may 

incorporate two idioms into one sentence, for example:  It was a nail in the coffin134 

instead of the back rub135. On top of it, some professions possess a bigger arsenal of 

idiomatic expressions than others. 

As mentioned earlier the multi way split of British society has led to creation of 

particular vocabulary items occurring in and familiar to a given class (i.e. slang phrases, 

jargon). In the past, a simple division into upper classes, middle class and lower class, 

carried a number of connotations and denotations related to stereotypical perceptions of 

these classes. Consequently, well-educated people belonging to the social elite were 

expected to use standard British English and RP pronunciation, whereas the working class 

was more likely to use slang and argot. With the rise of education, however, the division 

is fashioned along the lines of profession, where each group, respectively, coins different 

idiomatic expressions. 

 

2.5.1 Vernacular idioms    

As it is stated in the online edition of Oxford Dictionary, the vernacular is a form of 

language which a particular group of speakers use naturally, especially in informal 

situations136. It is a language or dialect native to a region or country rather than a literary 

or cultured; in other words a nonstandard language or dialect of a place, region, or a 

country, the normal spoken form characteristic of a period, place, or group of people. A 

different category of idioms, albeit also classified as vernacular are those deriving from a 

rather different yet interesting and intriguing group can be noticed, namely idioms 

deriving from Cockney Rhyming Slang. The Rhyming Slang, as the name suggests, was 

created by Cockneys, a group of people from the East End of London. They were working 

                                                 

 

134 Nail in the coffin, 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/pl/dictionary/learner-english/the-final-nail-in-the-coffin [26.07.2020]. 
135 Back rub, as in ‘to do someone a favour’. 
136 Vernacular, 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/222608?redirectedFrom=Vernacular#eid [26.07.2020]. 
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class market traders who in order to keep their ‘dealings’ a secret coined a unique way of 

communicating. This ‘new tongue’ was only known to them, spread by word of mouth 

and kept in secret from the Police. It was a simple yet unbreakable code leading to 

confusion and bewilderment. The Cockney Rhyming Slang spoken in the marketplace 

left potential buyers baffled and curious. The Rhyming Slang was also used in prison by 

convicts to confuse guards and potential eavesdroppers. According to William Matthews 

in Cockney Past and Present: A Short History of the Dialect of London (1981: 96)  

“cockney is such a pariah that not even the philologists have a good word for it. They 

deny it the status of a dialect and describe it as a vulgar speech based upon error and 

misunderstanding”. 

The construction of this ‘new language’ was quite simple; a desired word was 

replaced with a random phrase comprising of two or more words out of which the last 

one rhymed with the original word. The chosen phrases contained words that at that time 

were popular and well known, for example a famous person or a place. As stated by 

Edwin Pugh (1912: 207):  

 

The average Cockney is not articulate. He is often witty; he is sometimes eloquent; he has 

a notable gift of phrase-making and nick-naming. Every day he is enriching the English 

tongue with new forms of speech, new clichés, new slang, and new catchwords. The new 

thing and the new word to describe the new thing are never very far apart in London. But 

the spirit, the soul, of the Londoner is usually dumb. 

 

While examining some Cockney expressions, it can be noticed how the Rhyming 

Slang evolved over the years. An example is the saying Vera Lynn, who was a famous 

singer from the 1940s; Vera Lynn is also a slang expression for ‘gin’ (CNPD 2008: 680). 

Gregory Peck, a famous actor from the 1950s and 60s, is also a slang expression for a 

‘neck’ (CNPD 2008: 306). 

Pronunciation plays an important part in the construction of Rhyming Slang 

expressions. The phrase ‘aunt Joanna’137 and the word ‘piano’ do not rhyme, but 

pronounced by a legitimate Cockney person it will, as they pronounce it pinna. According 

to Wright (1980: 96):   

 

                                                 

 

137 Aunt Joanna, 

 https://www.cockneyrhymingslang.co.uk/slang/joanna [26.07.2020]. 
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Most exponents of rhyming slang use it deliberately, but in speech of some Cockneys it is 

so engrained that they do not realise it is a special type of slang, or indeed unusual language 

at all – to them it is the ordinary word for the object about which they are talking. 

 

This group of idiomatic marvels demonstrates the degree of semantic determination 

by aspects of culture in the most substantial way. Even though the Rhyming Slang is a 

phenomenon conceived in London, it can be observed in Australia, New Zealand, and 

America. The phrases are deeply embedded in the culture of each of these nations. 

However, it is worth mentioning that often the same idiomatic expression is known in 

few countries but the meaning differs. For instance, the phrase to have butcher’s hook, 

which in the English Rhyming Slang means ‘to look’ (CNPD 2008: 108), in New Zealand 

means ‘crook’. In the English slang, Gregory Peck denotes a ‘neck’; in the Irish Rhyming 

Slang however, it translates into ‘specs’138.  

Because the Rhyming Slang is indeed not governed by rules of grammar or syntax 

but exploits only the rhyming principle, it permits more creativity. It draws on allusion. 

Most of the time, the rhyming phrase chosen is a name of someone famous in that country 

at that time; this, in fact, helps us to learn more about the history and culture of a given  

nation. 

The cultural meaning of idiomatic terms is closely correlated with the country of their 

occurrence. This rule particularly pertains to the Rhyming Slang as cultural references 

are more explicit in it. An example of such Rhyming Slang is a phrase popular in 

Australia, Wally Grout, which means ‘to shout’.139 Arthur Theodore Wallace Grout was 

a test wicketkeeper in Australia and Queensland. Grout played in around 50 matches 

between the years 1957 and 1966. This idiomatic phrase is based on allusion as it 

references a real, historical figure. An example of an English Rhyming Slang idiomatic 

phrase is butchers hook (CNPD 2008: 306), in Australia, the expression is Captain Cook; 

let’s have a Captain Cook meaning ‘to have a look’.140 Again, Cook is a well-known and 

documented figure in Australia’s history.  

                                                 

 

138 Gregory Peck, 

 https://www.irishslang.co.za/rhyming.htm [26.07.2020]. 
139 Wally Grout, 

https://lingomash.com/slang-meanings/52781/slang-meaning-of-wally-grout [26.07.2020]. 
140 Captain Cook, 

https://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=Captain%20Cook [26.07.2020]. 
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The Cockney Rhyming Slang can be considered to be one of the most significant 

non-standard forms of English. Many original cockney slang words have entered the 

English language and users are mostly oblivious as to their origins, as in the case of the 

phrase scarper meaning ‘to go’ 141 from Scapa Flow; the harbour in the Shetlands where 

the WWI German fleet was scuttled. Cockney ‘dialect’ over the years has enriched 

Standard English not so much with terms related to the academic field or science but with 

words full of personality, character, humor and simple mockery (Matthew 1992: 6). It has 

become an important part of British culture. After all, as it is stated by Matthews (2015: 

3), “it is impossible to write a satisfactory history of Standard English without 

understanding the history of Cockney”. 

Cockney Rhyming Slang started off as a secret way of communicating invented by 

the working class. For many years it was regarded the language of blue collar workers 

and peasants, frowned upon and looked down by the upper classes using Received 

Pronunciation. Years later, it became associated with crime and the East End underworld. 

These days, however, Cockney Rhyming Slang is being researched and studied by experts 

in linguistics and dialectology.  

Since the study undertaken here regards idiom formation in the framework of British 

culture, it is essential to mention Rhyming Slang expressions which constitute a 

substantial group among all idioms. The connotation extended by allusion fairly often 

references real events or people. 

Idiomatic expressions certainly constitute the most colourful part of any language. 

Their spread and movement between the English speaking countries in the past was aided, 

somewhat, by the process of migration. Some English speaking nations adapted the 

phrases to reflect their own culture; other countries assimilated them as they were. Being 

able to speak the same language has unquestionably helped in the process of spreading 

the idioms, as have limited travel restrictions between Commonwealth countries. To this 

day we often hear an English person referring to someone from Australia as a cousin from 

Down Under. 

 

 

 

                                                 

 

141 Scarper, 

https://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=Scarper [26.07.2020]. 
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2.5.2 Jargon, slang and argot  

As stated by Matthews (2007: 26), the term ‘argot’ was originally used to define the 

slang of thieves and rogues, who spoke in devious ways which the common, upright 

citizen could not comprehend, “thus one form of antilanguage”, for example the Rhyming 

Slang (see:  2.5.1). These days however any specific practice can generate an argot. More 

broadly, argot may refer to any specialized vocabulary or set of expressions (i.e. jargon) 

used by a particular group or class and not widely understood by mainstream society, e.g. 

the argot of gamblers (slang) (RDLL 2006: 85).  

Jargon represents language which is inaccessible to non-specialists (RDLL 2006: 

607). It entails an extended and terminologically normalized vocabulary, and respectively 

different uses of morphological rules. Jargon is frequently characterised by the nominal 

style and impersonal constructions in syntax in addition to the explicit characteristic of 

structure and semantic coherence at the level of text. It differs from slang in the degree of 

formality. Slang is, by definition, an informal or careless way of communicating, a 

colloquial language used with explicitly social and regional variants (RDLL 2006: 1084). 

Consequently, if slang is generally limited by language, then jargon is limited by 

specialisation.  

Some slang words reside with a language for an extended time, for example chap or 

chum; numerous slang words vanish, while others enter the lexicon either by being 

invented or by old words taking on a new meaning (e.g. wicked meal where wicked means 

‘very good, an excellent’). Furthermore, slang is frequently a trait of a particular age 

group. The word wicked in the sense of ‘really good’ is the slang expression of young 

generation. In summary, both jargon and slang are just two separate segments of the 

English language with one common feature. They are both a certain way of 

communicating within a specific group of individuals who share similar interests.  

General traits of modern jargon in e.g. technology or science include its 

standardisation over large regions, its exactness and economy in transmitting information 

and, furthermore, its introduction into the general language.  

An example of the I.T. jargon is the phrase fencepost error meaning a particular case 

of ‘off-by-one’ errors in which the intuitive answer is incorrect142. The phrase originated 

from the mathematical riddle “How many posts are required to build a 100m long fence 

                                                 

 

142 Fencepost error, 

 https://www.techopedia.com/definition/19312/fencepost-error [26.07.2020]. 
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with posts 10m apart?” The intuitive answer is 10 but is incorrect as 11 posts are required. 

The analogy extended by the metaphor is applied in the formation of this phrase.  

A different popular phrase belonging to I.T. jargon is bells and whistles, an 

expression meaning that features added to an object are meant to make it look nicer but 

do not affect the core functionality143. It presents attractive additional features or 

trimmings. The phrase is frequently used to criticise new editions of software which do 

not change or improve anything apart from the appearance. The metaphorical extension 

was applied in formation of this phrase. Since bells and whistles are decorative object, 

used in order to get something or someone noticed, the idiom projects the image of an 

excessive opulence in an appearance. 

Finally, IT jargon phrase Easter Egg symbolises a feature of a computer programme 

or an electronic device that is only accessible via a set of commands or keystrokes that 

are not listed in the official documentation. An unexpected or undocumented message or 

feature hidden in a piece of software144.The speculation about the origin of the term 

includes the custom of the Easter Egg hunt, as well as Faberge’s eggs containing hidden 

objects. Since the phrase Easter Egg refers to a real object i.e. the Faberge’s egg the 

allusion was utilized as a formation mechanism. 

The above-mentioned examples of I.T. jargon are just a few from the substantial 

realm of information and technology. Because of the rapidity of the technical progress 

this is the most creative domain.  

 

Summary 

One of the most characteristic features of the English language is a proliferation of 

idioms. While investigating different values and beliefs predominant in British culture it 

is noticeable that sailing, sports, gambling, and entertainment (theatre) have preoccupied 

the British life and thought and were to an extent reflected in the creation of these 

linguistic gems. In other words, these fields i.e. sport, entertainment, sailing or gambling 

(among others) have been leading metaphorical concepts for idiom formation in Britain. 

Furthermore, since Britain in the past was a colonial empire the coinage of new idioms 

                                                 

 

143 Bells and whistles, 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/pl/dictionary/english/bells-and-whistles [26.07.2020]. 
144 Easter Egg, 

https://www.theidioms.com/easter-egg/ [26.07.2020]. 
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e.g. notions that transgress the boundaries of the British shores entered the English 

language. Hence, a number of idioms that draw upon the exotic and the foreign can be 

observed in different categories e.g. animal kingdom or cuisine. 

Cultural transactions between Great Britain and corresponding cultural areas such as 

Australia or New Zealand are reflected in a mutual exchange of idioms. These idioms 

transmit cultural elements from Anglosphere. Likewise, even in Great Britain the 

tantamount referent can be expressed in a number of ways depending on the social group, 

cultural area, even religious affiliations.  

The way class division was reflected in the past i.e. upper, middle and lower class, 

may have resulted in the privileged and well educated individuals using the RP English, 

and the working class being more inclined to slang (Cockney Slang being a prominent 

example). However, the new class division of today’s society into seven distinct classes 

resulted in the creation of idiomatic language reflecting these different class categories 

i.e. jargon phrases. Moreover, as much as the upper classes and influential elites have a 

tendency to use idioms derived from literature and culture, thus based on metaphor and 

simile, working class members utilise idioms originating in everyday activities, i.e. based 

on metonymy and synecdoche. Yet, another issue is connected with an influx of 

immigrants after 1945, who also impacted the English language by introducing idiomatic 

expressions from their cultural areas, and by doing so expanding/modifying the sematic 

fields of that language. 

Idiomatic expressions unquestionably and by far constitute the most colourful part of 

any language. There are many factors influencing their formation and practice. However, 

it is their ability to connect language and thought that deserves the recognition the most. 
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CHAPTER III 

 

The circumstances which influence idiom formation 

 

In the contemporary scholarship culture represents an umbrella term for human 

actions and its products, i.e. humanity’s tangible and intangible heritage. In such a broad 

definition culture consists of many elements and aspects, so everything we think and do 

is connected to it. Since language in the most comprehensive way reflects and constitutes 

those processes, idioms – the part and parcel of language – transmit cultural elements of 

the given nation. Consequently, it is of substantial importance to be able to recognise and 

to understand the cultural legacy of that society. This chapter presents the concept of 

culture, furthermore the circumstances that influence idiom formation, external and 

internal are discussed in great detail. Among others, the aspect of migration and the 

American influence are examined. Moreover, the impact of subcultures, the notion of 

political correctness and Snowflake Society are scrutinised and studied.  

 

3.1 Understanding culture 

Online Cambridge Dictionary defines ‘culture’ as a way of life, a set of norms and 

beliefs of any given country, upon which elements such as religion, politics and economy 

exert a significant influence145.  Such a view of culture, intern, derives from Raymond 

Williams’ theory, in which culture “is a study of relationships between elements in a 

whole way of life” (Williams 2001: 63). According to the author, the cultural history is 

more than the sum of the particular histories. It is the relations between them that one 

should be concerned with (Williams 2001: 63). Knowledge of these historical elements 

and linguistic mechanisms needed to express them are important in the analysis of social 

behaviour. Language, at that point, plays the role of “symbolic guide to culture” (Sapir 

1985:162). In other words “linguistics is of great assistance in the study of cultural 

phenomena”. 

Culture consists of tangible assets as well as the spiritual heritage of a society. As 

much as the tangible assets are visible and physically palpable, the spiritual heritage of a 

                                                 

 

145 Culture, 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/pl/dictionary/english/culture?q=Culture [27.07.2020]. 
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society depends mostly upon the language. According to Julian Huxley’s taxonomy, 

culture “consists of material objects (artefacts) such as pottery, CD’s, CAT scanners; 

social relations (sociofacts) such as kinship networks, racism and doctor-patient 

interactions; and the ideas (mentifacts) such as incest taboo, democracy, and socialized 

medicine” (Gesler & Kearns 2002: 12). Elliot (2014: 12), claims that word ‘culture’, 

generally can be applied in two ways. Firstly as a synecdoche when the speaker has in 

mind an element of culture such as, for example, art; or as a “kind of emotional stimulant, 

or anaesthetic”. However to Anusiewicz (1994: 3), culture is a collection of a society’s 

behaviour and attitudes in conjunction with a system of values, norms and opinions 

functioning in that society. Language is used in a process of verification and coding of 

cultural content. It is also a medium needed for expressing that content. In this respect 

language is one of the most important elements of any culture. It helps to convey human 

thought, express volition and state awareness (Krąpiec 1991: 22). Byram (1994: 4) also 

recognises the language-culture relation by adding that the knowledge of grammatical 

system of a language ought to be accompanied by the understanding of culture-specific 

meaning. 

As stated by Anusiewicz (1994), culture is a collection of shared values and beliefs 

of a society. In such a view of culture, language is a medium for expressing those 

elements, and language peculiarities such as idioms bring us closer to understanding the 

traditions and beliefs of a given nation. Idiomatic expressions are a valuable tool for 

gaining knowledge about different cultures, their values and beliefs. Since their lexical 

meaning differs from their contextual meaning, for a learner of a new language, idioms 

are not the easiest part of the language to acquire. Nevertheless, knowing any language 

fluently requires the ability to use all of its linguistic properties − and idioms are one of 

its features. If we consider the statement that the limits of a language determine the 

boundaries of culture (and the limits of our thinking), one may say that fluency in a target 

language requires cultural background knowledge which as a result leads to a better 

comprehension of the particular idiomatic expressions. 

Wherever the sign (thought) and the meaning are present and discourse is generated 

we deal with a system of culture. Discourse is a communicative mode of negotiation, a 

manner in which a given cultural formation expresses itself. It creates a certain reality – 

a cultural reality – using old and new material. It sustains national culture as it upholds 

necessary and applicable habits of communication (Anusiewicz 2000). For every cultural 

formation the cultural meaning of a sign or a set of signs may be different whereas the 
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lexical meaning may stay the same. It will depend upon the interpretation of the sign and 

the interpretation of the meaning. By cultural meaning we understand the element that is 

left after the lexical meaning is taken away. It is the ‘excess meaning’ that cannot be 

comprehended only by using linguistics means. It is the collective knowledge of a society 

which fills that excess meaning. The same lexical items belonging to the same semantic 

fields will differ for different cultural formations as their excess meaning will be dictated 

by collective knowledge of that formation. 

Languages provide a frame of cognition which enables individuals to perceive, 

understand, and make sense of the world and deal with it (Mańczyk 1982: 31). Johann 

Georg Hamann, stated that the language influences human views upon the world and that 

the views in return influence (if not determine) the language (Anusiewicz et al. 2000). 

Johann Gottfried Herder believed that every nation possesses a reservoir of thoughts 

which become signs; this reservoir, in other words, is a nation’s language comprising 

centuries of linguistic contributions and development, a trove and treasury of a nation’s 

thoughts and mentality (Anusiewicz et al. 2000). In the framework of the Linguistic 

Worldview Wilhelm von Humboldt states that languages are not the means for (re-) 

presenting the known facts but to uncover unknown truths. Language heterogeneity does 

not only mean the variety of sounds and signs, but, more importantly, different ways of 

perceiving the world (Anusiewicz et al. 2000). Underhill (2009: 16) notes that Humboldt 

“hoped to make Worldview a primary conceptual tool for understanding and classifying 

languages”. Moreover, it was Leo Weisgerberg who extended Humboldt’s views by 

adding that any language is not merely the means of communication but a creative force 

(Anusiewicz et al. 2000). The Linguistic Worldview is mostly noticeable when 

researching the lexical system, as most of the vocabulary refers to occurrences that play 

a vital role in any given society; while the vocabulary regarding inconsequential 

occurrences is often lacking complexity and refinement, as it is somewhat poor and vastly 

limited. Therefore it can be said that the Linguistic Worldview can be regarded in a 

subjective manner as we perceive it (the Linguistic View of the World) through the 

elements imperative in our culture, such as words and our entire linguistic system. 

Bartmiński and Tokarski (1986: 67) clarified the Linguistic Worldview by discerning the 

importance of such linguistic elements as style and language genre. The same object may 

be perceived in a different manner depending on whether it is perceived from a scientific 

or a common perspective (Bartmiński & Tokarski 1986: 74). A Linguistic Worldview is 

incorporated into the Cultural Worldview and extended by religious, economic, political 
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and ideological components. However, as stated by Pajdzińska (Głaz et al. 2013: 43), it 

has to be noted that a language is not a reflection of the world in the sense of one-to-one 

mapping between them but more of an interpretation. A language combines the cognitive 

experience of many generations within the community it serves. Each group within that 

community may approach the same fragment of reality from a different perspective 

(taking into consideration its own sentiments and needs), resulting in a complex and 

multi-layered Linguistic Worldview. This complexity derives from “continually 

occurring cognitive acts, whose effects accumulate, coexist, change, supplant, or are 

superimposed upon one another” (Głaz et al. 2013: 44). As linguistic change is slower 

than cultural or social change, the dynamism of change is perceived as continuous motion. 

On one hand language inflicts a certain conceptualisation of reality upon its users, at the 

same time it allows speakers to overcome the limitations of that conceptualisation. 

Therefore, it is difficult to say to what extent the language reflects the culture and to what 

extend the culture is imbedded in the language. 

Since idioms reflect important characteristics of a language community at any given 

time, they serve as time capsules, capturing single aspects of the specific perception of  

life at a certain time. The ‘messages’ from the past hidden in  a semiotic embodiment of 

an idiom can disclose a great deal about beliefs, values and traditions of a given society, 

in short:  the mental disposition of a community. Owing to the fact that the meaning of 

idioms is not transparent, cultural knowledge as a background is needed in deciphering 

them. Idioms add colour and playfulness to a language. According to Maalej (2005: 215):   

 

Native language idioms and set phrases can blend together ethno-specific concepts 

pertaining to the world view of its speakers, to their national character, as well as their 

traditional social relations, thus becoming an embodiment of national dispositions and 

spiritual values. They are presented metaphorically, indirectly and figuratively, which is 

why culture-specific metaphors produce idioms that have no corresponding counterparts in 

another language.  

 

These idiomatic expressions or ‘culture specific metaphors’, as mentioned by Maalej 

(2005), are a profound source of information about a culture; at the same time, they are 

the most difficult entity to comprehend as they do not possess comparable equivalents in 

a different language. 

Furthermore, as pointed out by Clark (2002: 5):  
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Our cultures exist within larger structures called 'worldviews' which are beliefs and 

assumptions by which an individual makes sense of experiences that are hidden deep within 

the language and traditions of the surrounding society. These worldviews are the shared 

values and assumptions on which rest the customs, norms, and institutions of any particular 

society. These worldviews are tacitly communicated by origin myths, narrative stories, 

linguistic metaphors, and cautionary tales, and they set the ground rules for shared cultural 

meaning.  

 

Since idioms convey a linguistic representation of cultural aspects such as beliefs, 

values and traditions important to a society, they play a vital role in constituting the 

Cultural Worldview of that society.  As stated by Pajdzińska “every language models the 

world in a way that makes it possible for members of the relevant speech community to 

function in it properly” (Głaz et al. 2013: 44). ‘The modelling’ mentioned by Pajdzińska 

comprises several intertwined operations; identification of phenomena and occurrences 

important in a given speech community; interpretation of these phenomena and 

occurrences; ordering of the phenomena and occurrences by defining the relationship 

between them; evaluation of phenomena and affairs where prominent role is given to 

conceptual categories that organise a given worldview (Głaz et al. 2013: 44). Obviously, 

the processes of modelling the world are constantly adjusted to human cognitive 

capacities. Therefore, the view of the world of a given community is enriched not only in 

lexicon, morphological and syntactic structures but also it depends on cultural elements 

specific to that community. After all, as stated by Pajdzińska, even “John Locke noticed 

[that] every language contains several words without equivalents in other languages 

which express complex ideas as derivatives of the customs and lifestyle of a given nation” 

(Głaz et al. 2013: 41). Franz Boas recognised the language dependence on culture, and so 

did Edward Sapir and Benjamin Whorf who noted a correlation between human 

behaviour and linguistics forms which, in fact, directed them to “a view of the language 

– culture interface as bidirectional influence” (Głaz et al. 2013: 43). The linguistic 

relativity (Sapir–Whorf hypothesis) presupposes that there are disparities between the 

perception of the world engrained in languages from different cultures, whereas the 

linguistic determinists assume that a national language actually conditions human 

cognition. 

 Since language reflects culture, some elements of culture are entrenched in a given 

language. Therefore, it is difficult to state whether we are dealing with a sole linguistic or 

a cultural phenomenon, as they affect each other. For Bartmiński (1986) culture and 
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language are connected through the paradox of reciprocal dependence, others like 

Anusiewicz (2000)  recognise cultural component in the ethnolinguistic worldview to be 

conspicuous, and prominent enough to discuss cultural worldview. 

 Language and culture are interlinked, as language continuously evolves to reflect 

new cultural elements and vice versa new cultural phenomena find quick representation 

in new linguistic forms. Since cultural worldview accommodates for progress and change, 

so does the language. 

 

3.2 Factors that influence idiom formation 

In order to assess how the meanings of idioms have evolved over time, 

acknowledging the impact of social changes is of paramount importance. External factors 

such as aspects of migration and American influence are taken into consideration. 

Furthermore, internal factors such as development of different subcultures (to a certain 

extent connected to the aspect of migration), political correctness and the role of social 

media among the millennials are analysed. 

 

3.2.1 The external factors  

The external factors presented here include:  the aspect of migration and American 

influence on the English language. In the case of migration the reason for such a choice 

was determined by the fact that migration has affected development of subcultures, which 

in effect has led to linguistic changes. On the other hand, presented here American 

influence is also a significant factor in idiom formation, as for many years Britain was 

referred to as the 51st state. Being a part of the Anglosphere has certainly aided the 

transference of idiomatic phrases between the two countries. 

 

3.2.1.1 Migration    

Among many factors fuelling the process of idiom formation there are a few that 

have the greatest impact. The first that ought to be discussed is migration. Although for 

centuries immigration was an important element responsible for the shape and form of 

British culture, its character changed after Second World War. Also, the scale increased 

and immigration processes intensified in that period. An analysis of the official census 

records from 1851 until the present day shows that the amount of people of foreign 

background and descent ancestry living in Britain was relatively small up until the middle 
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of the twentieth century146. Between 1851 and 1931, the foreign-born population 

accumulated by one million. It gradually increased after the Second World War, by less 

than two million between the years 1951 and 1991. In the late 1990s migration amplified 

to the point where the foreign born population of England and Wales doubled, increasing 

by nearly four million in the 20 years between 1991 and 2011, according to the national 

censuses. In 2014, the population with migration background has reached 13.4% of the 

total population. This surge dwarfs the scale of any previous inflow in the history147.  

The creation of the ‘open society’ that Britain is today has taken many years, starting 

with the migration from Africa of the 1650s, the Jewish migration in 1905, and 

consequently various migration waves from all over Europe after the Second World War 

and the Commonwealth migration. The latter two waves of migration were the largest 

and therefore the most significant ones to the British history. There were few political 

moves that aided this process. Firstly, according to the 1951 census, after the Second 

World War thousands of Poles and other nations that remained in the Soviet sphere of 

influence, many of whom had fought for Britain during the War, were offered British 

citizenship. The census recorded over 162.000 Poles alone living in Britain.  

Furthermore, in 1948 the British Nationality Act was introduced which allowed 

subjects of the British Empire to live and work in the UK. Although from 1962, tougher 

restrictions were imposed, migrants from the Commonwealth countries continued to 

move to Britain in large numbers. In 1973, the UK joined the European Union, allowing 

citizens of EU member states to come to the UK, to pursue work and settle. With time, 

the notion was extended to the self-employed, job seekers and students. After all these 

changes, between 2001 and 2011 the population of foreign descent increased considerably 

from over 4 million to 7.5 million. Part of the reason for this huge increase in migration 

was the fact that under the Labour Government from 1997 to 2010 immigration controls 

were quite relaxed. During that period, the foreign migration reached over 3.5 million. 

This was the result of policy changes such as increasing work migration and allowing for 

the flow of East European migration in 2004, which resulted in record levels of 

immigration.  

                                                 

 

146  Migration Statistics, 

http: //www.parliament.uk/briefing-papers/sn06077.pdf [31.07.2018]. 
147 Migration Watch UK, 

https: //www.migrationwatchuk.org/briefing-paper/48 [31.07.2018]. 
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Before the 2010 election the Conservative party pledged to substantially reduce 

migration. During the Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition non-EU migration was 

submitted to a major reform in an attempt to reduce its high level. Nevertheless, migration 

from the EU countries continued. Further efforts were made to curb the migration flow. 

New restrictions were set which curbed benefit provisions for the newly arrived EU 

workers, however migration continued at high levels, adding up to 1.5 million. One of the 

pledges made by the Conservative party in the following elections was a referendum to 

be held on the future of Britain’s membership in the European Union; in 2015 the majority 

of the British people voted to leave the EU. 

In 2019 Britain officially left the EU. The exit of the UK may result in the end of free 

movement of people and give back the government the control over European migration. 

The waves of migration have brought new elements to the English culture, making it 

unique and rich in many different ways and also contributing new components to the 

English language. Culture and language are interconnected, therefore any cultural 

changes are likely also to result in linguistic changes. Since massive migration impacts 

the host culture, repercussions to the language of that culture are considerable. Mikhail 

Bakhtin in Russia and also French Structuralists claimed that language not only reflects 

a given culture, but it also constitutes it (Hirschkop 1999). People are able to function in 

the society because of the language. At the same time, they are limited by that language 

since they can only express themselves within the limits of the language they speak. In 

this sense, immigrants, by introducing new phrases and variations of the English language 

into Standard British English also impact the dominant culture mainly created by the ‘old 

stock’ white British. 

 

3.2.1.1.1 Impact of migrations on the English language 

In some walks of life the impact of immigrant workforce was more visible then in 

the others. For instance, in terms of food and cuisine an influx of Indian and Chinese 

workers impacted the layout and makeup of British food market. The proliferation of 

oriental restaurants contributed to profound changes in the customs and eating habits of 

the native population.  The rise in the number of immigrants also affected the traditional 

division into social classes among Britons. At the same time cultural impact of the 

immigrants was limited into some cultural areas and it did not influence other aspects of 

a traditional British way of life. For instance, all people of colour that came from the 

former colonies were labelled ‘black’ regardless of their country of origin. It was later 
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that the British started to give them additional labels such as Indian Black, African Black. 

This quality could be considered an obstacle on the way to full integration on both parts. 

As a result, new variations of the English language emerged – Indian English, Jamaican 

English, etc., but the impact on standard English was limited. The immigrants, especially 

form the West Indies, had a big impact on non-standard English used by people from the 

working class, in particular those belonging to the newly created subcultures. Rude Boys 

of Jamaica or early Skinheads were influenced by such variants of English and many 

elements of Jamaican English, including both grammar and vocabulary were assimilated 

by the subcultures. They are reflected in, for instance, the lyrics of some British ‘white’ 

rock bands such as The Clash. 

 

3.2.1.2 American influence, Britain as the 51st state 

American influence on Britain intensified with the introduction of cinema as a new 

and utterly modern medium. One of the indications was the growing popularity of 

American jazz culture that rapidly spread around Britain. On the other hand, this 

“transatlantic cultural attack, from America through jazz and fiction”, threatened 

“Englishness and whiteness in one fell blow” (Abravanel 2012:  75). There were few key 

elements that contributed to this transatlantic power shift. Firstly the political and 

economic factor, such as shift in fortunes from Great Britain to United States during the 

interwar period, when the dollar replaced the pound as the global currency and the 

financial centre migrated from London to New York (Abravanel 2012: 2). The First 

World War left Britain in financial debt to the United States. Furthermore, the American 

war intervention right at the end made Britain also figuratively in debt. Furthermore, the 

imminent threat of the WWII resulted in many artists, authors and writers taking refuge 

in America (Abravanel 2012:  6).   

The second element which aided the fact of rising American superiority was linked 

with culture. The United States seem to colonise Britain through its mass media. 

Hollywood films began to vastly dominate in British cinema as pointed out by Abravanel 

(2012:  4-5):  

 

It was the legacy of British imperialism that Britain and the United States should have the 

great misfortune, according to some, of sharing a language. To those for whom American 

entertainment was becoming a global menace, the fact of a common language rendered 

Britain and its empire particularly vulnerable markets for American music and film. 
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The pre-war model of power division presents America as a weaker variant of the 

British power. However, in time a different type of power emerged, the one that was 

based on global commercialism and standardisation. The era of British power based on 

occupation and colonial rule was over as the United States become the entertainment 

empire. 

The American influence on the English language has been great. In 1929 Sir Alfred 

Knox voiced a first concern regarding the import of American films. He wanted to limit 

it in order to protect the language of the people of England. He stated during a 

parliamentary debate that “the children and working classes would absorb American 

slang and the true English idiom would be lost” (Abravanel 2012:  93). While some 

nations e.g. Canada or Australia resisted the American linguistic influence stating their 

desire for linguistic purity, others saw American English as “the herald of a new 

internationalism”, suggesting that “even non-English speaking countries would learn 

English in order to enjoy their favourite films” (Abravanel 2012:  93). The American film 

industry has unquestionably influenced British culture and therefore the language. 

Hollywood has become a fashion and trend setter. Not only was the American dress style 

copied but so were the speech patterns. In the words of the Daily Express journalist “The 

bulk of our picturegoers are Americanized to an extend that makes them regard a British 

film as a foreign film…They talk America, think America, and dream America” 

(Abravanel 2012:  87). The Americans used the popularity of Hollywood as a perfect way 

for advertising  their country, their ideas, and their language. Some American idioms are 

now used interchangeably with British ones, and it seems that a majority of British 

subjects is unaware of the true origin of such idioms. 

 

3.2.2 Internal factors 

The internal factors which affect the idiom formation presented here are:  the 

subculture influence, aspect of political correctness and the issue of Snowflake Society 

represented by the Millennial generation. These were the principal influences shaping the 

language of the first two decades of 21st century Britain. As much as the various 

subcultures emerged with the numerous waves of migrations, the aspects of political 

correctness and position of Millennial generation are more of the present phenomenon. 
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3.2.2.1 Influence of subcultures  

The expression ‘subcultures’ is a classificatory term that attempts to map the social 

world in an act of representation. The defining attribute of ‘subcultures’ lies in the way 

the accent is put on the distinction between a particular cultural/social group and the larger 

culture/society. The emphasis is on variance from a larger collectivity who are invariably, 

but not unproblematically, positioned as normal, average and dominant. Subcultures, in 

other words, are condemned to and/or enjoy a consciousness of ‘otherness’ or difference. 

It is important to see how British subcultures developed in the post-war period, as they 

succeeded in creating a mini history of culture of their own (Brake 1985: 72).  

The Teddy Boys were the first post-war, working-class dandies in the late 1950s. 

They were mainly from unskilled backgrounds, lacking grammar school education and 

unable to gain entrance into white-collar workforce, or apprenticeships into skilled trades 

(1985:  73). Teddy Boys juxtaposed black rhythm and blues with aristocratic Edwardian 

style. The prime model was Elvis Presley as a symbol and epitome of early post-war 

years. The popularity of Presley and rock and roll was a clear indication of how America 

rose in status and position in the impoverished and still recovering from the aftermath of 

the Second World War Britain. The working-class Southern boy with black body 

movements and black voice spoke beyond the United States to working-class youth 

everywhere (Brake 1985:  73). 

Another subculture dominant in Britain were the Mods. Mods developed in East 

London. Originally called ‘modernists’ they reflected the elegant dandyism found among 

young blacks in America (Brake 1985:  74). They sought to emulate the cool style of 

West Indians as they adopted the ska music. With dark shades and stingy brim hats found 

among the West Indian ‘rude boys’ the Mods frequented the clubs where a glamorous 

dream world full of elegance surpassed the dull neatness upheld by family, school and 

work. 

The Rockers, also referred to as the ‘easy riders’ or ‘greasers’ came to existence 

shortly after the Mods. With their black leather-studded jackets, leather boots and jeans, 

they were prone to violent outbursts, low-paid, unskilled manual labourers, the 

antidomestic and anti-authority ‘wild ones’. They were a kind of motorised cowboy 

outlaws, loners and outsiders connected by the camaraderie of the bike and the love for 

rock and roll. Their foe were the Mods. 
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Figure 1. Adversity between Mods and Rockers was a popular subject with British press of the 50s 

[24.07.2020]148 

 

Skinheads represented yet a different subculture. Aggressive working-class group in 

big industrial boots, jeans rolled up high, braces and shaved off hair. Their violence and 

racism earned them the title of always looking out for the ‘aggro’ (aggravation) (Brake 

1985:  75). They adopted traditional conservative values, hard work, patriotism, defence 

                                                 

 

148 Daily Mirror, https://www.pinterest.ru/pin/310115124314061618/ [24.07.2020]. 
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of local territory, which in turn led to attacks on hippies, gays and other minorities. 

Consequently they became a metaphor for racism. By the end of the 1960s, they were a 

major folk devil. 

 

 

Figure 2. Originally Skinheads had a strong working class identity and were not associated with racism and 

white supremacism [24.07.2020]149 

 

After a short spell of Glam-Rock, where the Hippie sartorial taste and skinhead 

hardness were combined, the Punk era began. There was a clear division between middle-

class, art-school induced punks, and working-class, hard punks. While the art school 

students, with their Mohican haircuts, declared their separation from non-bohemian 

                                                 

 

149New York Times,  https://www.pinterest.ch/pin/560205641127751965/ [24.07.2020]. 
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careers, the working class punks underlined their refusal to follow badly-paid, dead-end 

jobs. Overall, Punks were renowned for creating chaos150. 

 

 

Figure 3. British punk rock band the Sex Pistols exemplified and represented most of the qualities 

associated with the Punk movement: anarchy, rebellion, subversion and the gloomy picture of Britain in 

late 70s summarised in their most famous slogan ‘No Future’ [24.07.2020]151 

 

Over the years, there was a number of various subcultures established in Britain. 

While some of them were centred around the political factors e.g. skinheads, others were 

centred on cultural aspects such as music e.g. heavy metal, or leisure time e.g. 

skateboarders, or fashion – the Goths. Moreover, since Britain has always been a 

multicultural nation foreign minorities have also added to establishing various 

                                                 

 

150 “They became notorious after swearing during a live television interview, their songs were banned and, 

interestingly, their hit ‘God save the Queen’ went to the top of charts having never been played on the 

British airwaves” (Brake 1985:78). 
151 Daily Mirror, https://www.discogs.com/Sex-Pistols-The-Filth-And-The-Fury/release/1575603   

[24.07.2020]. 
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subcultures. Old age migrants once they entered Britain, they either stayed isolated in 

their own tight community or tried to blend in. Yet, their children, born in Britain and 

attending British schools founded their own subcultures that were more interest specific 

or underlined the sense of belonging. These minorities quite often used their own mother 

tongue vocabulary items, which spread through e.g. schools and later became a part of 

the English language, or sometimes they used English words with their own linguistic 

elements which resulted in creating of a new entry. For instance, thanks to Punks the word 

‘anarchy’ started to acquire positive overtones connected with subversion and rebellion 

specifically regarding working class youth.  

 

3.2.2.2 Political correctness   

Another issue that has had significant influence on idiom formation over the years is 

the concept of political correctness. The Oxford English Dictionary Online defines 

‘political correctness’ as “advocacy of or conformity to politically correct views; 

politically correct language or behaviour”152. The term specifically refers to language that 

avoids offensive words and expressions, especially when describing sensitive categories 

such as race, gender, culture, or sexual orientation. It is also used to describe policies that 

are intended to avoid offending members of particular groups in society. This concept has 

been discussed, criticised, disputed, and satirised by onlookers from all walks of life. It 

has been used to ridicule the idea that postulates the language usage can simultaneously 

transform the public’s perceptions and beliefs of sensitive issues such as the 

aforementioned ones153. Linguistically speaking, the notion of political correctness is 

deeply rooted in a desire to eliminate exclusion and segregation of various groups in the 

society based on language.  

In her article for The Guardian (2016), Weigel states that the opponents to the idea 

of political correctness perceive it more as a censorship and a limitation of freedom of 

speech. They also believe that political correctness sees offensive language where, in fact, 

none exists. It is also considered that the term ‘politically correct’ is used as an epithet in 

order to stop legal attempts to restrain hate speech. Finally, the continuing discussion 

                                                 

 

152 Political correctness, 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/146887?redirectedFrom=political+correctness#eid29492145 

[01.08.2018]. 
153Political correctness, 

https: //www.britannica.com/topic/political-correctness [01.08.2018]. 
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surrounding the topic of political correctness seems to centre mostly on language and 

naming. Because of the political correctness many idiomatic expressions have 

disappeared since they were deemed inappropriate and offensive. Phrases such as four by 

two154 meaning a ‘Jew’ (Rhyming Slang for Jewish), or black’s man pinch describing the 

injury one sustains while trapping a web of skin in for example in a mousetrap, or hitting 

it with a hammer are a thing of the past155. 

Political correctness triggered changes to the way racism is understood nowadays. In 

the past racism was more definable. The term stood for the belief that humans were 

divided into separate and exclusive biological entities called ‘races’; furthermore that 

there was a link between inherited physical traits and personality features. Most 

importantly, it was thought that some races were innately superior to others. In the 20th 

century, for about 80 years but with opposite beliefs at the same time (i.e. the German 

fascist movement), the notion of race has been seen as a cultural invention, utterly without 

scientific basis156. These days, the ‘racism card’ can be played in every situation. In 

consequence, this often leads to abusing the system. While in the past racism often 

referred to someone’s treatment based on their skin colour, it now covers a far vaster field. 

Racism, sexism, gender fluidity, all these notions influence the language and therefore 

also the formation of idiomatic phrases. 

 

3.2.2.3 Snowflake Society and Millennial generation 

Some of the changes to the language and therefore to the idiom formation are caused 

by a different element which is present nowadays, namely the human desire for 

individuality. The 21st century created a new kind of people born at the turn of 20th and 

21st century who are often labelled as ‘snowflakes’. The Oxford English Dictionary 

online defines ‘Snowflake Generation’ as “originally:  a person, esp. a child, regarded as 

having a unique personality and potential. Later:  a person mockingly characterized as 

overly sensitive or easily offended, esp. one said to consider himself or herself entitled to 

special treatment or consideration”157. The phrase itself may have been coined as follows, 

                                                 

 

154 Four by two, 

https://www.phrases.org.uk/meanings/142600.html [01.08.2018]. 
155 Black’s man pinch, 

https://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=black%20man%27s%20pinch [01.08.2018]. 
156Encyclopædia Britannica. Political correctness, 

https: //www.britannica.com/topic/political-correctness [01.08.2018]. 
157 Snowflake Generation, 



99 

 

according to Emily Brewster (Merriam-Webster Dictionary online):  “In Missouri in the 

early 1860s, where a ‘snowflake’ was a person who was opposed to the abolition of 

slavery − the implication of the name being that such people valued white people over 

black people”158. The first documented appearance of the currently used definition was in 

the novel Spiritual Gifts by J. MacArthur (1983) and subsequently in the 1999 Fight Club 

film adaptation of the novel of the same title by Chuck Palahniuk: “You are not special. 

You’re not a beautiful and unique snowflake. You’re the same decaying organic matter 

as everything else”. The appearance of the term is symptomatic of the shift that occurred 

in cultural focus. Namely, the phrase changed the focus of meaning, from race-centred to 

personality-centred. Therefore, uniqueness characterises Snowflake society as a whole. 

Whilst some applaud the Snowflake generation for their ability to convey their 

feelings in such an unrestricted and zealous way, others criticise the group for being weak 

and overemotional (Sokołowska 2019: 4). Nonetheless, both of these opinions have 

something in common, namely that the group is either criticised or praised but for the 

very same thing. While, some regard crying in public as a sign of limitation and a flaw, 

others applaud it as a statement of humanity. Obviously, whether showing one’s emotions 

openly is an act of bravery or a sign of weakness is a fairly subjective matter. However, 

why this generation of young people may be so eager to talk about their feelings and 

express their opinions is a different story. After all it is a generation born to the world of 

new media and pop culture, a world where social media such as Facebook, Tweeter, 

Instagram are omnipresent. And since we also live in an era where news can be so easily 

accessed and it is equally easy to voice an opinion, Millennials succeeded in creating the 

‘socio-media language’.  

C. Wright Mills is attributed with coining the concept ‘sociological imagination’, 

which denotes the ability to see the correlation between one’s personal life and the social 

world. According to Mills (2000:5) “the individual can understand his own experience 

and gauge his own fate only by locating himself within his period, […] he can know his 

own chances in life only by becoming aware of those of all individuals in his 

circumstances”. Therefore, acknowledging others and being acknowledged by others 

                                                 

 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/183512?redirectedFrom=Snowflake#eid [01.08.2018]. 
158 Snowflake, 

https://english.stackexchange.com/questions/375178/history-and-growth-of-snowflake [02.08.2018]. 
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helps in forming a network of opinions and views. Obviously, these views can be 

influenced by various elements; in the words of Mannheim (1993:152) “Even newspaper 

stories are slanted and pointed in such a way that the ‘forming’ of the raw material is 

unmistakable”. 

 According to Smith (2014: 34) regardless of how precipitous the social change may 

be, it is continuously modified with the views and values of the people who make up the 

society.  

Moreover, Howe and Strauss (2000:17) argue that: 

 

To talk about a generation is to talk not about its bits and pieces, but about its social and cultural 

centre of gravity. For any new generation, like for any young and thriving and mortal organism, 

its direction of change can be more important than its current location. It is a generation’s 

direction that best reveals its collective self-image and sense of destiny.  

 

However, an important question concerns the role of the media in the creation and 

promotion of this snowflake image – an image of fragile and hypersensitive youth. 

 

3.3 Reflection of social changes in popular press 

In November 1970, the British Sun paper for the first time published the photo of a 

semi-nude model on its third page. Over the years this new feature, although for some 

controversial, became the characteristic element of the Sun. Because each time the 

newspaper featured the photo of a different model but would always post it on page three, 

the model soon became known as page three girl. The term page three girl was coined 

and considered in the past a complement, as the models featured in the tabloid were quite 

stunning. Therefore being called a Page Three girl was welcomed with a positive 

feedback159. Yet, nowadays because of women’s rights and the feminist dismissal of such 

nude exhibition as sexploitation, the status of being a Page Three girl is very much 

frowned upon. 

A different example where political correctness and the shift in cultural values 

resulted in corresponding idiomatic expression could be observed in the context of the 

                                                 

 

159 The term Page Three is entered in Oxford English Dictionary as: “A feature which appeared daily on 

page three of the Sun newspaper, and included a pin-up picture of a topless or semi-nude young woman; a 

similar feature appearing in other tabloids”. 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/246963?redirectedFrom=Page+Three%E2%80%99+#eid [01.08.2018]. 
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Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau’s 2018 debate where he interrupted a speaker 

for saying mankind, asking her to use the phrase people kind160. The Oxford English 

Dictionary online has no record of such a term. On the other hand, the definition of 

mankind reads:  “Human beings considered collectively; the human race; ‘research for 

the benefit of all mankind”161. Therefore, the term ‘mankind’ does not only refer to ‘man’ 

as the name implies but it covers every single member of the human race. Nevertheless 

cultural changes based on racial attitudes and disputes do influence the language system. 

This example is relevant here, further it is symptomatic of the process of  new idiom 

formation since Canada belongs to the Commonwealth and is situated on the crossroads 

between the British and American cultures. 

 

3.4 Impact of globalisation and cultural diffusion 

The language utilised in social media intensely influences the popular press. Words 

such as tweet, abbreviations such as OMG162, or BFF163 are now a part of popular press 

vocabulary. English is a leading language for scientific journals, which is connected with 

the effect of globalisation. However, the all-pervading social media caused the British 

English to lose some of its characteristics and force it to transform into more of the 

International English. Depending on a class within the society this tendency is more or 

less visible e.g. university lectors will be more likely to use neutral vocabulary than 

working class population of the Midlands. However, the millennials with their born in 

talent for utilising technological advancements, their constant strive for uniqueness and 

the need for expressing opinion is reflected in popular press in the form of new vocabulary 

or phrase constructs. These ‘pressdioms’164 expose the nature of today’s language. The 

language that is very much culture-based.  

 

 

                                                 

 

160 Peoplekind, 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/feb/07/justin-trudeau-tells-woman-to-say-peoplekind-not-

mankind [28.04.2020]. 
161 Mankind, 

https://www.oed.com/search?searchType=dictionary&q=mankind&_searchBtn=Search [25.07.2020]. 
162 OMG: expressing astonishment, excitement, embarrassment, etc.: ‘oh my God! 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/293068?redirectedFrom=omg#eid [25.07.2020]. 
163BFF:  best friends (or friend) forever; a close friend, one's best friend. 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/14168?redirectedFrom=bff#eid216817727 [25.07.2020]. 
164 Pressdioms- idioms coined in the popular press online versions in comments or tweets by the active 

readers, later applied in the press articles (author’s own). 
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3.5 Political, economic and cultural circumstances in Britain (1945–2020)  

In order to present the findings gathered for the present project more accurately, the 

study requires examining the tabloids and quality press newspapers for idiomatic 

expressions.  The objective is to trace back the cultural changes they have facilitated and 

reflected. The time frame selected for this study are years from 1945 to 2020. Since the 

time span is relatively vast, it is divided into separate blocks with regard to specific 

historical events. These include the political, economic and cultural events that have 

shaped today’s Britain. On a count of the wide variety of events discussed, historical 

narration has been selected as a principle method and procedure in this section. 

 

3.5.1 Years 1945–1955 

The first decade investigated is the period after the Second World War (1945 – 1955). 

The Second World War was for Britain a decisive turning point, ushering in the collapse 

of the British Empire165. Britain was replaced as the world leading power by the United 

States and the Soviet Union. Domestic economy had been substantially weakened and the 

Labour government had embarked on a vast and expensive programme for social reforms. 

The faith of rebuilding the country’s economy was tied to the ‘sterling area’, which 

included the Commonwealth countries apart from Canada and few others, which 

accounted for half of the world trade in these early post-war years166. The year 1949 

brought another big change, namely reshaping the Commonwealth in order to allow India 

to remain a republic, and also abolishing the rule that the British monarch must be the 

head of state in a Commonwealth country. 

 

3.5.2 Years 1960–1970 

The second major time block are the years 1960 to 1970, also known as the era of 

sexual revolution. The role of women changed dramatically, and so did the perception of 

women’s power and status. Before the war, women were predominantly seen as mothers 

caring for the children and the elderly. During the war times and immediately after, 

                                                 

 

165BBC History.  “Britain, the Commonwealth and the End of Empire”. 

http: //www.bbc.co.uk/history/british/modern/endofempire_overview_01.shtml [02.08.2018]. 
166 BBC History. “Britain, the Commonwealth and the End of Empire”.  

http: //www.bbc.co.uk/history/british/modern/endofempire_overview_01.shtml [02.08.2018]. 
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women became independent. While the men were fighting the war, women ensured that 

life at home was well organised and the economy was running (the production of the 

needed military goods). In short, they managed the so-called home front. While in the late 

1940s and 50s, men were able to regain the former patriarchal power, in the 1960s another 

important change took place: the invention of the contraceptive pill (1961) which allowed 

women to decide whether they wanted to bear children.  

In the following years women became politically active expressing their desire to 

debate a wide variety of issues such as equal pay, equal educational and job opportunities, 

free contraception and abortion on demand, and free 24-hour nurseries167. 

 

3.5.3 Years 1970–1980 

The next time period discussed with regard to idiomatic expressions are the years 

1970 to 1980. It was also a decade which saw people rebelling and breaking away from 

the conformist and materialistic way of life promoted until that point168. On the other 

hand, however, the early seventies saw a serious economic crisis in the country with mass 

unemployment for young people and those who were working in the public services. As 

a consequence, a number of strikes and protest marches ensued, while trade unions 

struggled to reach agreements with the government. In the early seventies a three day 

working week was implemented to conserve electricity due to the industrial turndown 

action from coal miners. This conflict caused many confrontations and clashes with the 

police169. The Punk culture with its provoking hairstyles and piercings was one of the 

avenues along which rebellion evolved.  

New political parties were formed, such as the People’s Party, which centred their 

manifesto on ecology. Others, who felt that party politics and the conventional way of 

life were principal problems proposed living in communes, without the traditional power 

structures of governance and societal norms. This period also saw a vast number of 

extreme protests such as the Angry Brigade bombing campaign in the years 1970 to 1972. 

                                                 

 

167British Library. “Sisterhood and after”.  

 https: //www.bl.uk/sisterhood/timeline [04.08.2018]. 
168 Bush Theatre. “Life in 1970s Britain”. 

 https: //www.bushtheatre.co.uk/bushgreen/life-in-1970s-britain/ [04.08.2018]. 
169 The Telegraph. “More police officers per head now than fifty years ago, figures show”.  

https: //www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2017/10/23/police-officers-per-head-now-fifty-years-ago-figures-

show/ [04.08.2018]. 
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The Angry Brigade was the first urban guerrilla group170. However, it was quickly 

overshadowed by a different form of violent insurrection:  the IRA171. The IRA was linked 

to more than 40 bombings throughout the 1970s. The group continued their campaign of 

terror throughout the next decades. The harsh socio-economic climate of the 70s172  and 

the series of crises in late 70s (e.g. the strike of ambulance drivers and nurses, schools 

closures, and not working railway system), were just some of the reasons why the 

Conservative Party headed by Margaret Thatcher came to power. 

 

3.5.4 Years 1980–1990 

The next major time block stretches between the years 1980 to 1990. This decade 

witnessed the events such as first mobile phones calls, end of red phone boxes, 

privatisation of many corporations e.g. British Telecom or British Airways, massive 

unemployment and subsequent miners’ industrial actions. Workers at British Steel 

Corporation nationwide strike over pay called by the Iron and Steel Trades Confederation 

resulted in Thatcher’s announcement of state benefit cuts to protesters. By the end of 

February 1980 the British Steel Corporation announced that over 11,000 workers were 

going to be discharged at its plants in Wales. Margaret Thatcher was credited with rising 

unemployment. 

In December 1980 John Lennon was shot dead outside his apartment in New York, 

the music world was shaken to the ground with the news. Liverpool born star was a former 

member of The Beatles. Mark David Chapman was arrested and sentenced to 20 years to 

life in prison for the murder.  

In 1981, a 34-year-old lorry driver from Bradford, Peter Sutcliffe, was arrested and 

charged with being the notorious serial killer known as the ‘Yorkshire Ripper’.  Sutcliffe 

was believed to had murdered thirteen women and attacked seven others across northern 

England since 1975. In May 1981 he was sentenced to life imprisonment. 

On the 29 July 1981 the wedding of Charles, Prince of Wales, and Lady Diana 

Spencer took place at St Paul’s Cathedral. The coverage of the Royal Wedding was 

                                                 

 

170Bush Theatre. “The true story of the Angry Brigade”.  
https: //www.bushtheatre.co.uk/bushgreen/the-true-story-of-the-angry-brigade/ [04.08.2018]. 
171Encyclopaedia Britannica. “Irish Republican Army”.  

https: //www.britannica.com/topic/Irish-Republican-Army [04.08.2018]. 
172 The Anarchist Library. “The Angry Brigade: Documents and Chronology, 1967–1984”.  

https://theanarchistlibrary.org/library/various-authors-the-angry-brigade-documents-and-chronology-

1967-1984 [04.08.2018]. 
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watched by over 30 million viewers, making it one of the largest televised events at that 

time in Britain. 

In April 1982 Falklands War began as Argentina invaded the Falkland Islands. Due 

to a small number of British soldiers stationed on the island, the British Falkland Islands 

government surrounded, placing the islands under Argentinian control. Royal Navy task 

force was deployed to the Falklands from Portsmouth, and a 200-mile exclusion zone was 

declared around the islands. The conflict escalated when the nuclear submarine HMS 

Conqueror sank the Argentinian cruiser General Belgrano. After a few months Falklands 

War ended as British forces reached the outskirts of the capitol where Argentinian forces 

were flying white flags of surrender. The formal Argentinian surrender in the Falklands 

War was signed on 14th June 1982. In October, a victory parade took place in London to 

mark the end of the Falklands war. 

In the same year Pope John Paul II visited the United Kingdom. The visit was 

significant owing to the fact that it was the first by a reigning pope. The visit itinerary 

included meeting with the Queen in London, and a visit to Canterbury. 

In 1987 another major, international project was agreed upon, The Channel Tunnel 

was given the go-ahead after Margaret Thatcher and François Mitterrand ratified the 

Treaty of Canterbury. The plan was met with some opposition from ferry industry, 

however it created new employment possibilities. 

The decade 1980–1990 is also an end of Cold War. Margaret Thatcher, along with 

American president George Bush and Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev, declared the end 

of the Cold War after 40 years. 

 

3.5.5 Years 1990–2000 

The subsequent time period selected for the use of idiomatic phrases encompasses 

the years 1990 to 2000. The end of Margaret Thatcher’s tenure coincided with the end of 

the Cold War. The era of Western dominance began. It was one of the key moments when 

global affairs changed forever. It was during Thatcher’s premiership that the threat of 

nuclear war was finally lifted173.  

                                                 

 

173 The Telegraph. “Margaret Thatcher: The 'Iron Lady's' pivotal role in ending the Cold War”.  

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/politics/margaret-thatcher/9979977/Margaret-Thatcher-The-Iron-

Ladys-pivotal-role-in-ending-the-Cold-War.html [06.08.2018]. 
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However, on the home front, the Conservative plans for a ‘poll tax’, introduced in 

England and Wales in 1990, met with strong opposition. A peaceful march in London 

turned into riots centred on Trafalgar Square. The disapproval of the tax was crucial for 

the downfall of Margaret Thatcher. The ‘Iron Lady’ resigned as the Prime Minister. Five 

days later, John Major replaced her and became the party leader and Prime Minister.  

In August 1997 Princess Diana, the ex-wife of Charles, Prince of Wales, died in a car 

crash in France. Diana’s death provoked widespread public mourning as one million 

people lined up the streets of London for her funeral. This event marked the end of long 

string of royal scandals regarding the life of Prince and Princess of Wales featured in the 

press. 

In the same year, 1997, Scotland and Wales voted in favour of devolution which 

provided the basis for the creation of national assemblies with legislative powers. A year 

later in 1998 an agreement was reached between Northern Ireland’s nationalists and 

unionists after 30 years of conflict; the so-called Good Friday Agreement set out plans 

for the government and provided for the release of terrorist prisoners and the 

decommissioning of paramilitary weapons174. 

Furthermore, on the 1st of January 1999, Britain decided not to join the European 

Single Currency. Widespread British apprehension about the single currency forced 

Prime Minister Tony Blair to stay out. The ‘euro’ was used as an ‘electronic currency’ 

mostly used by banks, big firms, foreign exchange dealers and stock markets. The first 

euro coins appeared in the streets of the ‘Eurozone’ countries in 2002175. The events listed 

above constituted the leading headlines that shaped Britain in the years 1990 to 2000. 

 

3.5.6 Years 2000–2010 

The major events that took place in the period between 2000 and 2010 included 

widespread millennium celebrations followed by the relief in some parts of British society 

that the ‘millennium bug’ predicted to cause global computer failure did not happen176. 

Nevertheless, the global stock exchange markets tumbled as the ‘dotcom bubble’ burst. 

                                                 

 

174Encyclopaedia Britannica. ‘Good Friday Agreement’.   

https: //www.britannica.com/topic/Good-Friday-Agreement [06.08.2018]. 
175The Guardian. “Key quotes from Blair on the euro”.  

https: //www.theguardian.com/world/2002/may/16/euro.eu [06.08.2018]. 
176 BBC History. “Britain: 1945 to Present”.  

http: //www.bbc.co.uk/history/british/timeline/present_timeline_noflash.shtml [06.08.2018]. 
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As a consequence, this led to the collapse of many companies and marked the beginning 

of a recession. 

Furthermore, the outbreak of foot-and-mouth disease played havoc on rural Britain. 

The nine-month epidemic resulted in destroying millions of animals and the vast 

devastation of the rural countryside. The crisis cost British farming between £800 million 

and £2.4 billion. The Labour government was criticised for the way it had handled the 

crisis177. 

Another major event that shook the world, not only Britain, was the September 11 

2001 terrorist attack in the USA178. US President George W. Bush declared a worldwide 

‘war on terror’179. In October 2001 Britain joined the US in airstrikes on Afghanistan. A 

new kind of terrorism came to prominence after the 9/11 attacks. This time terrorism was 

of a religious nature, mainly connected with Islamic radicalism, and it changed the profile 

of a typical terrorist in Great Britain – from an Irish IRA fighter to a Muslim radical. Of 

colossal magnitude was the terrorist attack in London on July 7, 2005. Suicide bombers 

killed over 50 people on London’s transport system. Three men targeted London 

Underground trains, while a fourth detonated a bomb on a double-decker bus. Besides the 

dead, more than 700 people were injured in these incidents. A few days later there were 

four more attempted suicide bombings, however none of the devices detonated. Terrorist 

organisation known as Al-Qaeda claimed responsibility for the attacks180. 

A different significant event in the political arena that took place in 2004 was the 

news report that ten new states were joining the European Union, making it the largest 

trading bloc in the world by population. This fact sparked fears among countries such as 

Britain about a huge flood of ‘economic migrants’ from the poorer eastern bloc states181. 

                                                 

 

177 The Telegraph. “How the foot and mouth disaster of 2001 began”.  

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/1337144/How-the-foot-and-mouth-disaster-of-2001-

began.html [07.08.2018]. 
178The September 11, ( Islamic terrorists crashed aircraft on targets in New York and Washington, D.C. 

destroying the World Trade Centre twin towers and part of the Pentagon building. A fourth airplane crashed 

in Pennsylvania, killing all on board. Approximately 3,000 people were killed in the attacks out of which 

67 were Britons). 
179 History. “September 11 Attacks”.   

https: //www.history.com/topics/9-11-attacks [07.08.2018]. 
180Encyclopaedia Britannica. ‘London bombings of 2005’.   

https: //www.britannica.com/event/London-bombings-of-2005 [07.08.2018]. 
181E.U. “Further expansion”.   

https: //europa.eu/european-union/about-eu/history/2000-2009_en [07.08.2018]. 
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One more topic that was frequently presented in the news was the legislation that 

gave same-sex couples the legal rights of civil partnerships. Civil partnerships were 

introduced in the 2004 and Civil Partnership Act and came into law in 2005. From that 

day partnered couples gained the same rights as married couples, including a permission 

to hold wedding ceremonies182. The political and economic impact created by the events 

of the first decade of 2000s impacted all ways of life. 

 

3.5.7 Years 2010–2020 

The final time period discussed in the research covers the years 2010 till the present. 

The major events that sparked the news in these years included the election of the 

coalition government in May 2010, when the Conservative Party leader David Cameron 

formed a coalition with the third-placed Liberal Democrats. A few months later the new 

government announced large-scale public spending cuts in order to reduce the UK’s 

budget deficit183. 

In 2011, the killing of a 29-year old man by police during the attempted arrest, started 

widespread riots and looting in poorer areas of London. What was at first a peaceful 

march in protest of the shooting, soon began to grow violent and over the next few nights 

engulfed the Brixton and Clapham Junction in London, as well as some other cities184. 

Insurers have estimated the cost of the damage at more than £200m185. 

Two years later in 2013 another fatal incident shocked Britain when a soldier, 

Drummer Lee Rigby, was hacked to death in broad daylight on a street of Woolwich in 

south London by two Islamic extremists186.  

In 2014 a referendum in Scotland rejected independence, with 55% opting to remain 

part of the United Kingdom. A year later the Conservative Party won the general election 

                                                 

 

182The Telegraph. “Q&A: same-sex marriages and civil partnerships”. 

  https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/8222794/QandA-same-sex-marriages-and-civil-

partnerships.html [07.08.2018]. 
183BBC News. “United Kingdom profile – Timeline”. 

  https: //www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-18028620 [07.08.2018]. 
184 The Telegraph. “Mark Duggan: ‘well-balanced’ or ‘confrontational’, the 29-year-old whose death left 

London burning”.   

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/law-and-order/10556041/Mark-Duggan-well-balanced-or-

confrontational-the-29-year-old-whose-death-left-London-burning.html [07.08.2018]. 
185The Guardian. “Man shot dead by police in north London during attempted arrest”.  

https: //www.theguardian.com/world/2011/aug/05/man-shot-police-london-arrest [07.08.2018]. 
186 Manchester Evening News. “Lee Rigby”.   

https: //www.manchestereveningnews.co.uk/all-about/lee-rigby [07.08.2018]. 



109 

 

for the first time since 1992. The year 2016 brought yet another change in the political 

arena after voters in a referendum opted to leave the European Union. David Cameron 

resigned and Theresa May succeeded as the Prime Minister. In following years formal 

negotiations have begun in order to end Britain’s membership in EU187. However, May’s 

time as a Prime Minister was not long, as it came to a quick conclusion in 2019 following 

a Brexit negotiation havoc. Boris Johnson took over the position and led the country 

through the Brexit resolve and the 2020 Covid-19 crisis.  

Furthermore, the mass media were filled with stories regarding the Royal Family. 

The wedding of Prince William to Catherine Middleton and the wedding of Prince Harry 

to Meghan Markle were the leading news in 2011 and 2018. Out of the two the second 

one has received the widest coverage over the years. Markle, an American citizen and a 

showbiz persona, managed to stay in a lime light of British media due to her unorthodox 

way of proceeding. Nevertheless, the love and hate relationship between Markle and the 

British citizens has led to Prince Harry’s withdrawal from official royal duties and the 

couple moving out to Canada, and then in 2020 to the USA. 

The news items discussed above are representative of the wide scope of news 

presented over the years in the press in Britain. Political changes may have been featured 

in the first pages, however the news presenting the social events has always received the 

greatest press coverage. The main topics other than in the field of politics regard the Royal 

Family, sporting events and economy. Of course, in the consecutive decades print media 

present their own news items specific to the corresponding period and vital at that given 

time. Nevertheless, the two subjects, namely sports and the Royal Family, have always 

dominated the news.  

These days, the effect of news on the British public is more visible then in the past. 

This is, among others, due to the fact that the online press provides the opportunity for a 

comment under a given article. Of significance is the fact that as much as the news 

covering political or economic facts are presented in some great detail,  the news 

presenting social events are the mostly commented on. This is due to the growing role of 

a young generation of millennials that is first to be born into the world of social media as 

well as the always present popularity of human interest stories, especially in a society 

                                                 

 

187The Guardian. “David Cameron resigns after UK votes to leave European Union”.  

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2016/jun/24/david-cameron-resigns-after-uk-votes-to-leave-

european-union [07.08.2018]. 
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where religion and politics are not discussed in everyday conversations. To an extent 

British society follows the global trends, then, but the minutiae make it distinct:  even the 

most discussed political and social events acquire a specifically British character. 

 

Summary 

Language and culture are major elements of any society. One cannot be discussed 

and considered without the other. As much as language reflects culture, culture also 

affects language. Technological progress and the advancements in the field of science 

have led the civilisation to the new era. Dominated by the use of omnipresent internet, 

social media provide easy access to information. Due to the fast development of 

technology that impacted the structure of society, press media needed to respond to the 

new circumstances and its evolution in time accelerated. Broad sheets and the compact 

format newspapers were ushered into the digital era and now presented not only in the 

traditional paper version but also online, this being an important fact since it allows for 

an active reading - i.e. allowing the reader to comment on an article, and to read the 

comments left by others. The news items covered by the press may still refer to the same 

subjects i.e. politics, economy, sports or social events but the manner in which they are 

presented has changed. Due to the external factors such as migration or American 

influence, the British culture has transformed over the years. Furthermore, the internal 

factors such as the formation of different subcultures, the aspect of political correctness 

and the young generation of millennials, among others, have also added to the creation of 

today’s British culture. 

Since culture has become ‘updated’ by these internal and external factors, 

respectively, so has the language reflecting it. Emergence of new vocabulary items is the 

result of this cultural transformation. Written language has become overall shorter, yet 

more expressive (i.e. emoticons, emoji). When considering the press media the change is 

also visible. The primary function of media is to present news, and since news are mostly 

about what is new in the society or in the world, therefore, it is automatically upgraded to 

reflect the new cultural elements. Furthermore, the aspect of political correctness 

influences the creation of new words and phrases or application of existing ones but in a 

redefined manner. The millennial generation can be credited with coining new terms (see:  
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3.2.2.3) which are frequently used in the press media of today i.e. mainly popular press188. 

The shift is towards ‘information-transfer’ active society. Having fast access to instant 

information and being able to pass one’s own opinion have made the new generation an 

active participant in forming events and news. Furthermore, the creation of the 

abbreviation from well-known phrases allows for rapid answer, and staying in this 

electronic type of discourse. 

  

                                                 

 

188 Even though the terms BFF or OMG are not regarded as pure idiomatic elements, they do reflect 

changing cultural values. 
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CHAPTER IV 

 

Idioms in British press: Research study 

 

Chapter IV presents a study of idioms in British press in the years 1945–2020. The 

periodicals chosen to represent the two categories i.e. the quality press and the popular 

press are The Guardian and The Mirror. The reason for selecting the abovementioned 

titles are as follows. Firstly, The Guardian and The Mirror were established before 1945 

and they are still available today189. Furthermore, they are both regarded as national 

newspapers190. Secondly, the readership was considered in the years 1945–2020. While 

in some decades different periodicals may have been more popular than others it was 

sometimes only a temporary spell of popularity which did not affect general trends in 

long-term readership191. Consequently, overall assessment of the readership was taken 

into consideration. Both The Guardian and The Mirror rank above average in this 

classification192. 

The findings of the research will be presented here in a form of a table comparing 

taxonomy. The idiomatic expressions used in The Mirror and in The Guardian are placed 

in the table with the short description of the event they refer to. The chosen articles consist 

of political items, economy related issues, and social events significant at the time. The 

events were chosen beforehand in order to establish how they are presented by the press. 

Therefore, not only the number of articles regarding the chosen event may differ between 

the papers but on occasion there may not be any coverage provided by the newspaper. 

Furthermore, an article in one newspaper may have contained more than one idiomatic 

phrase whereas the article referring to the same event in the other newspaper contained 

none. All these instances are appropriately marked in the table, and conclusions drawn 

                                                 

 

189 The Guardian was founded in 1821. Before 1959 it was known as The Manchester Guardian. Until 2005 

The Guardian was printed as a broadsheet, afterwards as a berliner and finally since 2018 in compact 

version.  The Mirror was founded in 1903as the Daily Mirror, only in 1996 it acquired its present name. 

The newspaper is printed in a tabloid/compact form. 
190 The Times is also divided into regional editions. 
191 The account of online readership is also taken into consideration. 
192 The Times or The Financial Times ranked the highest, in the quality press category however due to the 

fact that they place an extra focus on certain type of articles i.e. politics or economy, they were not 

considered for the task at hand. The Guardian presents a more equal selection across its pages. The number 

of the articles devoted to politics, economy, everyday news items or sports are quite comparable. 
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out. This will aid the process of analysing the idiomatic frequency in the quality and 

popular press. Further on some examples of idiomatic phrases are analysed in more detail 

so as to obtain a clearer overview of the formation of idioms in regard to British culture. 

Since popularity of the press is undeniable (in the recent years its online aspect must 

be additionally considered), it plays a vital role in coining new expressions reflecting 

aspects of life essential for a given society. The results of the research show whether this 

popularity aspect over the years has always aided the process of idiom formation and 

furthermore, whether the process has been the same for popular press and the quality 

press. All the collected data are fully analysed and evaluated in the conclusion of the 

chapter. The tendency of pressdioms occurrence and their frequency is also considered in 

order to make future predictions regarding idiomatic application. 

 

4.1. Periodicals chosen as research subjects 

The Guardian is a British daily newspaper, founded in 1821 as The Manchester 

Guardian. Along with its sister papers The Observer and The Guardian Weekly, The 

Guardian is a part of the Guardian Media Group, which is owned by the Scott Trust. The 

trust was created in 1936 in order to “secure the financial and editorial independence of 

The Guardian in perpetuity and to safeguard the journalistic freedom and liberal values 

of The Guardian free from commercial or political interference”193. Over the years, this 

middle-class newspaper, has been praised for its “investigative journalism, its 

dispassionate discussion of issues, its literary and artistic coverage and criticism, and its 

foreign correspondence”194. Furthermore, as stated in the Encyclopaedia Britannica, The 

Guardian’s editorial stance is thought to be less conservative than that of The Daily 

Telegraph or The Times, its leading competitors, but its reporting is also distinguished by 

its independence. The paper was once called “Britain’s non-conformist conscience”195. 

In an Ipsos MORI196 2018 research poll The Guardian scored highest for digital-

content news, with over 80% of readers agreeing that they trust the news presented in it. 

                                                 

 

193 The Guardian. “The Scott Trust: values and history” - 26 July 2015. 

https: //www.theguardian.com/the-scott-trust/2015/jul/26/the-scott-trust  [01.07.2020]. 
194 Encyclopaedia Britannica: The Guardian - British newspaper. 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/The-Guardian-British-newspaper  [01.07.2020]. 
195 Encyclopaedia Britannica: The Guardian - British newspaper. 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/The-Guardian-British-newspaper  [01.07.2020]. 
196The company is a member of the British Polling Council and Market Research Society with its 

headquarters in London, England, UK. 
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A December 2018 report of a poll carried out by the Publishers Audience Measurement 

Company (PAMCo)197 expressed an opinion that the paper's print edition was considered 

to be the most trusted in the UK in the period from October 2017 to September 2018. It 

was also stated that The Guardian was the most-read of the UK's quality news brands, 

including digital editions. While The Guardian's print circulation is in decline, the 

PAMCo’s report indicated that news presented in The Guardian, including the news 

online, reach more than 23 million UK adults each month. 

The Daily Mirror, a British national daily tabloid newspaper, was founded in 1903. 

The Mirror was started by Alfred Harmsworth in 1903 as a newspaper for women. As 

stated by Encyclopaedia Britannica “Its photo-rich tabloid format has consistently 

stressed sensational, human-interest, and personal types of stories, and its politically 

independent stance has enabled it to adopt a common man versus bureaucracy approach 

to many stories”198. From 1985 to 1987, and again from 1997 to 2002, the newspaper was 

known simply as The Mirror. In December 2016 it had an average daily print circulation 

of 716,923. However, according to the ABC UK199, from the following year the sales 

have begun to decline.  

Its Sunday sister paper is the Sunday Mirror. Unlike other major British tabloids such 

as The Sun and the Daily Mail, The Mirror has no separate Scottish edition; this role is 

performed by the Daily Record and Sunday Mail, which feature selected stories from The 

Mirror that are of significance to Scottish readers. 

Originally the newspaper was designed for the middle-class reader; it was converted 

into a working-class news brand after 1934, in order to reach a larger audience.  

In the 1970s and 1980s The Mirror faced union resistance to its plans to streamline 

production. In 1984 the paper was sold to Robert Maxwell. A year after his death in 1992 

the paper was bought by Sir Peter Parker, a former British Railways chairman. Acquired 

in 1999 by Trinity Mirror PLC, The Mirror continues to be one of the leading mass-

circulation papers in Britain200. 

                                                 

 

197 The Publishers Audience Measurement Company (PAMCo) is the governing body which oversees 

audience measurement for the published media industry. 
198 Encyclopaedia Britannica: The Mirror - British newspaper. 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/The-Mirror-British-newspaper  [01.07.2020]. 
199 ABC releases data for the UK media industry to use when trading print, digital and event advertising. 

They are a leading industry-owned auditor for media products and services, with specialist skills in digital 

ad trading.  
200 Encyclopaedia Britannica: The Mirror - British newspaper. 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/The-Mirror-British-newspaper  [01.07.2020]. 

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Robert-Maxwell
https://www.britannica.com/topic/British-Railways
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4.2. The research – overall points 

While considering the quality press i.e. The Guardian and the popular press i.e. The 

Mirror it is important to know a few facts. Firstly, The Guardian consists of a 

substantially greater number of articles than The Mirror, although the number of pages is 

comparable the size of the newspaper must be accounted for (The Manchester Guardian 

being a broadsheet newspaper at the beginning). In time it transformed into the tabloid 

version, however the number of pages increased. Moreover, the size of the headlines in 

The Mirror must be remarked on, as fairly often they take up considerable parts of the 

paper. 

Secondly, the size of the articles in both newspapers must be considered. The Mirror’s 

articles are overall shorter, and on occasion they consist of just a few lines adorned with 

a big heading. Articles in The Guardian are longer and all the headings are only slightly 

bigger than the texts throughout the newspaper. Furthermore, The Mirror features more 

photos and graphic content than The Guardian. 

Finally, the layout differs significantly between the two representatives. The 

Manchester Guardian comprises all the advertisements on the first two pages and the rest 

of the newspaper is free of any commercials. The Mirror has always featured graphic 

advertisement randomly throughout the whole newspaper. Some time later with the 

change of the title into The Guardian the overall layout of the newspaper was altered and 

key events are now featured on the first page. 

These points are of important value when addressing the question of idiomatic 

frequency in quality and popular press. 

In order to establish which of the two research subjects i.e. the quality press or 

popular press employs more idiomatic expressions the hand count is presented in a 

graphic form after each decade. The idioms considered for this task are taken from 

Makkai’s, Fernando’s and Mantyla’s classifications and include the following types: 

1. Pure idioms (tournure, opaque) (by the skin of your teeth, tickled pink); 

2. Proverbial idioms (love is blind, insult added to an injury); 

3. First base idioms (pulled rank, follow the suit); 

4. Familiar quotations (set in stone, the land of promise); 

5. Irreversible binominal idioms (in a tip top order, without rhyme or reason); 
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6. Phrasal compounds201 (zero hour, house of horrors); 

7. Incorporating verb idioms (take shine to, give a slip to). 

Furthermore, a qualitative analysis is conducted in order to determine what types of 

idiomatic expressions are used by quality press and by popular press. The outcome is also 

presented in a graphic form. The types considered for the task at hand are as follows: 

1. Idioms based on metaphor (icing on the cake, to abandon the ship); 

2. Idioms based on analogy (as good as gold, as regular as clockwork) 

3. Idioms based on metonymy/synecdoche (true blue, the state of play); 

4. Idioms based on alliteration( turn topsy turvy, feeling fagged out); 

5. Idioms based on aphorism (can the leopard change its spots, going on a wild 

goose chase); 

6. Idioms based on allusion (to be doomed, red tape); 

7. Idioms based on cliché (barking mad, touch and go). 

However, since the focus of this thesis is placed on the idiomatic expressions echoing 

cultural elements and how they are formed, the consequent part presents alternative idiom 

classification:   

- Event derived pressdioms; 

- Place derived pressdioms; 

- Person derived pressdioms; 

- Acronym derived pressdioms; 

- Well established and widely recognisable idiomatic phrases used in the press, 

however partially altered to reflect new circumstances. 

While the well-established idiomatic phrases are easier to spot as they have been 

longer in circulation, the pressdioms refer to more recent idiomatic phrases often coined 

and overused by press. 

On occasion idioms retracted from the researched newspapers could be assigned to 

more than one specific category, in such an event the author decides on a given idiom’s 

type taking into consideration all available data relating to the idiom. 

   

 

                                                 

 

201 Binominal idioms such as White House and Downing street, No 10 or The Firm are not taken into account 

in this research since every political article in both newspapers uses these terms many times over while 

referring to the US or UK government or to the Royal Family.  
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4.2.1 The years 1945–1955 

Key points: 

- The Guardian is known as The Manchester Guardian, and The Mirror as 

Daily Mirror. 

- Most of the advertisement is condensed to the first two pages in The 

Manchester Guardian, however in Daily Mirror it is rather random. 

- Average number of pages is around 10 for both titles. 

- Daily Mirror applies far more graphic content. 

 

Event                        

(date of the event) 

Quality press 

(Manchester Guardian) 

Popular press 

(Daily Mirror) 

Allies accepted 

Germany’s surrender 

(07.05.1945) 

V-Day202 

a house of cards203 

a sticky situation204 

toe the line205 

crocodile tears206 

to the ninth degree207 

to pave the way208 

at the helm209 

dead-line210 

to drop a bombshell211 

the Big Four212 

zero hour213   

no-man’s land214 

(57 articles) 

VE-Day215 

stone’s throw216 

stiff necked217 

(22 articles) 

                                                 

 

202 The Manchester Guardian; 07.05.1945; “V-Day celebrations in France”.  
203 The Manchester Guardian; 07.05.1945; “Italy surrender moves began in February”, p. 3. 
204 The Manchester Guardian; 07.05.1945; “Italy surrender moves began in February”, p. 3. 
205 The Manchester Guardian; 07.05.1945; “Frost in May”, p. 4. 
206 The Manchester Guardian; 07.05.1945; “Atlantic fringe”, p. 4. 
207 The Manchester Guardian; 07.05.1945; “The Hitler spirit”, p. 4. 
208 The Manchester Guardian; 07.05.1945; “Norway and Germany, the task of liberation”, p. 4. 
209 The Manchester Guardian; 07.05.1945; “Norway and Germany, the task of liberation”, p. 4. 
210 The Manchester Guardian; 07.05.1945; “Big Four joint amendments to Dumbarton Oaks”, p. 6. 
211 The Manchester Guardian; 07.05.1945; “Big Four joint amendments to Dumbarton Oaks”, p. 6. 
212 The Manchester Guardian; 07.05.1945; “Big Four joint amendments to Dumbarton Oaks”, p. 6. 
213 The Manchester Guardian; 07.05.1945; “Warsaw Rising”, p. 6. 
214 The Manchester Guardian; 07.05.1945; “Food pouring into Holland”, p. 6. 
215 Daily Mirror No. 12,910; 07.05.1945; “Germany offers surrender to Soviet, Britain, U.S.VE-Day 

announcement will come any hour now”, p. 1. 
216 Daily Mirror No. 12,910; 07.05.1945; “Stone’s throw away plane No 2 crashed”, p. 8. 
217 Daily Mirror No. 12,910; 07.05.1945; “Nazi had ‘bead’ on the General”, p. 8. 
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Atomic bomb  

(06.08.1945) 

 (5 articles) no idiomatic 

expressions related to the 

event218 

take a gamble219 

wreak  havoc220 

(9 articles) 

Japan’s surrender 

(02.09.1945) 

doom221 

against the odds222 

(6 articles) 

playing for time223 

making strides224 

Pen Army225 

(5 articles) 

The United Nations 

organisation officially 

comes into existence  

(24.10.1945) 

a hobby-horse226 

(1 article) 

No articles found related to the 

event227 

India and Pakistan’s 

independence from Great 

Britain 

(15.08.1947) 

blood sweat and tears228 

tug of war229 

throw of the dice230 

(7 articles) 

(2 articles) no idiomatic expressions 

related to the event231 

UK coal industry 

nationalised 

(01.01.1947) 

(4 articles) no idiomatic 

expressions related to the 

event232 

to get a square deal233 

 (3 articles) 

The Royal wedding  

(20.11.1947) 

(16 articles) no idiomatic 

expressions related to the 

event 234 

 (10 articles) no idiomatic expressions 

related to the event 235 

UK general elections 

(23.02.1950) 

dirty work236 

blood and thunder237 

(running) neck and 

neck238 

squarer deal239 

in a nutshell241 

giving the game away242 

fair do’s243 

the land of promise244 

can the leopard change its spots245 

                                                 

 

218 The Manchester Guardian; 07.08.1945. 
219 Daily Mirror No. 12,988, 07.08.1945; “Atomic bomb is used against japs- total ruin soon”, p. 1. 
220 Daily Mirror No. 12,988, 07.08.1945; “The tommy bomb won’t be in time they said. Great hopes-and 

fears-for the future”, p. 5. 
221 The Manchester Guardian; 03.09.1945; “Scenes on the Missouri”, p. 5. 
222 The Manchester Guardian; 03.09.1945; “War’s end”, p. 4. 
223 Daily Mirror No. 12,994, 14.08.1945; “Japan is just playing for time”, p. 1. 
224 Daily Mirror No. 12,994, 14.08.1945; “Japan is just playing for time”, p. 1. 
225 Daily Mirror No. 12,994, 14.08.1945; “Pen Army is ready to go”, p. 5. 
226 The Manchester Guardian; 25.10.1945; “Speak for Europe”, p. 4. 
227 Daily Mirror 24.10.1945. 
228 The Manchester Guardian; 15.08.1947; “Curious apathy in Karachi”, p. 5. 
229 The Manchester Guardian; 15.08.1947; “Curious apathy in Karachi”, p. 5. 
230 The Manchester Guardian; 15.08.1947; “A problem for France. Indian possession”, p. 5. 
231 Daily Mirror No. 13,614, 15.08.1947. 
232 The Manchester Guardian; 01.01.1947. 
233 Daily Mirror No. 13,421, 01.01.1947; “Who’s boss?”, p. 2. 
234 The Manchester Guardian; 20.11.1947. 
235 Daily Mirror No. 13,007, 20.11.1947. 
236 The Manchester Guardian; 23.02.1950; “Liberals and Tories clash”, p. 4. 
237 The Manchester Guardian; 23.02.1950; “The choice”, p. 6. 
238 The Manchester Guardian; 23.02.1950; “If Labour loses majority”, p. 7. 
239 The Manchester Guardian; 23.02.1950; “Labour greatest danger is from abstentions”, p. 8. 
241 Daily Mirror No. 14,397, 23.02.1950; “The Final Discussion”, p. 2. 
242 Daily Mirror No. 14,397, 23.02.1950; “The Final Discussion”, p. 2. 
243 Daily Mirror No. 14,397, 23.02.1950; “The Final Discussion”, p. 2. 
244 Daily Mirror No. 14,397, 23.02.1950; “The Land of Promises”, p. 2. 
245 Daily Mirror No. 14,397, 23.02.1950; “The Land of Promises”, p. 2. 
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under the weather240 

(17 articles) 

crocodile tears246 

back to his old game247 

toe the line248 

to be well-off249 

to be dishearten250 

(9 articles) 

The death of King George 

VI 

(06.02.1952) 

(20 articles) no idiomatic 

expressions related to the 

event251 

break the news252 

(The Monarchy) was doomed253 

feeling fagged out254 

the King is dead long live the 

Queen255  

 (Queen) in the making256 

to be in the limelight257 

put on a brave front258 

(19 articles) 

Coronation of Elizabeth 

II 

(02.06.1953) 

a lull in the storm259 

doomed260 

pin their hopes261 

God’s gift262 

turn topsy-turvy263 

(14 articles) 

young at heart264 

 (14 articles) 

 

 

In the tables below the data will be presented with reference to statistics. 

 

 

 

                                                 

 

240 The Manchester Guardian; 23.02.1950; “Mr Morrison hoarse. The Tories’ ‘only victory’”, p. 8. 
246 Daily Mirror No. 14,397, 23.02.1950; “The Land of Promises”, p. 2. 
247 Daily Mirror No. 14,397, 23.02.1950; “The Land of Promises”, p. 2. 
248 Daily Mirror No. 14,397, 23.02.1950; “The Land of Promises”, p. 2. 
249 Daily Mirror No. 14,397, 23.02.1950; “The Land of Promises”, p. 2. 
250 Daily Mirror No. 14,397, 23.02.1950; “Record poll is expected- first 265 results due by early morning”, 

p. 2. 
251 The Manchester Guardian; 07.02.1952. 
252 Daily Mirror No. 15,003, 07.02.1952; “His valet found the King dead”, p. 1. 
253 Daily Mirror No. 15,003, 07.02.1952; “‘I’m not palace minded’- he said…”, p. 2. 
254 Daily Mirror No. 15,003, 07.02.1952; “A quiet evening with no visitors”, p. 3. 
255 Daily Mirror No. 15,003, 07.02.1952; “How Britain heard the news”, p. 5. 
256 Daily Mirror No. 15,003, 07.02.1952; “The young mother who is now the Queen”, p. 8. 
257 Daily Mirror No. 15,003, 07.02.1952; “The young mother who is now the Queen”, p. 8. 
258 Daily Mirror No. 15,003, 07.02.1952; “The King put on a brave front and carried on”, p. 16. 
259 The Manchester Guardian; 02.06.1953; “Coronation”, p. 4. 
260 The Manchester Guardian; 02.06.1953; “Coronation”, p. 4. 
261 The Manchester Guardian; 02.06.1953; “Our London Correspondence”, p. 4. 
262 The Manchester Guardian; 02.06.1953; “Celebrations all over the world”, p. 5. 
263 The Manchester Guardian; 02.06.1953; “The English forget their self-consciousness. Preparing for the 

festivities”, p. 12. 
264 Daily Mirror No. 15,003, 02.06.1953; “For the young Queen”, p. 2. 
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Statistic data 1945–1955: 

Table 16: Quantitative research outcome for period 1945–1955 (for individual events). 

 

Key: 

- Global politics – refers to articles featuring international events in the press; 

- Local politics – refers to articles featuring home political events; 

- Non-politics – refers to articles featuring sport, economy or home affairs 

unrelated to the field of politics. 

 

Statistical analysis 1945–1955 

Table 17: Quantitative research outcome for period 1945–1955. 

 

Between the years 1945 and 1955 ten different historical events were chosen from 

the fields of politics, economy, sport and home affairs. Consequently, two research 

subjects i.e. The Manchester Guardian and Daily Mirror were scanned for articles 

    
Quality 

press     
Popular 

press     

The article type 

Date of the 

event 

Number 

of 

articles  

Number 

of  

idioms  

Number of 

idioms per 

article 

Number 

of 

articles  

Number 

of 

idioms  

Number of 

idioms per 

article 

global politics 07.05.1945 57 13 0.23 22 3 0.14 

global politics 06.08.1945 5 0 0.00 9 2 0.22 

global politics 02.09.1945 6 2 0.33 5 3 0.60 

global politics 24.10.1945 1 1 1.00 0 0 0.00 

local politics 01.01.1947 4 0 0.00 3 1 0.33 

local politics 15.08.1947 7 3 0.43 2 0 0.00 

non-politics 20.11.1947 16 0 0.00 10 0 0.00 

local politics 23.02.1950 17 5 0.29 9 10 1.11 

non-politics 06.02.1952 20 0 0.00 19 7 0.37 

non-politics 02.06.1953 14 5 0.36 14 1 0.07 

TOTAL   147 29 0.20 93 27 0.29 

Type of 

article 

Number 

of 

articles 

in 

quality 

press  

Number 

of 

idioms 

in 

quality 

press 

articles 

Number 

of idioms 

per article 

in quality 

press 

Number 

of articles 

in popular 

press 

Number 

of idioms 

in popular 

press 

articles 

Number of 

idioms per 

article in 

popular 

press 

global politics 69 16 0.23 36 8 0.22 

local politics 28 8 0.29 14 11 0.79 

non-politics 50 5 0.10 43 8 0.19 

Total  147 29 0.20 93 27 0.29 
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featuring these events for the usage of idiomatic expressions. The events that have been 

chosen are the following: 

- Acceptance of  Germany’s surrender (07.05.1945); 

- Atomic bomb on Hiroshima (06.08.1945); 

- Japan’s surrender (02.09.1945); 

- Establishment of  the United Nations (24.10.1945); 

- India and Pakistan’s independence from Great Britain (15.08.1947); 

- Nationalisation of the UK coal industry (01.01.1947); 

- The Royal wedding (20.11.1947); 

- The UK general elections (23.02.1950); 

- The death of King George VI (06.02.1952); 

- Coronation of Elizabeth II (02.06.1953). 

In total there were 4 international events, 3 events referring to political home affairs 

and 3 events unrelated to politics all together. 

The Manchester Guardian consisted of 69 articles covering international political 

issues, 28 articles referring to the political home affairs and additional 50 articles covering 

other major stories unrelated to the field of politics. The idiom application by the quality 

press representative was as follows: 16 idiomatic phrases were found in the articles 

covering the international events (e.g. toe the line, crocodile tears), 8 idioms in the articles 

covering home political affairs (e.g. tug of war, throw of the dice) and 5 idioms found in 

remaining articles unrelated to the politics (e.g. God’s gift, turn topsy-turvy). The markers 

for idiom application per one article are as follows: 0.23 idiom per an article for 

international news, 0.29 idiom per an article for politics at home and 0.1 idiom per an 

article for other news featured. 

The statistics for the Daily Mirror were as follows: 36 articles describing 

international events, 14 articles referring to politics at home and 43 articles covering other 

stories not relating to the field of politics. The idiomatic expressions used in describing 

these events were as follows: for international news items 8 idioms were used (e.g. wreak 

havoc, VE-Day), for politics at home 11 (e.g. to get a square deal, can the leopard change 

its spots) and in other articles 8 idiomatic expressions were found (e.g. to be in a limelight, 

feeling fagged out). This means that the markers for idiomatic application per one article 

are as follows: 0.22 idiom per an article for international news, 0.79 idiom per an article 

for political home affairs and 0.19 idiom per an article referring to other news featured. 
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In total the number of articles scanned for idioms in quality press was 147, and the 

number of idioms found 29. The number of articles in popular press was 93 with 27 

idioms found. The quantitative research outcome for the years 1945–1955 shows that both 

types of newspapers apply a similar number of idioms per article. Overall, for quality 

press the marker stands at 0.2 idiom per one article, and for the popular press it is 0.29. 

However, what is evident, when we look at the results for different types of articles 

(global politics, local politics, and non-political items), the popular press uses more than 

twice as many idiomatic expressions in articles referring to home politics. 

 

4.2.2 The years 1960–1970 

Key points: 

- The Manchester Guardian title replaced with The Guardian. 

- Main news reported on the first page in The Guardian, while advertisements 

are spread throughout the whole newspaper. 

- Considerable increase in news coverage (average page number for The 

Guardian below 20 and the number of pages in the Daily Mirror exceeds 20), 

however The Guardian is still presented in a form of a broadsheet newspaper.  

- Daily Mirror uses more graphic content. 

 

Event                        

(date of the event) 
Quality press 

(The Guardian) 
Popular press 

(Daily Mirror) 
Yuri Gagarin becomes the 

first man in space 

(12.04.1961) 

(6 articles) no idiomatic 

expressions related to the 

event265 

(3 articles) no idiomatic 

expressions related to the 

event266 

The Berlin Wall – first 

concrete elements 

(13.08.1961) 

(6 articles) no idiomatic 

expressions related to the 

event267 

 (6 articles) no idiomatic 

expressions related to the 

event268 

The great train robbery 

(08.08.1963) 
an inside job269 

against the clock270 

(2 articles) 

(2 articles) no idiomatic 

expressions related to the 

event271 

                                                 

 

265 The Guardian, 13.04.1961. 
266 Daily Mirror No. 17,829, 14.04.1961. 
267 The Guardian, 17.08.1961. 
268 Daily Mirror No. 17,933, 14.08.1961; “50,000 told: don’t work in free Berlin”, p. 20. 
269 The Guardian, 09.08.1963, “Mail train haul, ‘well over 1 million’”, p. 1. 
270 The Guardian, 09.08.1963, “Mail train haul, ‘well over 1 million’”, p. 1. 
271 Daily Mirror No. 18,549, 09.08.1963; “Mail- train- haul- over2,500,000”, p. 11. 
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Assassination of John F. 

Kennedy 

(22.11.1963) 

break the deadlock272 

follow suit273 

hot line274 

(11 articles) 

He gave (his bodyguards) a 

slip275 

A square deal276 

(10 articles) 

Beatles arrive to America 

(07.02.1964) 

let it rip277 

had wishes been horses278 

(2 articles) 

(2 articles) no idiomatic 

expressions related to the 

event279 

The death of Winston 

Churchill 

(24.01.1965) 

(their) finest hour280 

to turn the tables281 

vote of confidence282 

take stock of283 

at the helm284 

getting  into stride285 

lose one's grip286 

(12 articles) 

without a hitch287 

(when Britain) had her back to 

the wall288 

turn back the clock289 

in the thick of it290 

ready to meet (my) maker291 

(he) switched (political) 

horses292 

(14 articles) 

Football World Cup Final 

(30.07.1966) 

hats off to293 

follow suit294 

not everyone’s cup of tea295 

from scratch296 

(6 articles) 

handed (to them) on a plate297 

sticky (little) hand298 

hat-trick299 

(7 articles) 

Contraceptive pill – 

Vatican’s decision on the 

Pill 

the Pill300 

(5 articles) 

(Vatican) roulette301 

the Pill302 

(4 articles) 

                                                 

 

272 The Guardian, 23.11.1963, “A President youthful and enigmatic too”, p. 3. 
273 The Guardian, 23.11.1963, “Tension in western alliance”, p. 3. 
274 The Guardian, 23.11.1963, “A tragedy for the world”, p. 6. 
275 Daily Mirror No. 18,640, 23.11.1965; “Man with the toughest job in the world”, p. 16. 
276 Daily Mirror No. 18,640, 23.11.1965; “Man with the toughest job in the world”, p. 16. 
277 The Guardian, 08.02.1964, “World of the pop”, p. 14. 
278 The Guardian, 08.02.1964, “World of the pop”, p. 14. 
279 Daily Mirror No.18,704, 08.02.1964. 
280 The Guardian, 25.01.1965, “Out of Harrow on the tides of war…”,p. 10. 
281 The Guardian, 25.01.1965, “Out of Harrow on the tides of war…”, p. 10. 
282 The Guardian, 25.01.1965, “Out of Harrow on the tides of war…”, p. 10. 
283 The Guardian, 25.01.1965, “Churchill and after”, p. 21. 
284 The Guardian, 25.01.1965, “to triumph in the years of fear”, p. 22. 
285 The Guardian, 25.01.1965, “to triumph in the years of fear”, p. 22. 
286 The Guardian, 25.01.1965, “to triumph in the years of fear”, p. 22. 
287 Daily Mirror No. 19,002, 25.01.1965; “The Queen likely to attend service”, p. 1. 
288 Daily Mirror No. 19,002, 25.01.1965; “Give him a practical memorial”, p. 5. 
289 Daily Mirror No. 19,002, 25.01.1965; “The saviour of the nation”, p. 9. 
290 Daily Mirror No. 19,002, 25.01.1965; “Highlights in the career of a great man”, p. 11. 
291 Daily Mirror No. 19,002, 25.01.1965; “It all began with a game of soldiers”, p. 11. 
292 Daily Mirror No. 19,002, 25.01.1965; “It all began with a game of soldiers”, p. 11. 
293 The Guardian, 01.08.1966, “World Cup team beats pay standstill”, p. 1. 
294 The Guardian, 01.08.1966, “Moore’s majesty emblazons England triumph”, p. 10. 
295 The Guardian, 01.08.1966, “Moore’s majesty emblazons England triumph”, p. 10. 
296 The Guardian, 01.08.1966, “Now Ramsey wants to start all over again”, p. 10. 
297 Daily Mirror No. 19,472, 01.08.1966; “Why BBC kept that victory secret for 15 min”, p. 11. 
298 Daily Mirror No. 19,472, 01.08.1966; “England’s pride in safe hands”, p. 13. 
299 Daily Mirror No. 19,472, 01.08.1966; “England’s pride in safe hands”, p. 13. 
300 The Guardian, 30.07.1968, “Papal ban on pill upheld”, p. 1. 
301 Daily Mirror No. 20,091, 30.07.1968; “Vatican’s roulette gamble”, p. 9. 
302 Daily Mirror No. 20,091, 30.07.1968; “The Pope and the Pill”, p. 1. 



124 

 

(29.07.1968) 

Kray brothers- sentencing 

(04.03.1969) 

low key303 

(2 articles) 

(6 articles) no idiomatic 

expressions related to the 

event304 
Moon landing 

(20.07.1969) 

the eagle has landed305  

(3 articles) 
fingers crossed306 

the eagle has landed307 

up the creek308 

thumbs down309 

off the cuff310 

(5 articles) 

 

 

In the following, the statistical data for the idiom occurrence will be provided. 

 

Statistic data 1960–1970: 

  

Quality 

press   
Popular  

press   

The article type 

Date of the 

event 

Number 

of  

articles  

Number 

of  

idioms  

Number 

of idioms 

per article 

Number 

of 

 articles  

Number 

of  

idioms  

Number of 

idioms per 

article 

global politics 12.04.1961 6 0 0 3 0 0.00 

global politics 13.08.1961 6 0 0 6 0 0.00 

non-politics 08.08.1963 2 2 1 2 0 0.00 

global politics 22.11.1963 11 3 0.27 10 2 0.20 

non-politics 07.02.1964 2 2 1 2 0 0.00 

local politics 24.01.1965 12 7 0.58 14 6 0.43 

non-politics 30.07.1966 6 4 0.67 7 3 0.43 

local politics 29.07.1968 5 1 0.2 4 2 0.50 

non-politics 04.03.1969 2 1 0.5 6 0 0.00 

global politics 20.07.1969 3 1 0.33 5 5 1.00 

 TOTAL   55 21 0.38 59 18 0.31 

Table 18: Quantitative research outcome for period 1960–1970 (for individual events). 

 

 

 

 

                                                 

 

303 The Guardian, 05.03.1969, “Glimpse into a world of blood and tears”, p. 18. 
304 Daily Mirror No. 20,276, 05.03.1969. 
305 The Guardian, 21.07.1969, “a step for a man – a leap for a mankind”, p. 1. 
306 Daily Mirror No. 20,393, 21.07.1969; “Man and the Universe”, p. 2. 
307 Daily Mirror No. 20,393, 21.07.1969; “It’s good country for golf…you could drive a ball 2000ft”, p. 3. 
308 Daily Mirror No. 20,393, 21.07.1969; “A touch of lunacy”, p. 14. 
309 Daily Mirror No. 20,393, 21.07.1969; “A touch of lunacy”, p. 14. 
310 Daily Mirror No. 20,393, 21.07.1969; “A touch of lunacy”, p. 14. 
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Statistical analysis 1960–1970: 

Type of 

article 

Number 

of articles 

in quality 

press 

Number 

of idioms 

in quality 

press 

articles 

Number 

of idioms 

per article 

in quality 

press 

Number 

of articles 

in popular 

press 

Number 

of idioms 

in popular 

press 

articles 

Number of 

idioms per 

article in 

popular 

press 

global politics 26 4 0.15 24 7 0.29 

local politics 17 8 0.47 18 8 0.44 

non-politics 12 9 0.75 17 3 0.18 

TOTAL 55 21 0.38 59 18 0.31 

Table 19: Quantitative research outcome for period 1960–1970. 

 

During the decade 1960 to 1970 ten distinctive historical events were selected in 

order to conduct the research on idiomatic application in the British press. Subsequently, 

two national newspapers i.e. The Guardian and the Daily Mirror were examined for 

articles featuring these events focusing on the usage of idiomatic expressions. The events 

chosen during that decade included: 

- Yuri Gagarin becomes the first man in space (12.04.1961); 

- The Berlin Wall – first concrete elements (13.08.1961); 

- The great train robbery (08.08.1963); 

- Assassination of John Kennedy (22.11.1963); 

- Beatles arrive to America (07.02.1964), 

- The death of Winston Churchill (24.01.1965), 

- Football World Cup Final (30.07.1966); 

- Contraceptive pill – Vatican’s decision on the pill (29.07.1968); 

- Kray brothers  –  sentencing (04.03.1969); 

- Moon landing (20.07.1969). 

In total there were 4 international events, 2 events referring to political home affairs 

and 4 events totally unrelated to politics. 

The Guardian featured 26 articles presenting international news items, 17 articles 

discussing the politics at home and additional 12 articles relating to other major stories 

unconnected to the field of politics altogether. The idiom usage by the quality press was 

as follows: 4 idiomatic phrases were found in the articles presenting the international 

affairs (e.g. the eagle has landed, follow suit), 8 idioms in the articles covering home 

political news (e.g. to turn the tables, vote of confidence) and 9 idioms found in remaining 

articles not related to politics (e.g. not everyone’s cup of tea, low key). The markers for 

idiom usage per one article are as follows: 0.15 idiom per an article for international 
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events, 0.47 idiom per an article presenting home news and 0.75 idiom per an article for 

other news featured.  

The data for the Daily Mirror are as follows: 24 articles describing international 

affairs, 18 articles concerning home news and 17 articles covering additional stories 

referring to economy or sport. The idiomatic expressions used in re-counting these events 

were as follows: for international news 7 idioms were used (e.g. up the creek, off the cuff), 

8 idioms for politics at home (e.g. switch political horses, without a hitch) and in other 

articles 3 idiomatic expressions were found (e.g. hat trick, handed on a plate). This means 

that the markers for idiomatic application per one article are as follows: 0.29 idiom per 

an article for global news, 0.44 idiom per an article for home affairs and 0.18 idiom per 

an article referring to other news. 

On the whole the number of articles scanned for idioms in quality press was 55, with 

a total number of idioms present 21. The number of articles in popular press was 59 with 

18 idioms present. The quantitative research outcome for the years 1960–1970 shows that 

during this decade both quality press and popular press applied a similar number of idioms 

per an article. Overall, for quality press the marker stands at 0.38 idiom per one article, 

and for the popular press it is 0.31.  

 

4.2.3 The years 1970–1980 

Key points: 

- Increased number of pages in The Guardian, now the average is over 20, still 

presented in a broadsheet form. Daily Mirror’s average page count is around 

30, however it has to be noted that from 1969 Daily Mirror started featuring 

colour supplement in Wednesday edition. It was a free weekly colour 

magazine featuring news from home and abroad. 

-  The Guardian features more adverts than in previous years, some commercial 

inserts take out the whole page. This tactic has already been applied by Daily 

Mirror.  
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Event                        

(date of the event) 

Quality press 

(The Guardian) 

Popular press 

(Daily Mirror) 

First space station 

(19.04.1971) 

(1 article) no idiomatic 

expressions related to the 

event311  

(2 articles) no idiomatic 

expressions related to the 

event312 

IRA bombing of the Post 

Office Tower in London 

(31.10.71) 

(2 articles) no idiomatic 

expressions related to the 

event313 

(3 articles) no idiomatic 

expressions related to the 

event314 

Watergate scandal 

(1972-1974) 

put the lid on315 

the Watergate316 

 (1 article) 

the Watergate317 

(1 article) 

Power crisis in Britain 

(09.02.1972) 

in the kitty318 

have no guts319 

stand your ground320 

by the skin of (our)teeth321 

(7 articles) 

(6 articles) no idiomatic 

expressions related to the 

event322 

 

Britain becomes a 

member of the Common 

Market 

(01.01.73) 

 

play a second fiddle323 

go haywire324 

(7 articles) 

to abandon the ship325 

young at heart326 

will he make ends meet327 

to go broke328 

in a tip top order329 

as regular as clockwork330 

a square deal331 

pay down the nose332 

(9 articles) 

IRA booming in King’s 

Cross and Euston 

(10.09.1973) 

as good as gold333 

(7 articles) 

it would had been curtains 

(for me)334  

                                                 

 

311 The Guardian, 20.04.1971. 
312 Daily Mirror No. 20,928, 20.04.1971. 
313 The Guardian, 01.11.1971. 
314 Daily Mirror No. 21,091, 01.11.1971. 
315 The Guardian, 24.10.1973; “Nixon agrees to surrender tapes to court”, p. 1. 
316 The Guardian, 24.10.1973; “Nixon agrees to surrender tapes to court”, p. 1. 
317 Daily Mirror No. 21,701, 24.10.1973; “Nixon hands over tapes”, p. 1. 
318 The Guardian, 09.02.1972; “Carr gloom over quick settlement”, p. 1. 
319 The Guardian, 09.02.1972; “Carr gloom over quick settlement”, p. 1. 
320 The Guardian, 09.02.1972; “Opening the rifts of bitterness”, p. 11. 
321 The Guardian, 09.02.1972; “Twin squeeze forces state of emergency”, p. 11. 
322 Daily Mirror No. 21,701, 09.02.1972. 
323 The Guardian, 01.01.1973; “Into Europe, andante”, p. 12. 
324 The Guardian, 01.01.1973; “How Common is the Market”, p. 18. 
325 Daily Mirror No. 21,449, 01.01.1973; “The great challenge”, p. 2. 
326 Daily Mirror No. 21,449, 01.01.1973; “If you are young at heart”, p. 32. 
327 Daily Mirror No. 21,449, 01.01.1973; “Will he make ends meet?”, p. 12. 
328 Daily Mirror No. 21,449, 01.01.1973; “Will he make ends meet?”, p. 12. 
329 Daily Mirror No. 21,449, 01.01.1973; “Will he make ends meet?”, p. 12. 
330 Daily Mirror No. 21,449, 01.01.1973; “Real common in the market”, p. 15. 
331 Daily Mirror No. 21,449, 01.01.1973; “Mirror square deal pool on what you think of going to Market”, 

p. 17. 
332 Daily Mirror No. 21,449, 01.01.1973; “Mirror square deal pool on what you think of going to Market”, 

p. 17. 
333 The Guardian, 11.09.1973; “Three minute bomb warning”, p. 5. 
334 Daily Mirror No. 21,664, 11.09.1973; “Cold blooded”, p. 2. 
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luck of the draw335 

(9 articles) 

Margaret Thatcher 

becomes a leader of the 

conservative party 

(11.02.1975) 

vote of confidence336 

true blue337 

(4 articles) 

must be spinning in their 

graves338 

the state of play339 

(Willy) come lately340 

(6 articles) 

Airway engineers  on 

strike at Heathrow 

(13.04.1977) 

(1 article) no idiomatic 

expressions related to the 

event341 

out of the blue342 

pave the way343 

(1 article) 

Silver Jubilee 

(07.06.1977) 
count your blessings344 

brainwashed345 

(10 articles) 

(my) salad days346 

tickled pink347 

over the moon348 

make or brake (day)349 

show a clean pair of heels350 

touch and go351 

swept of his feet352 

(6 articles) 

Margaret Thatcher First 

woman Prime Minister 

(03.05.1979) 

to the naked eye353 

throw your weight behind354 

by the skin of (his) teeth355 

(7 articles) 

topsy-turvy356 

tally ho357 

nail-biting358 

(5 articles) 

 

 

The following includes statistical data for idiom occurrence in years 1970–1980. 

                                                 

 

335 Daily Mirror No. 21,664, 11.09.1973; “A helping hand for brave Edna”, p. 3. 
336 The Guardian, 12.02.1975; “The First Lady will put the Tories right”, p. 1. 
337 The Guardian, 12.02.1975; “A clear blue victory”, p. 14. 
338 Daily Mirror No. 22,098, 12.02.1975; “The new Tory image”, p. 2. 
339 Daily Mirror No. 22,098, 12.02.1975; “Thatcher the hatchet”, p. 12. 
340 Daily Mirror No. 22,098, 12.02.1975; “Thatcher the hatchet”, p. 12. 
341 The Guardian, 13.04.1977. 
342 Daily Mirror, 13.04.1977; “All out! Then hope at peace at Heathrow”, p. 1. 
343 Daily Mirror, 13.04.1977; “All out! Then hope at peace at Heathrow”, p. 1. 
344 The Guardian, 08.08.1977; “A jubilee extravaganza for Queen and country”, p. 1. 
345 The Guardian, 08.08.1977; “Royal rebellion rained off”, p. 2. 
346 Daily Mirror Jubilee Special, 08.06.1977; “Happy family”, p. 1. 
347 Daily Mirror Jubilee Special, 08.06.1977; “The moment of pride”, p. 2. 
348 Daily Mirror Jubilee Special, 08.06.1977; “How the Queen managed to hold back the tears I’ll never 

know”, p. 3. 
349 Daily Mirror Jubilee Special, 08.06.1977; “How the Queen managed to hold back the tears I’ll never 

know”, p. 3. 
350 Daily Mirror Jubilee Special, 08.06.1977; “How the Queen managed to hold back the tears I’ll never 

know”, p. 3. 
351 Daily Mirror Jubilee Special, 08.06.1977; “How the Queen managed to hold back the tears I’ll never 

know”, p. 3. 
352 Daily Mirror Jubilee Special, 08.06.1977; “My people and I”, p. 16. 
353 The Guardian, 04.05.1979; “Voting split in regions dims Torie’s high hopes”, p. 1. 
354 The Guardian, 04.05.1979; “Thatcher faced with ruling a divided nation”, p. 1. 
355 The Guardian, 04.05.1979; “Jenkins and Taylor ousted in a night of broken dreams”, p. 1. 
356 Daily Mirror Jubilee Special, 04.05.1979; “Maggie’s made it”, p. 1. 
357 Daily Mirror Jubilee Special, 04.05.1979; “Tally ho, chaps! Maggie’s fans whoop it up”, p. 15. 
358 Daily Mirror Jubilee Special, 04.05.1979; “Champagne bubbles as Maggie marches in”, p. 32. 
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Statistic data 1970–1980:  

  
Quality 

press   
Popular 

press   

Type of article 

Date of the 

event 

Number 

of  

articles  

Number 

of  

idioms  

Number 

of idioms 

per article 

Number 

of  

articles  

Number  

of 

 idioms  

Number of 

idioms per 

article 

global politics 19.04.1971 1 0 0.00 2 0 0.00 

local politics 31.10.1971 2 0 0.00 3 0 0.00 

global politics 1972–1974 1 2 2.00 1 1 1.00 

local politics 09.02.1972 7 4 0.57 6 0 0.00 

local politics 01.01.1973 7 2 0.29 9 8 0.89 

local politics 10.09.1973 7 1 0.14 9 2 0.22 

local politics 11.02.1975 4 2 0.50 6 3 0.50 

local politics 13.04.1977 1 0 0.00 1 2 2.00 

non-politics 07.06.1977 10 2 0.20 6 7 1.17 

local politics 03.05.1979 7 3 0.43 5 3 0.60 

 TOTAL   47 16 0.34 48 26 0.54 

Table 20: Quantitative research outcome for the years 1970–1980 (for individual events). 

 

Statistical analysis 1970–1980: 

 

Table 21: Quantitative research outcome for the years 1970–1980.  

 

The next time period examined were the years between 1970 and 1980. 

Consequently, ten events were selected and The Guardian and Daily Mirror were probed 

for articles featuring these events for usage of idiomatic expressions. The events chosen 

were as follows: 

- First space station (19.04.1971); 

- IRA bombing of the Post Office Tower in London (31.10.71); 

- Watergate scandal (1972-1974); 

- Power crisis in Britain (09.02.1972); 

- Britain becomes a member of the Common Market (01.01.73); 

- IRA booming in King’s Cross and Euston (10.09.1973); 

Type of 

article 

Number 

of 

articles 

in 

quality 

press 

Number 

of 

idioms 

in 

quality 

press 

Number of 

idioms per 

article in 

quality 

press 

Number 

of articles 

in 

popular 

press 

Number 

of idioms 

in popular 

press 

Number of 

idioms per 

article in 

popular 

press 

global politics 2 2 1.00 3 1 0.33 

local politics 35 12 0.34 39 18 0.46 

non-politics 10 2 0.20 6 7 1.17 

TOTAL 47 16 0.34 48 26 0.54 
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- Margaret Thatcher becomes a leader of the conservative party (11.02.1975); 

- Airway engineers  on strike at Heathrow (13.04.1977); 

- Silver Jubilee (07.06.1977); 

-     Margaret Thatcher First woman Prime Minister (03.05.1979). 

Overall, there were 2 international events selected, 7 incidents referring to political 

home affairs and 1 event unrelated to politics. 

The Guardian contained 2 articles covering global political issues, 35 articles 

discussing the politics at home and additional 10 articles covering further main stories 

that were not connected to politics. The idiom application by the quality press is as 

follows: 2 idiomatic phrases were located in the articles disguising the international 

events (e.g. put the lid on, Watergate), 12 idioms in the articles comprising home political 

affairs (e.g. play a second fiddle, go haywire) and 2 idioms found in remaining scanned 

articles (e.g. as good as gold, by the skin of your teeth). The markers for idiom application 

per one article are the following: 1.0 idiom per an article for international news items, 

0.34 idiom per an article referring to home affairs and 0.2 idiom per an article for 

additional news unrelated to politics. 

The figures for the Daily Mirror read as follows: there were 3 articles describing 

international events, 39 articles presenting home affairs and 6 articles covering other 

news. The idiomatic expressions found describing these events are the following: for 

international news items 1 idiom was applied (e.g. the Watergate), for politics at home 

18 idioms were used (e.g. to abandon the ship, pay down the nose) and in further, non-

political articles 7 idiomatic expressions were found (e.g. over the moon, out of the blue). 

This indicates that the markers for idiomatic usage per one article in the years 1970–1980 

are the following: 0.33 idiom per an article for international news, 0.46 idiom per an 

article for home affairs and 1.17 idiom per an article referring to other news. 

All in all, the number of articles examined for idioms application in quality press was 

47, with a total number of idioms present 16. The number of articles in popular press was 

48 with 26 idioms present. The quantitative research outcome for the years 1970–1980 

shows that Daily Mirror used a higher number of idiomatic phrases than The Guardian. 

Overall, for quality press the marker is 0.34 idiom per one article, and for the popular 

press it is 0.54. Moreover, the popular press used more idiomatic expressions in articles 

referring to home politics and other non-political events, whereas The Guardian 

employed more idioms in articles referring to the international events. 
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4.2.4 Years 1980–1990 

Key points: 

- Average page count for the Daily Mirror is around 30, while for The 

Guardian is under 30, however the format of the newspaper must be 

considered. The Guardian is printed in a broadsheet form. 

- Daily Mirror applies more graphic content. 

 

Event 

(date of the event) 
Quality press 

(The Guardian) 
Popular press 

(Daily Mirror) 
John Lennon shot dead in 

New York 

(08.12.1980) 

without rhyme or reason359 

(5 articles) 

signing your own death 

warrant360  

follow in (his father’s) 

footsteps361 

love was (almost) blind362 

(cracked) out of his shell363 

can't stomach364   

to pick up the pieces365 

(10 articles) 

Peter Sutcliffe, a 34-year-old 

lorry driver from Bradford 

arrested on 2 January in 

Sheffield, is charged with 

being the notorious serial 

killer known as the 

"Yorkshire Ripper" 

(02.01.1981) 

(2 articles) no idiomatic 

expressions related to the 

event366 

(5 articles) no idiomatic 

expressions related to the 

event367 

 

The National Coal Board 

announces widespread pit 

closures 

(13.02.1981) 

(1 article) no idiomatic 

expressions related to the 

event368 

on the hit list369 

(2 articles) 

The wedding of Charles, 

Prince of Wales, and Lady 

struck the (right) note370 

so and so371 

tug of war372 

played havoc376 

put (people) off the scent377 

                                                 

 

359 The Guardian, 10.12.1980; “The cruel and uncompromising working class hero”, p.10. 
360 Daily Mirror, 10.12.1980; “Do you know what you have done?” p. 2. 
361 Daily Mirror, 10.12.1980; “Millions mourns the idol who changed the world”, p. 3. 
362 Daily Mirror, 10.12.1980; “Dear Cynthia”, p. 3. 
363 Daily Mirror, 10.12.1980; “But destined to shun stardom”, p. 13. 
364 Daily Mirror, 10.12.1980; “After the sound of the silence”, p. 17. 
365 Daily Mirror, 10.12.1980; “After the sound of the silence”, p. 17. 
366 The Guardian, 05.01.1981. 
367 Daily Mirror, 05.01.1981. 
368 The Guardian, 14.02.1982. 
369 Daily Mirror, 14.02.1981; “Bid to halt pit threat”, p. 2. 
370 The Guardian, 30.07.1981; “Dry eyes in the house”, p. 1. 
371 The Guardian, 30.07.1981; “Dry eyes in the house”, p. 1. 
372 The Guardian, 30.07.1981; “Ox roast, tug o’ war as the people celebrate country style”, p. 2. 
376 Daily Mirror, 30.07.1981; “Unruffled…even in the breeze”, p. 9. 
377 Daily Mirror, 30.07.1981; “Unruffled…even in the breeze”, p. 9. 
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Diana Spencer takes place at 

St Paul's Cathedral 

(29.07.1981) 

whale of a time373 

insults added to an injury374 

gone like clockwork375 

(12 articles) 

 

slips of a tongue378 

(13 articles) 

 

Falklands War begins as 

Argentina invades the 

Falkland Islands 

(02.04.1982) 

pulled rank379 

taking stock of the (facts)380 

caught flat-footed381 

caught with (his) trousers 

down382 

(10 articles) 

 

against the (overwhelming) 

odds383 

to sit tight384 

(6 articles) 

 

Falklands War – victory 

(14.06.1982) 

(go) on a whim385 

no man’s land386 

(14 articles) 

chocolate box soldier387 

(go) on a whim388 

(8 articles) 

Pope John Paul II's visit to 

the United Kingdom, the first 

by a reigning pope 

(28.05.1982) 

(6 articles) no idiomatic 

phrases found389 

 

(4 articles) no idiomatic 

phrases found390 

Tory victory – election 1983 

(09.06.1983) 

breaking  the mould391 

the grass roots392 

pointing a finger at393 

 ( 4 articles) 

 

put down roots394 

home and dry395 

(8 articles) 

 

Clashes between miners and 

the police 

(18.03.1984) 

(3 articles) no idiomatic 

expressions related to the 

event396  

going on a wild goose 

chase397 

on (his) hit list398  

namby-pamby399 

                                                 

 

373 The Guardian, 30.07.1981; “Ox roast, tug o’ war as the people celebrate country style”, p. 2. 
374 The Guardian, 30.07.1981; “Joy, curses and cheap beer as Gibraltar goes wild””, p. 2. 
375 The Guardian, 30.07.1981; “Clean shoes, clean station…and clean away”, p. 4. 
378 Daily Mirror, 30.07.1981; “The human touch”, p. 10. 
379 The Guardian, 03.04.1982; “The British Lion is caught with his trousers down”, p. 2. 
380 The Guardian, 03.04.1982; “Far away, forgotten and now filched”, p. 8. 
381 The Guardian, 03.04.1982; “Far away, forgotten and now filched”, p. 8. 
382 The Guardian, 03.04.1982; “The British Lion is caught with his trousers down”, p. 2. 
383 Daily Mirror, 03.04.1982; “We’re being invaded”, p. 2. 
384 Daily Mirror, 03.04.1982; “We’re being invaded”, p. 2. 
385 Guardian, 15.06.1982: “Illegal dum - dum bullets left at enemy post”, p. 2. 
386 Guardian, 15.06.1982: “Tactics and luck pay off”, p. 2. 
387 Daily Mirror, 15.06.1982; „The teenager widow”, p. 2. 
388 Daily Mirror, 15.06.1982; „Outlawed bullets found”, p. 3. 
389 The Guardian, 29.05.1982. 
390 Daily Mirror, 29.05.1982. 
391 The Guardian, 09.06.1983; “Liberals keep up impetus but SDP is battered”, p. 1. 
392 The Guardian, 09.06.1983; “A result to wander at and puzzle over”, p. 12.  
393 The Guardian, 09.06.1983; “Liberals keep up the impetus”, p. 24. 
394 Daily Mirror, 10.06.1983; “Bye, bye Shirley”, p. 3. 
395 Daily Mirror, 10.06.1983; “Thatcher is home for five more years”, p. 32. 
396 Guardian, 19.03.1984. 
397 Daily Mirror, 19.03.1984; “Blockade at the pits”, p. 1. 
398 Daily Mirror, 19.03.1984; “The cruel choice”, p. 2. 
399 Daily Mirror, 19.03.1984; “A timely tribute to union martyrs”, p. 2. 
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Down Under400 

( 3 articles) 

 

Channel Tunnel agreement 

(20.01.1986) 

have met (its) match401 

must be turning in his 

grave402 

let it rip403 

under your nose404 

 ( 6 articles) 

 

(3 articles) no idiomatic 

expressions related to the 

event405 

 

 

In the tables below the statistical data will be presented. 

 

Statistic data 1980–1990 

  
Quality 

press    
Popular 

press   

The article type 

Date of the 

event 

Number 

of  

articles  

Number 

of  

idioms  

Number 

of idioms 

per article 

Number  

of 

 articles  

Number 

of 

 idioms  

Number 

of idioms 

per article 

non-politics 08.12.1980 5 1 0.20 10 6 0.60 

non-politics 02.01.1981 2 0 0.00 5 0 0.00 

local politics 13.02.1981 1 0 0.00 2 1 0.50 

non-politics 29.07.1981 12 6 0.50 13 3 0.23 

global politics 02.04.1982 10 4 0.40 6 2 0.33 

global politics 14.06.1982 14 2 0.14 8 2 0.25 

global politics 28.05.1982 6 0 0.00 4 0 0.00 

local politics 09.06.1983 4 3 0.75 8 2 0.25 

local politics 18.03.1984 3 0 0.00 3 4 1.33 

local politics 20.01.1986 6 4 0.67 3 0 0.00 

 TOTAL   63 20 0.32 62 20 0.32 

Table 22: Quantitative research outcome for the years 1980–1990 (for individual events). 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 

 

400 Daily Mirror, 19.03.1984; “A timely tribute to union martyrs”, p. 2. 
401 The Guardian, 21.01.1986; “Wellington must be turning in his grave”, p. 2. 
402 The Guardian, 21.01.1986; “Wellington must be turning in his grave”, p. 2. 
403 The Guardian, 21.01.1986; “Tunnel’s low profile”, p. 32. 
404 The Guardian, 21.01.1986; “Tunnel’s low profile”, p. 32. 
405 Daily Mirror, 21.02.1986. 
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Statistical analysis 1980–1990 

Type of 

article 

Number 

of articles 

in quality 

press 

Number 

of idioms 

in quality 

press 

Number of 

idioms per 

article in 

quality 

press 

Number 

of articles 

in 

popular 

press 

Number 

of idioms 

in popular 

press 

Number of 

idioms per 

article in 

popular 

press 

global politics 30 6 0.20 18 4 0.22 

local politics 14 7 0.50 16 7 0.44 

non-politics 19 7 0.37 28 9 0.32 

TOTAL 63 20 0.32 62 20 0.32 
Table 23: Quantitative research outcome for the years 1980–1990.  

 

The major events that comprised the decade 1980–1990 were as follows: 

- John Lennon shot dead in New York (08.12.1980); 

- Peter Sutcliffe, a 34-year-old lorry driver from Bradford arrested on 2 January 

in Sheffield, charged with being the notorious serial killer known as the 

"Yorkshire Ripper" (02.01.1981); 

- The National Coal Board announces widespread pit closures (13.02.1981); 

- The wedding of Charles, Prince of Wales, and Lady Diana Spencer takes place 

at St Paul's Cathedral (29.07.1981); 

- Falklands War begins as Argentina invades the Falkland Islands (02.04.1982); 

- Falklands War – victory (14.06.1982); 

- Pope John Paul II's visit to the United Kingdom, the first by a reigning pope   

(28.05.1982); 

- Tory victory – election 1983 (09.06.1983); 

- Clashes between miners and the police (18.03.1984); 

- Channel Tunnel agreement (20.01.1986). 

Altogether there were 3 international events selected, 4 events referring to political 

home affairs and 3 events with no reference to the field of politics. 

The Guardian contained 30 articles covering international political topics, 14 articles 

referring to the politics at home and further 19 articles covering other major stories not 

linked to the subject of politics. The idiom distribution among these articles in the 

newspaper was as follows: 6 idiomatic phrases were found in the articles covering the 

international events (e.g. pulled rank, go on a whim), the articles covering home political 

affairs contained 7 idiomatic expressions (e.g. breaking the mould, the grass roots), and 

7 idioms found in remaining articles not related to the topic of politics (e.g. insult added 

to an injury, struck the right note). The markers for idiom use per one article are the 
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following: 0.2 idiom per an article for articles presenting international news, 0.5 idiom 

per an article for home affairs and 0.37 idiom per an article for additional news reports. 

The data collected for the Daily Mirror are as follows: 18 articles were selected 

describing international events, 16 referring to home affairs and 28 articles covering other 

news updates not related to the discipline of politics. The idiomatic expressions used in 

describing these events are following: for international news items 4 idioms were applied 

(e.g. on a whim, chocolate box soldier), for politics at home 7 (e.g. going on a wild goose 

chase, Down Under) and in remaining researched articles 9 idiomatic expressions were 

found (e.g. played havoc, put off the scent). This indicates that the markers for idiomatic 

application per single article in The Mirror are as follows: 0.22 idiom per one article for 

international news, 0.44 idiom per one article for home affairs and 0.32 idiom per one 

article referring to other news. 

Overall, the number of articles examined for idioms in quality press was 63, with a 

sum of 20 idioms present. The number of articles in popular press was 62 with 20 idioms 

present. Generally, during this decade the marker for quality press and the popular press 

are equal at 0.32 idiom used per one article.  

 

4.2.5 The years 1990–2000 

Key points: 

- The Guardian consists now of an average 20 pages broadsheet part, but also 

includes two tabloid form supplements of around 30 pages each. 

- The Sunday Mirror is used as a research subject due to unavailability of Daily 

Mirror owing to restricted access to libraries due to COVID-19 outbreak.  

 

Event                        

(date of the event) 

Quality press 

(The Guardian) 
Popular press 

(The Sunday Mirror) 
Invasion of  Kuwait 

(02.08.1990) 

struck a (defiant) note406 

stabbed (Iraq) in the back407 

turn the screw on408 

keeping (Iran) at bay409 

bring to heel410 

(5 articles) no idiomatic 

expressions related to the 

event414 

                                                 

 

406 The Guardian, 03.08.1990; “Overwhelmed Kuwaiti forces continue to fight invaders”, p. 1. 
407 The Guardian, 03.08.1990; “17 days that turned the screw on a sheikhdom”, p. 2. 
408 The Guardian, 03.08.1990; “17 days that turned the screw on a sheikhdom”, p. 2. 
409 The Guardian, 03.08.1990; “A ruthless and brutal operator”, p. 2. 
410 The Guardian, 03.08.1990; “Post-cold war world must unite to stop aggression”, p. 3. 
414 Sunday Mirror, 05.08.1990. 
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put (its) money where (its) mouth 

is411 

follow suit412 

Pandora's box413 

(13 articles) 

Linford’s victory 

(01.08.1992) 

big guns415 

moment in the sun416 

(2 articles) 

strike it rich417 

tip of the iceberg418 

(4 articles) 

Fred West – Britain’s 

most horrific murder case 

(08.05.1994) 

House of Horrors419 

hotline420 

sailing close to the wind421 

(1 article) 

House of Horrors422 

(3 articles) 

Royal scandal –  Prince 

Charles and Camilla 

Parker Bowles secret visit 

to cinema 

(31.08.1996) 

No articles found covering the 

story423 

heads would roll424 

(2 articles) 

Boxing – Mike Tyson 

defeats Frank Bruno 

(16.03.1996) 

easy pickings425 

(2 articles) 

whistled in the wind426 

clutched at the straw427 

(1 article) 

IRA – Manchester 

bombing  

(15.06.1996) 

(was that) a pig flying428 

(7 articles) 

turn the screw429 

(8 articles) 

Death of Princess Diana 

(31.08.1997) 

jump on the (profitable) 

bandwagon430 

in the limelight431 

do your bidding432 

play into (enemy) hands433 

Hyacinth Buckets (with 

titles)441 

standard bearer442 

 (she got) the jitters443 

                                                 

 

411 The Guardian, 03.08.1990; “Post-cold war world must unite to stop aggression”, p. 3. 
412 The Guardian, 03.08.1990; “Post-cold war world must unite to stop aggression”, p. 3. 
413 The Guardian, 03.08.1990; “A lion among the gazelles”, p. 17. 
415 The Guardian, 03.08.1992; “Christie heads race for sprint gold”, p. 20. 
416 The Guardian, 03.08.1992; “Sacpraseuth legs behind the jet set”, p. 20. 
417 Sunday Mirror, 02.08.1992; “Mission pound man”, p. 2. 
418 Sunday Mirror, 02.08.1992; “Mission pound man”, p. 2. 
419 The Guardian, 09.05.1994; “Packed in the box”, p. 37. 
420 The Guardian, 09.05.1994; “Packed in the box”, p. 37. 
421 The Guardian, 09.05.1994; “Packed in the box”, p. 38. 
422 Sunday Mirror, 08.05.1994;”Radar reveals another Five bodies”, p. 9. 
423 The Guardian, 01.09.1996. 
424 Sunday Mirror, 01.09.1996; “Charles and Camilla cuddle up in back row of the movies”, p. 9. 
425 The Guardian, 18.03.1996; “Tyson gets back to basic instincts”, p. 20. 
426 Sunday Mirror, 17.03.1996; “Our hero. Sad Frank is beaten”, p. 1. 
427 Sunday Mirror, 17.03.1996; “Our hero. Sad Frank is beaten”, p. 1. 
428 The Guardian, 17.06.1996; “Violence beyond belief”, p. 12. 
429 Sunday Mirror, 16.06.1996; “Blast that blew a hole in Ulster’s fragile peace”, p. 8. 
430 The Guardian, 01.09.1997; “The posse and the pray”, p. 20. 
431 The Guardian, 01.09.1997; “The posse and the pray”, p. 20. 
432 The Guardian, 01.09.1997; “Hark the hypocrites”, p. 20. 
433 The Guardian, 01.09.1997; “Hark the hypocrites”, p. 20. 
441 Sunday Mirror, 07.09.1997; “Love is kind it never fails”, p. 4. 
442 Sunday Mirror, 07.09.1997; “Earl vows to protect his young nephews”, p. 9. 
443 Sunday Mirror, 07.09.1997; “On the eve of her wedding Diana got the jitters but was told she just had 

to go through with it”, p. 30 (supplement). 
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(he) paved the way434 

through thick and thin435 

like a moth to a flame436 

hard act to follow437 

ten a penny438 

beauty is in the eye of the 

beholder439 

up to the eleventh hour440 

(26 articles) 

the world is (your) oyster444 

(we) hit it off445 

get a lot of stick446 

(28 articles) 

Wright – Arsenal’s 

greatest goal scorer 

(13.09.1997) 

a hat trick447 

(1 article) 

hat trick448 

on cloud nine449 

in seventh heaven450 

did all the donkey work451 

the icing on the cake452 

in a bag453 

keeping (his)feet on the 

ground454 

milking (the moment)455 

(3 articles) 

Good Friday Agreement 

(10.04.1998) 

it’s a crunch time456 

paved the way457 

to be rubber stamped458 

to struck a deal459 

(7 articles) 

the tide is turning460 

turn your back on461 

(2 articles) 

                                                 

 

434 The Guardian, 01.09.1997; “That gave Diana the hope of happiness”, p. 5. 
435 The Guardian, 01.09.1997; “That gave Diana the hope of happiness”, p. 5. 
436 The Guardian, 01.09.1997; “A legend perfected to live forever”, p. 6. 
437 The Guardian, 01.09.1997; “More royal than the monarch”, p. 19. 
438 The Guardian, 01.09.1997; “Politics of cuddling”, p. 19. 
439 The Guardian, 01.09.1997; “Politics of cuddling”, p. 19. 
440 The Guardian, 01.09.1997; “Haunted by the image of fame”, p. 22. 
444 Sunday Mirror, 07.09.1997; “£100m…Her lasting legacy of love”, p. 33 (supplement). 
445 Sunday Mirror, 07.09.1997; “She’d found happiness at last…but it was so tragically short-lived”, p. 38 

(supplement). 
446 Sunday Mirror, 07.09.1997; “The missions”, p. 44 (supplement). 
447 The Guardian, 15.09.1997; “Wright’s 180 and counting”, p. 3. 
448 Sunday Mirror, 14.09.1997; “Arsenal’s greatest goalscorer Wright1Wright!Wright!”, p. 75. 
449 Sunday Mirror, 14.09.1997; “Arsenal’s greatest goalscorer Wright1Wright!Wright!”, p. 75. 
450 Sunday Mirror, 14.09.1997; “Arsenal’s greatest goalscorer Wright1Wright!Wright”, p. 75. 
451 Sunday Mirror, 14.09.1997; “Arsenal’s greatest goalscorer Wright1Wright!Wright”, p. 75. 
452 Sunday Mirror, 14.09.1997; “Arsenal’s greatest goalscorer Wright1Wright!Wright!”, p. 75. 
453 Sunday Mirror, 14.09.1997; “Ian’s over the Cliff!”, p. 74. 
454 Sunday Mirror, 14.09.1997; “Ian’s over the Cliff!”, p. 74. 
455 Sunday Mirror, 14.09.1997; “180 A golden arrow”, p. 75. 
456 The Guardian, 13.04.1998; “Leaders fight on two fronts”, p. 2. 
457 The Guardian, 13.04.1998; “Leaders fight on two fronts”, p. 2. 
458 The Guardian, 13.04.1998; “Leaders fight on two fronts”, p. 2. 
459 The Guardian, 13.04.1998; “Amnesty angers victims”, p. 3. 
460 Sunday Mirror, 19.04.1998; “Well done David. Adams praises trimble victory”, p. 2. 
461 Sunday Mirror, 19.04.1998; “Well done David. Adams praises trimble victory”, p. 2. 



138 

 

Euro as a currency 

(01.01.1999) 

round the clock462 

(history) in the making463 

all systems go464 

 (1 article) 

(1 article) no idiomatic 

expressions related to the 

event465 

 

In the subsequent part the statistical data will be provided. 

 

Statistic data 1990–2000: 

  
Quality 

press    
Popular 

press   

The article type 

Date of the 

event 

Number 

of 

articles  

Number 

of 

 idioms  

Number of 

idioms per 

article 

Number 

 of 

 articles  

Number 

of 

idioms  

Number 

of idioms 

per article 

global politics 02.08.1990 13 8 0.62 5 0 0.00 

non-politics 01.08.1992 2 2 1.00 4 2 0.50 

non-politics 08.05.1994 1 3 3.00 1 1 1.00 

non-politics 31.08.1996 0 0 0.00 2 1 0.50 

non-politics 16.03.1996 2 1 0.50 1 2 2.00 

local politics 15.06.1996 7 1 0.14 8 1 0.13 

non-politics 31.08.1997 26 11 0.42 28 7 0.25 

non-politics 13.09.1997 1 1 1.00 3 8 2.67 

local politics 10.04.1998 7 4 0.57 2 2 1.00 

global politics 01.01.1999 1 3 3.00 1 0 0.00 

 TOTAL   60 34 0.57 55 24 0.44 

Table 24: Quantitative research outcome for the years 1990–2000 (for individual events). 

 

 

Statistical analysis 1990–2000: 

 

Table 25: Quantitative research outcome for the years 1990–2000. 

                                                 

 

462 The Guardian, 04.01.1999; “All systems go for the euro”, p. 18. 
463 The Guardian, 04.01.1999; “All systems go for the euro”, p. 18. 
464 The Guardian, 04.01.1999; “All systems go for the euro”, p. 18. 
465 Daily Mirror, 03.01.1999 

Type of 

article 

Number 

of 

articles 

in 

quality 

press 

Number 

of 

idioms 

in 

quality 

press 

Number of 

idioms per 

article in 

quality 

press 

Number 

of 

articles 

in 

popular 

press 

Number 

of idioms 

in 

popular 

press 

Number of 

idioms per 

article in 

popular 

press 

global politics 14 11 0.79 6 0 0.00 

local politics 14 5 0.36 10 3 0.30 

non-politics 32 18 0.56 39 21 0.54 

TOTAL 60 34 0.57 55 24 0.44 
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The historical events selected to represent the decade 1990 to 2000 were as follows: 

- Invasion of  Kuwait (02.08.1990); 

- Linford’s victory (01.08.1992); 

- Fred West – Britain’s most horrific murder case (08.05.1994); 

- Royal scandal –  Prince Charles and Camilla Parker Bowles secret visit to 

cinema (31.08.1996); 

- Boxing –  Mike Tyson defeats Frank Bruno (16.03.1996); 

- IRA – Manchester bombing (15.06.1996); 

- Death of Princess Diana (31.08.1997); 

- Wright – Arsenal’s greatest goal scorer (13.09.1997); 

- Good Friday Agreement (10.04.1998); 

-     Euro as a currency (01.01.1999). 

There were 2 international events considered, 2 events regarding the subject of 

politics at home and 6 events unrelated to politics. 

Out of the selected articles included in The Guardian 14 regarded international 

political issues, 14 articles referred to the politics at home and further 32 covered other 

major stories unrelated to politics. The idiom usage by the quality press agent are along 

these lines: 11 idiomatic phrases were located in the articles covering the international 

incidents (e.g. put its money where its mouth is, keeping at bay), 5 idioms were found in 

the articles covering home political affairs (e.g. a pig flying, to be rubber stamped), and 

18 idioms were found in remaining articles not related to the subject of politics (e.g. jump 

on the profitable bandwagon, easy pickings). The markers for idiom application per single 

article are the following: 0.79 idiom per one article for international news, 0.36 idiom per 

one article for home political affairs and 0.56 idiom per one article for other news that are 

unrelated to politics. 

The figures for the Sunday Mirror are as follows: there were 6 articles selected 

describing international events, 10 articles referring to home affairs and additional 39 

articles covering other events unrelated to politics. The idiomatic expressions used in 

expressing these events were as follows: no idioms were used for international news 

items, for politics at home 3 idioms were found (e.g. turn the screw, the tide is turning), 

and in the other articles 21 idiomatic expressions were located (e.g. on cloud nine, the 

icing on the cake). This signifies that the markers for idiomatic application per one article 

are as follows: 0 idiom per an article for international news, 0.3 idiom per single article 

for home political affairs and 0.54 idiom per single article referring to other news. 
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In sum, the number of articles probed for idioms in quality press was 60, with a total 

number of idioms obtained 34. Number of articles in popular press was 55 with 24 idioms 

found. The quantitative research outcome for the years 1990–2000 shows that The 

Guardian used more idiomatic phrases than the Sunday Mirror. Overall, for quality press 

the marker is 0.57 idiom per one article, and for the popular press the marker stands at 

0.44.  

 

4.2.6 The years 2000–2010 

Key points: 

- The Guardian and The Mirror / Daily Mirror articles online and in paper 

version are used as a main source for analysis. Due to growing popularity of 

virtual news The Guardian and The Mirror possess a well developed and an 

easily accessible online format. The articles featuring historical events are 

widely available. Moreover, due to COVID-19 outbreak, introduced lockdown 

measures made it impossible to gain access to libraries, hence online sources 

were implemented. 

- For the research to be credible only the articles from one, specific day are 

taken into consideration. Moreover, blogs and comments usually featured with 

each article are excluded from analysis. 

- The titles in The Mirror / Daily Mirror are more elaborate, descriptive and 

therefore, overall longer. The newspaper does not refrain from using slang 

expressions and occasional mild swear word (only sometimes asterisks are 

applied). 

- Since Daily Mirror often utilises puns as a tool for capturing readers’ 

attention, idioms are not excluded from the ‘play on words’ and hybrid 

expressions are created, e.g. Oval the moon (Daily Mirror, 13.09.2005; “Oval 

the moon”, p. 4.) instead of over the moon. The Oval is an international cricket 

ground in Kennington. 
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Event                        

(date of the event) 
Quality press 

(The Guardian) 
Popular press 

(The Mirror) 
England are rugby world 

champions 

(22.11.2003) 

jump on a bandwagon466 

up with a lark467 

low key468 

turning a blind eye469 

(10 articles) 

brake ranks470 

on top of the world471 

take shine to472  

through thick and thin473 

top dogs474 

follow suit475 

under wraps476 

in the limelight477 

go by the wayside478 

to kill the goose that laid the 

golden egg479 

kept a lid on480 

hanging up (their ) boots481 

take it (all) in stride482 

come down off cloud nine483 

(15 articles) 
Enlargement of European 

Union 

(01.05.2004) 

a house of cards484 

(9 articles) 

No articles found related to the 

event485 

Trial of Saddam Hussein 

accused of 30 years of 

killing  

(02.07.2004) 

 a kangaroo court486 

playing (their) cards right487 

(8 articles) 

riff raff488 

(from) banana republic489 

(5 articles) 

                                                 

 

466 The Guardian, 24.11.2003; “Woodward’s legacy is already a huge success”, p. 15 (insert). 
467 The Guardian, 24.11.2003; “A tidal wave of praise by the Pacific”, p. 9 (insert). 
468 The Guardian, 24.11.2003; “A tidal wave of praise by the Pacific”, p. 8 (insert). 
469 The Guardian, 24.11.2003; “A genius made by lonely moments”, p. 6 (insert). 
470 Daily Mirror, 24.11.2003; “Ben adds to family’s glory tally”, p. 5. 
471 Daily Mirror, 24.11.2003; “World Cup heroes: Fan who stole show”, p. 6. 
472 Daily Mirror, 24.11.2003; “…And Harry wins too”, p.7. 
473 Daily Mirror, 24.11.2003; “Now I’m braced for footie fan flood”, p. 9. 
474 Daily Mirror, 24.11.2003; “I’m king of the world for four years, no-one can take this away”, p. 47. 
475 Daily Mirror, 24.11.2003; “Drop off old block”, p. 47. 
476 Daily Mirror, 24.11.2003; “Johnny a sirtainty”, p. 47. 
477 Daily Mirror, 24.11.2003; “Drop Goal – Den Balls”, p. 49. 
478 Daily Mirror, 24.11.2003; “Drop Goal – Den Balls”, p. 49. 
479 Daily Mirror, 24.11.2003; “Drop Goal – Den Balls”, p. 49. 
480 Daily Mirror, 24.11.2003; “Dad’s army will march on”, p. 51. 
481 Daily Mirror, 24.11.2003; “Dad’s army will march on”, p. 51. 
482 Daily Mirror, 24.11.2003; “Dad’s army will march on”, p. 51. 
483 Daily Mirror, 24.11.2003; “Dad’s army will march on”, p. 51. 
484 The Guardian, 11.04.2004; “In from the cold”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2004/apr/11/eu.features [08.08.2020]. 
485 Daily Mirror, 12.04.2004; 

https://www.pressreader.com/uk/daily-mirror/20040412 [08.08.2020]. 
486 The Guardian, 02.07.2004; “Legitimacy and neutrality of court will be challenged”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2004/jul/02/iraq.rorymccarthy[03.09.2020] 
487 The Guardian, 02.07.2004; “Playing their cards right”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2004/jul/02/iraq.comment [03.09.2020] 
488 Daily Mirror, 02.07.2004; “Invulnerable? We’ll see about that”, p. 6. 
489 Daily Mirror, 02.07.2004; “Invulnerable? We’ll see about that”, p. 6. 
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British hostage Ken 

Bigley is beheaded by 

militants in  Iraq 

(07.10.2004) 

have blood on (their) hands490 

round the clock491 

(3 articles) 

have blood on his hands492 

make your blood run cold493 

(5 articles) 

The Royal Wedding of 

Prince Charles and 

Camilla Parker Bowles 

(09.04.2005) 

(2 articles) no idiomatic 

expressions found494  

tie the knot495 

thumbs up496 

rubber stamped497 

follow the suit498 

to have (her) on board499 

the whole caboodle500 

to the nth degree501 

into the spotlight502 

(12 articles) 

The Ugandan born 

bishop of Birmingham 

John Sentamu is the first 

black person to be 

appointed an Archbishop 

of the Church of England 

(17.06.2005) 

(2 articles) no idiomatic 

phrases found503 
red tape504 

(1 article) 

England cricket team 

wins The Ashes 

(12.09.2005) 

ebb and flow505 

overcame (early) jitters506 

a hat-trick507 

out of pocket509 

hit for six510 

to add insult to injury511 

                                                 

 

490 The Guardian, 09.10.2004; “A barbaric murder”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2004/oct/09/iraq.iraq [03.09.2020] 
491 The Guardian, 09.10.2004; “For family, a horrific wait in vain”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/uk/2004/oct/09/world.iraq [03.09.2020] 
492 Daily Mirror, 09.10.2004; “Inhuman”, p. 1. 
493 Daily Mirror, 09.10.2004; “I’m a simple man…I want to live”, p. 5. 
494 The Guardian, 09.04.2005; 

https://www.theguardian.com/uk/2005/apr/09/monarchy.markoliver [03.09.2020] 

https://www.theguardian.com/uk/2005/mar/09/monarchy.martinwainwright [03.09.2020] 
495 Daily Mirror, 09.04.2005; “She is a bloody good woman”, p.5. 
496 Daily Mirror, 09.04.2005; “Could Camilla turn up to be saviour of the Royals”, p. 7. 
497 Daily Mirror, 09.04.2005; “Could Camilla turn up to be saviour of the Royals”, p. 7. 
498 Daily Mirror, 09.04.2005; “Could Camilla turn up to be saviour of the Royals”, p. 7. 
499 Daily Mirror, 09.04.2005; “Could Camilla turn up to be saviour of the Royals”, p. 7. 
500 Daily Mirror, 09.04.2005; “Could Camilla turn up to be saviour of the Royals”, p. 7. 
501 Daily Mirror, 09.04.2005; “A steely couple win their day”, p. 7. 
502 Daily Mirror, 09.04.2005; “A steely couple win their day”, p. 7. 
503 The Guardian, 17.06.2005; 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2005/jun/17/religion.immigrationpolicy [03.09.2020] 

https://www.theguardian.com/news/blog/2005/jun/17/aremarkablejo [03.09.2020] 
504 Daily Mirror, 17.06.2005; “Britain’s first black archbishop”, p. 6. 
505 The Guardian, 13.09.2005; “'We've made a lot of English people really happy'”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/sport/2005/sep/13/ashes2005.ashes7 [03.09.2020] 
506 The Guardian, 13.09.2005; “Pietersen century crowns glorious English summer of fire and Ashes” 

https://www.theguardian.com/sport/2005/sep/13/ashes2005.ashes10 [03.09.2020] 
507 The Guardian, 13.09.2005; “Pietersen century crowns glorious English summer of fire and Ashes” 

https://www.theguardian.com/sport/2005/sep/13/ashes2005.ashes10 [03.09.2020] 
509 Daily Mail, 13.09.2005; “Bookies lose £3m”, p. 4. 
510 Daily Mail, 13.09.2005; “Bookies lose £3m”, p. 4. 
511 Daily Mail, 13.09.2005; “The world’s gone upside down under”, p. 4. 
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as good as dead508 

(2 articles) 
Down Under512 

in the spotlight513  

the promised land514 

not all plain sailing515 

not by a long chalk516 

down the hatches517 

sky is the limit518 

thumbs up519 

history in the making520 

tell porkies521 

taking the mickey522 

Johnny-come-lately523 

a whale of a time524 

(15 articles) 

Civil partnership act 

(05.12.2005) 

to tie the knot525 

pink pound526 

(2 articles) 

to tie the knot527 

(1 article) 

Swine flu pandemic 

(27.04.2009) 

Mexican wave528  

barking mad529 

(3 articles) 

like wildfire530  

(5 articles) 

MS sufferer wins a 

landmark appeal in her 

battle to clarify the law 

on assisted suicide 

(30.07.2009) 

overstepping the mark  

(4 articles) 

drive a coach and horses through 

(something)  

(3 articles) 

 

                                                 

 

508 The Guardian, 13.09.2005; “Pietersen century crowns glorious English summer of fire and Ashes” 

https://www.theguardian.com/sport/2005/sep/13/ashes2005.ashes10 [03.09.2020] 
512 Daily Mail, 13.09.2005; “The world’s gone upside down under”, p4. 
513 Daily Mail, 13.09.2005; “Nation comes to a standstill as we win back cricket’s greatest treasure”, p. 5. 
514 Daily Mail, 13.09.2005; “Special K urns place in record book as he clubs 158”, p. 63. 
515 Daily Mail, 13.09.2005; “Special K urns place in record book as he clubs 158”, p. 63. 
516 Daily Mail, 13.09.2005; “Special K urns place in record book as he clubs 158”, p. 63. 
517 Daily Mail, 13.09.2005; “Special K urns place in record book as he clubs 158”, p. 63. 
518 Daily Mail, 13.09.2005; “I have waited 25 years for this moment”, p. 62. 
519 Daily Mail, 13.09.2005; “our kids will tell their own grandkids all about this day”, p. 60. 
520 Daily Mail, 13.09.2005; “Nation salutes a historic victory”, p. 9. 
521 Daily Mail, 13.09.2005; “How the Earth moved for a cricket virgins”, p. 6. 
522 Daily Mail, 13.09.2005; “How the Earth moved for a cricket virgins”, p. 6. 
523 Daily Mail, 13.09.2005; “How the Earth moved for a cricket virgins”, p. 6. 
524 Daily Mail, 13.09.2005; “How the Earth moved for a cricket virgins”, p. 6. 
525 The Guardian, 05.12.2005; “Thousands prepare to tie the knot”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/uk/2005/dec/05/money.gayrights [08.08.2020] 
526 The Guardian, 05.12.2005; “Race is on for pink wedding pound”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2005/dec/05/gayrights.money [08.08.2020] 
527 Daily Mail, 05.12.2005; “Gay can wed from today”, p. 2. 
528 The Guardian, 29.04.2009; “Swine flu? A panic stoked in order to posture and spend”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2009/apr/29/swine-flu-mexico-uk-media1 [08.08.2020] 
529 The Guardian, 29.04.2009; “Swine flu? A panic stoked in order to posture and spend”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2009/apr/29/swine-flu-mexico-uk-media1[08.08.2020] 
530 The Mirror, 28.04.2009; “Swine flu reaches UK: Fears that others in contact with infected Brits may 

have picked up virus”. 

https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/swine-flu-reaches-uk-fears-390641 [08.08.2020] 
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The statistical data for idiom occurrence will be now presented. 

 

Statistic data 2000–2010 

  
Quality 

press    
Popular 

press   

The article type 

Date of the 

event 

Number 

of 

articles  

Number 

of 

 idioms  

Number of 

idioms per 

article 

Number 

of 

 articles  

Number 

of  

idioms  

Number of 

idioms per 

article 

non-politics 22.11.2003 10 4 0.40 15 14 0.93 

global politics 01.05.2004 9 1 0.11 0 0 0.00 

global politics 02.07.2004 8 2 0.25 5 2 0.40 

global politics 07.10.2004 3 2 0.67 5 2 0.40 

non-politics 09.04.2005 2 0 0.00 12 8 0.67 

local politics 17.06.2005 2 0 0.00 1 1 1.00 

non-politics 12.09.2005 2 4 2.00 15 16 1.07 

local politics 05.12.2005 2 2 1.00 1 1 0.20 

local politics 27.04.2009 3 2 0.67 5 1 0.20 

local politics 30.07.2009 4 1 0.25 3 1 0.33 

 TOTAL   45 18 0.40 62 46 0.74 

Table 26: Quantitative research outcome for the years 2000–2010 (for individual events). 

 

Statistical analysis 2000–2010 

Table 27: Quantitative research outcome for the years 2000–2010. 

 

The following events were chosen to represent the consecutive decade 2000 to 2010: 

- England are rugby world champions (22.11.2003); 

- Enlargement of European Union (01.05.2004); 

- Trial of Saddam Hussein (02.07.2004); 

- British hostage Ken Bigley is beheaded by militants in  Iraq (07.10.2004); 

- The Royal Wedding of Prince Charles and Camilla Parker Bowles 

(09.04.2005); 

Type of article 

Number 

of 

articles 

in 

quality 

press 

Number 

of 

idioms 

in 

quality 

press 

Number of 

idioms per 

article in 

quality 

press 

Number 

of articles 

in popular 

press 

Number 

of idioms 

in 

popular 

press 

Number of 

idioms per 

article in 

popular 

press 

global politics 20 5 0.25 10 4 0.40 

local politics 11 5 0.45 10 4 0.40 

non-politics 14 8 0.57 42 38 0.90 

TOTAL 45 18 0.40 62 46 0.74 
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- The Ugandan born bishop of Birmingham John Sentamu is the first black 

person to be appointed an Archbishop of the Church of England 

(17.06.2005); 

- England cricket team wins The Ashes (12.09.2005); 

- Civil partnership act (05.12.2005); 

- Swine flu pandemic (27.04.2009); 

- MS sufferer wins a landmark appeal in her battle to clarify the law on 

assisted suicide (30.07.2009). 

Consequently, The Guardian and the Mirror / Daily Mirror were scanned for articles 

featuring these events for usage of idiomatic expressions. In total there were 3 

international events selected, 4 events referring to political home affairs and 3 events 

unrelated to the subject of politics. 

There were 20 articles in The Guardian covering international political issues, 11 

articles referring to the politics at home and additional 14 articles regarding other major 

stories unrelated to the politics. The idiom application by the Guardian was as follows: 5 

idiomatic phrases were used in the articles covering the international stories (e.g. playing 

their cards right, have blood on their hands), 5 idioms in the articles covering home 

political affairs (e.g. to tie the knot, pink pound), and further 8 idioms were obtained from 

remaining articles not related to politics (e.g. as good as dead, ebb and flow). The markers 

for idiom application per single article stand at: 0.25 idiom per an article for international 

news reports, 0.45 idiom per an article for home political affairs and 0.57 idiom per an 

article for other news unrelated to politics. 

The statistical analysis shows that the Mirror / Daily Mirror comprised 10 articles 

describing international events, 10 articles referring to home affairs and 42 articles 

covering other events. The idioms used in presenting these events are as follows: for 

international news there were 4 idioms (e.g. riff raff, from banana republic), for politics 

at home 4 (e.g. to tie the knot, red tape), and in remaining articles unrelated to politics 38 

idiomatic expressions were found (e.g. the whole caboodle, to the nth degree). Such data 

indicate that the markers for idiomatic application per one article are as follows: 0.4 idiom 

per an article for international news, 0.4 idiom per an article for home political affairs and 

0.9 idiom per an article referring to other news. 

Altogether, the number of articles checked for idioms in quality press was 45, with a 

total number of idioms found 18. The number of articles in popular press was 62 with 46 

idioms located. The quantitative research outcome for the years 2000–2010 shows that The 
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Mirror used more idiomatic phrases than the Guardian. Overall, for quality press the 

marker is 0.4 idiom per one article, and for the popular press the marker stands at 0.74.  

 

4.2.7 The years 2010–2020 

Key points: 

- The Guardian and The Mirror articles online are used as a main source for 

analysis.  

- Only the articles from one, specific day are taken into consideration. Moreover, 

blogs and comments usually featured with each article are excluded from analysis. 

- Overall the length of the articles begins to differ, the articles in The Mirror are 

shorter. Also, The Mirror applies more graphic content. 

 

                                                 

 

531 The Guardian, 12.05.2010; “David Cameron and Nick Clegg lead coalition into power”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2010/may/12/david-cameron-nick-clegg-coalition [08.08.2020] 
532 The Guardian, 12.05.2010; “New cabinet posts dealt out in coalition government”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2010/may/12/david-cameron-cabinet-posts-coalition [08.08.2020] 
533 The Guardian, 12.05.2010; “Profile: Michael Gove”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/education/2010/may/12/profile-michael-gove-schools-secretary 

[08.08.2020] 
534 The Guardian, 12.05.2010; “Profile: Michael Gove”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/education/2010/may/12/profile-michael-gove-schools-secretary 

[08.08.2020] 
535 The Mirror, 12.05.2010; “How Nick Clegg won the game of political poker to become deputy Prime 

Minister”. 

https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/top-stories/2010/05/12/how-nick-clegg-won-the-game-of-political-poker-

to-become-deputy-prime-minister-115875-22251669/ [08.08.2020] 
536 The Mirror, 12.05.2010; “How Nick Clegg won the game of political poker to become deputy Prime 

Minister”. 

https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/top-stories/2010/05/12/how-nick-clegg-won-the-game-of-political-poker-

to-become-deputy-prime-minister-115875-22251669/ [08.08.2020] 
537 The Mirror, 12.05.2010; “How Nick Clegg won the game of political poker to become deputy Prime 

Minister”. 

https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/top-stories/2010/05/12/how-nick-clegg-won-the-game-of-political-poker-

to-become-deputy-prime-minister-115875-22251669/ [08.08.2020] 
538 The Mirror, 12.05.2010; “How Nick Clegg won the game of political poker to become deputy Prime 

Minister”. 

https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/top-stories/2010/05/12/how-nick-clegg-won-the-game-of-political-poker-

to-become-deputy-prime-minister-115875-22251669/ [08.08.2020] 

Event                        

 (date of the event) 
Quality press 

(The Guardian) 
Popular press 

(The Mirror) 
General election 2010 – 

coalition government created 

(06.05.2010) 

tug of war531 

throw (their) hat in the ring532 

the brains behind (a Tory 

policy)533 

not up-to-scratch534 

(4 articles) 

striking a deal535 

horse trading536 

served (his own head) up 

on a plate537 

until the bitter end538 
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539 The Mirror, 12.05.2010; “How Nick Clegg won the game of political poker to become deputy Prime 

Minister”. 

https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/top-stories/2010/05/12/how-nick-clegg-won-the-game-of-political-poker-

to-become-deputy-prime-minister-115875-22251669/ [08.08.2020] 
540 The Guardian, 30.04.2011; “Royals bask in wedding success as honeymoon is postponed”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/uk/2011/apr/30/royal-wedding-reception-republicans [09.08.2020] 
541 The Guardian, 30.04.2011; “Royal wedding: the view from inside the abbey”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/uk/2011/apr/30/royal-wedding-westminster-abbey [09.08.2020] 
542 The Guardian, 30.04.2011; “Royal wedding: 'It's about the atmosphere... it's a part of history'”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/uk/2011/apr/30/royal-wedding-crowds-prince-william[09.08.2020] 
543 The Guardian, 30.04.2011; “Royal wedding: How Britain fell in love with the royal family all over 

again”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2011/apr/30/royal-wedding-monarchy-british-people 

[09.08.2020] 
544 The Guardian, 30.04.2011; “Royal wedding: How Britain fell in love with the royal family all over 

again”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2011/apr/30/royal-wedding-monarchy-british-people 

[09.08.2020] 
545 The Guardian, 30.04.2011; “Royal wedding: How Britain fell in love with the royal family all over 

again”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2011/apr/30/royal-wedding-monarchy-british-people 

[09.08.2020] 
546 The Guardian, 30.04.2011; “Royal wedding: How Britain fell in love with the royal family all over 

again”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2011/apr/30/royal-wedding-monarchy-british-people 

[09.08.2020] 
547 The Guardian, 30.04.2011; “Royal wedding: How Britain fell in love with the royal family all over 

again”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2011/apr/30/royal-wedding-monarchy-british-people 

[09.08.2020] 
548 The Guardian, 30.04.2011; “Royal wedding: how they watched it worldwide”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/uk/2011/apr/30/royal-wedding-world-reaction [09.08.2020] 
549 The Guardian, 30.04.2011; “My royal wedding: 'The kids said that Harry and Pippa ought to marry 

next”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/uk/2011/apr/30/my-royal-wedding-prince-william [09.08.2020] 
550 The Mirror, 30.04.2011; “Royal wedding speeches "absolutely hysterical", reveals Kate Middleton and 

Prince William's candid photographer Millie Pilkington”. 

https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/royal-wedding-speeches-absolutely-hysterical-179209 

[10.08.2020] 
551 The Mirror, 30.04.2011; “Royal wedding: Kate Middleton walked slowly down the aisle - and into 

history: Tony Parsons takes his seat in Westminster Abbey to celebrate a love story”. 

https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/royal-wedding-kate-middleton-walked-179175 [10.08.2020] 
552 The Mirror, 30.04.2011; “Royal wedding: Kate Middleton walked slowly down the aisle - and into 

history: Tony Parsons takes his seat in Westminster Abbey to celebrate a love story”. 

broke ranks539 

(1 article) 

Royal Wedding: Kate Middleton 

and Prince William  

(29.04.2011) 

did not put a foot wrong540 

golden ticket541 

having a ball542 

on the receiving end543 

take the biscuit544 

tied the knot545 

lost (any of) the edge546 

by and large547 

bit of overkill548 

hats off to549 

the icing on the cake550 

a class act551 

rub (some people) up the 

wrong way552 

 (6 articles) 
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https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/royal-wedding-kate-middleton-walked-179175 [10.08.2020] 
553 The Guardian, 06.02.2012; “Queen Elizabeth – studious, stoic and worthy of her diamond jubilee”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2012/feb/06/queen-elizabeth-diamond-jubilee [09.08.2020] 
554 The Guardian, 06.02.2012; “Queen Elizabeth – studious, stoic and worthy of her diamond jubilee”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2012/feb/06/queen-elizabeth-diamond-jubilee [09.08.2020] 
555 The Guardian, 06.02.2012; “Queen gets a taste of the Time Warp as diamond jubilee celebrations 

begin”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/uk/2012/feb/06/queen-time-warp-diamond-anniversary [09.08.2020] 
556 The Mirror, 07.02.2012. 

https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/celebrations-of-queens-historic-year-begins-675696[09.08.2020] 
557 The Guardian, 27.07.2012; “Olympic archery fans feel duped after being shut out of event”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/sport/2012/jul/27/olympic-archery-spectators-turned-away [09.08.2020] 
558 The Mirror, 28.07.2012; “A "noisy, busy, witty, dizzying production": What the world thought of 

London 2012's opening ceremony”. 

https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/world-news/london-2012-what-the-world-thought-1178468 [09.08.2020] 
559 The Mirror, 28.07.2012; “A "noisy, busy, witty, dizzying production": What the world thought of 

London 2012's opening ceremony”. 

https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/world-news/london-2012-what-the-world-thought-1178468 [09.08.2020] 
560 The Mirror, 28.07.2012; “A "noisy, busy, witty, dizzying production": What the world thought of 

London 2012's opening ceremony”. 

https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/world-news/london-2012-what-the-world-thought-1178468 [09.08.2020] 
561The Mirror, 28.07.2012; “There have been mistakes galore but the true legacy of the Olympics is in the 

dreams of our children”. 

https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/tony-parsons-on-london-2012-there-have-been-1174737 

[09.08.2020] 
562 The Mirror, 28.07.2012; “There have been mistakes galore but the true legacy of the Olympics is in the 

dreams of our children”. 

https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/tony-parsons-on-london-2012-there-have-been-1174737 

https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/ignoring-london-2012-paul-routledge-1176109 
563 The Mirror, 28.07.2012; “Danny Boyle's history lesson showed a great Britain with its head held high”. 

https://www.mirror.co.uk/tv/tv-reviews/london-2012-opening-ceremony-opinion-1176886 [09.08.2020] 
564 The Mirror, 28.07.2012; “Going Games free: How marvellous being 222 miles away from The Thing 

in the capital” 

https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/ignoring-london-2012-paul-routledge-1176109 [09.08.2020] 
565 The Guardian, 23.05.2013;  

https://www.theguardian.com/uk/2013/may/23/lee-rigby-ordinary-soldier-woolwich-attack [09.08.2020] 
566 The Mirror, 23.05.2013; “Woolwich attack victim Lee Rigby's family pay tribute: All he wanted to do 

was be in Army”. 

https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/woolwich-attack-lee-rigby-family-1907587?service=responsive 

[09.08.2020] 

(8 articles) 

Diamond Jubilee of Queen 

Elizabeth II 

(05.02.2012) 

played a blinder553 

tightest ship554 

low-key555 

(7 articles) 

(1 article) no idiomatic 

phrases found556 

London hosts the 2012 Summer 

Olympics 

(27.07.2012) 

out of pocket557 

(7 articles) 

thumbs up558 

hit the nail on the 

head559 

pat (one) on the back560  

red in tooth and claw561 

having the guts562 

stiff upper lip563 

wall-to-wall564 

(6 articles) 

Fusilier Lee Rigby is killed in 

the street of Woolwich 

(1 article) no idiomatic phrases 

found565 

once a (Fusilier), 

always a (Fusilier)566 
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567 The Guardian, 24.06.2016; “UK votes to leave EU after dramatic night divides nation”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2016/jun/24/britain-votes-for-brexit-eu-referendum-david-cameron 

[09.08.2020] 
568 The Guardian, 24.06.2016; “David Cameron resigns after UK votes to leave European Union”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2016/jun/24/david-cameron-resigns-after-uk-votes-to-leave-

european-union [09.08.2020] 
569 The Guardian, 24.06.2016; “David Cameron resigns after UK votes to leave European Union”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2016/jun/24/david-cameron-resigns-after-uk-votes-to-leave-

european-union [09.08.2020] 
570 The Guardian, 24.06.2016; “The downfall of David Cameron: a European tragedy”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2016/jun/24/david-cameron-downfall-european-tragedy 

[09.08.2020] 
571 The Guardian, 24.06.2016; “The downfall of David Cameron: a European tragedy”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2016/jun/24/david-cameron-downfall-european-tragedy 

[09.08.2020] 
572 The Guardian, 24.06.2016; “The downfall of David Cameron: a European tragedy”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2016/jun/24/david-cameron-downfall-european-tragedy 

[09.08.2020] 
573 The Guardian, 24.06.2016; “The downfall of David Cameron: a European tragedy”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2016/jun/24/david-cameron-downfall-european-tragedy 

[09.08.2020] 
574 The Guardian, 24.06.2016; “The downfall of David Cameron: a European tragedy”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2016/jun/24/david-cameron-downfall-european-

tragedy[09.08.2020] 
576 The Mirror, 24.06.2016; “What will happen to our passports as the UK votes to leave the European 

Union?”. 

https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/what-happen-passports-uk-votes-8245465 [09.08.2020] 
577 The Mirror, 24.06.2016; “What will happen to our passports as the UK votes to leave the European 

Union?”. 

https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/what-happen-passports-uk-votes-8245465 [09.08.2020] 
578 The Mirror, 24.06.2016; “What will happen to our passports as the UK votes to leave the European 

Union?”. 

https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/what-happen-passports-uk-votes-8245465 [09.08.2020] 
579 The Mirror, 24.06.2016; “13 things the European Union gave us which we took for granted every day”. 

https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/13-things-european-union-gave-8257113 [09.08.2020] 
580 The Mirror, 24.06.2016; “Humiliated David Cameron QUITS as UK reels from vote for Brexit in EU 

referendum”. 

https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/humiliated-david-cameron-quits-uk-8271701[09.08.2020] 
581 The Mirror, 24.06.2016; “Stock market panic as £124 BILLION wiped off value of UK companies in 

10 minutes after Brexit decision”. 

https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/stock-market-panic-124-billion-8271767 [09.08.2020] 
582 The Mirror, 24.06.2016; “Stock market panic as £124 BILLION wiped off value of UK companies in 

10 minutes after Brexit decision”. 

https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/stock-market-panic-124-billion-8271767 [09.08.2020] 

(22.05.2013) (1 article) 

The United Kingdom votes to 

leave the European Union 

(23.06.2016) 

Brexit 567 

steady the ship568 

the grassroots569 

breathe down (one's) neck570 

go off the boil571 

set in stone572 

heart and soul573 

everything but the kitchen 

sink574 

eagle-eyed576 

Brexit577  

jet setters578 

just the tip of the 

iceberg579 

steady the ship580 

following suit581 

cloud hanging over582 

(5 articles) 
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575 The Guardian, 24.06.2016; “Boris Johnson favourite to replace David Cameron as PM after Brexit”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2016/jun/24/boris-johnson-favourite-to-replace-david-cameron-as-

pm-after-brexit [09.08.2020] 
583 The Guardian, 19.05.2018;  

https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/live/2018/may/19/royal-wedding-2018-prince-harry-and-meghan-

markle-marry-at-windsor-live [09.08.2020] 
584 The Mirror, 19.05.2018; “There's only been one Duke of Sussex before Prince Harry - but his marriage 

went very badly”. 

https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/theres-only-been-one-duke-12560292 [09.08.2020] 
585 The Mirror, 19.05.2018; “Royal wedding schedule and timings from morning arrivals to evening 

reception - your full timetable of Harry and Meghan's big day”. 

https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/royal-wedding-timetable-minute-minute-12559768 [09.08.2020] 
586 The Mirror, 19.05.2018; “Royal wedding schedule and timings from morning arrivals to evening 

reception - your full timetable of Harry and Meghan's big day”. 

https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/royal-wedding-timetable-minute-minute-12559768 [09.08.2020] 
587 The Mirror, 19.05.2018; “Royal wedding schedule and timings from morning arrivals to evening 

reception - your full timetable of Harry and Meghan's big day”. 

https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/royal-wedding-timetable-minute-minute-12559768 [09.08.2020] 
588 The Guardian, 09.01.2020; “Prince Harry and Meghan to step back from royal family”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2020/jan/08/prince-harry-and-meghan-say-they-are-stepping-

back-from-royal-family [09.08.2020] 
589 The Guardian, 09.01.2020; “Prince Harry and Meghan to step back from royal family”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2020/jan/08/prince-harry-and-meghan-say-they-are-stepping-

back-from-royal-family [09.08.2020] 
590 The Guardian, 09.01.2020; “Prince Harry and Meghan to step back from royal family”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2020/jan/08/prince-harry-and-meghan-say-they-are-stepping-

back-from-royal-family [09.08.2020] 
591 The Guardian, 09.01.2020; “Prince Harry and Meghan to step back from royal family”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2020/jan/08/prince-harry-and-meghan-say-they-are-stepping-

back-from-royal-family [09.08.2020] 
592 The Guardian, 09.01.2020; “Prince Harry and Meghan to restrict media access in snub to tabloids”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/media/2020/jan/08/prince-harry-and-meghan-to-restrict-media-access-in-

snub-to-tabloids [09.08.2020] 
593 The Mirror, 09.01.2020; “What Meghan Markle and Prince Harry's North America move could mean 

for Archie”. 

https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/what-meghan-markle-prince-harrys-21243783[09.08.2020] 
594 The Mirror, 09.01.2020; “What Meghan Markle and Prince Harry's North America move could mean 

for Archie”. 

https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/what-meghan-markle-prince-harrys-21243783[09.08.2020] 
595 The Mirror, 09.01.2020, “Birthday girl Kate Middleton snapped looking deep in thought after Megxit 

bombshell”. 

https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/birthday-girl-kate-middleton-snapped-21245906 [09.08.2020] 
596 The Mirror, 09.01.2020; “Meghan Markle and Harry's new plans unveiled - and it's very close to Duke's 

heart”. 

throw his hat into the ring575 

 (5 articles) 

The wedding of Prince Harry 

and Meghan Markle 

(19.05.2018) 

(4 articles) no idiomatic 

phrases found583 

tie the knot584 

golden tickets585 

the promised land586 

at the crack of dawn587 

 (7 articles) 

Duchess of Sussex, and Prince 

Harry, Duke of Sussex, 

announced on Instagram their 

decision to step back as 'senior' 

members 

bombshell (statement)588 

foot the (security) bill589 

stiff upper lip590 

to have your cake and eat it591 

the grassroots592 

bombshell (statement)593 

pave the way594 

Megxit (bombshell)595 

I’ve (always) got your 

back596 
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In the following, statistical data referring to idiom occurrence will be presented. 

 

 

                                                 

 

https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/meghan-markle-harrys-new-plans-21656638 [09.08.2020] 
597 The Mirror, 09.01.2020; “Meghan and Harry 'quit': Unanswered questions after 'clear as mud' 

announcement”. 

https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/meghan-harry-quit-unanswered-questions-21243871 

[09.08.2020] 
598 The Mirror, 09.01.2020; “Meghan and Harry 'quit': Unanswered questions after 'clear as mud' 

announcement”. 

https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/meghan-harry-quit-unanswered-questions-21243871 

[09.08.2020] 
599 The Guardian, 24.03.2020; “NHS plans to turn ExCeL centre into coronavirus hospital”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/23/nhs-plans-to-turn-excel-centre-into-coronavirus-

hospital [09.08.2020] 
600 The Guardian, 24.03.2020; “NHS plans to turn ExCeL centre into coronavirus hospital”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/23/nhs-plans-to-turn-excel-centre-into-coronavirus-

hospital[09.08.2020] 
601 The Guardian, 24.03.2020, “Boris Johnson unveils the lockdown that isn't quite a lockdown”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2020/mar/23/boris-johnson-uk-lockdown-coronavirus-covid-19-

john-crace[09.08.2020] 
602 The Guardian, 24.03.2020, “Boris Johnson unveils the lockdown that isn't quite a lockdown”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2020/mar/23/boris-johnson-uk-lockdown-coronavirus-covid-19-

john-crace[09.08.2020] 
603 The Guardian, 24.03.2020, “Government ignored advice to set up UK emergency alert system”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/23/government-ignored-advice-set-up-uk-emergency-

alert-system [09.08.2020] 
604 The Guardian, 24.03.2020, “Jewish leaders fear ultra-Orthodox Jews have missed isolation message”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/23/concern-ultra-orthodox-jews-not-get-message-

coronavirus [09.08.2020] 
605 Daily Mirror, 24.03.2020, “It’s life, but not as we know it”, p. 6. 
606 Daily Mirror, 24.03.2020, “Test kits ready in a few weeks”, p. 10. 
607 Daily Mirror, 24.03.2020, “Emmerdale episodes cut after soap filming halted”, p. 10. 
608 Daily Mirror, 24.03.2020, “We all need clear heads”, p. 12. 
609 The Guardian, 03.07.2020, “Arrest of socialite friend piles pressure on Prince Andrew”, p. 6. 
610 The Guardian, 03.07.2020, “Duke of York Friend’s arrest puts prince back under the spot light”, p. 7. 
611 Daily Mirror, 03.07.2020,“Our door is still open for Andrew to come and talk to us”, p. 5. 

(08.01.2020) (3 articles) 

 

clear as mud597 

round the clock598 

(9 articles) 
COVID-19 in the UK: UK on 

lock-down  

(23.03.2020) 

round the clock599 

follow to the letter600 

better late than never601 

in it for the lols602 

come under fire603 

hammered home604 

(10 articles) 

red-tape605 

game-changer606 

get your feet (too far) 

under the table607 

Achilles heel608 

(16 articles) 

Royal scandal 

Prince Andrew quizzed by FBI 

over Jeffrey Epstein affair 

(03.07.2020) 

keeping tabs on609 

under the spotlight610 

(2 articles) 

The Big Apple611 

(1 article) 



152 

 

Statistic data 2010–2020 

  
Quality 

press    
Popular 

press   

The article type Date of event 

Number 

of 

articles  

Number 

of 

idioms  

Number of 

idioms per 

article 

Number 

of 

articles  

Number 

of 

idioms  

Number 

of idioms 

per article 

local politics 06.05.2010 4 4 1 1 5 5 

non-politics 29.04.2011 8 10 1.25 6 3 0.5 

non-politics 05.02.2012 7 3 0.43 1 0 0 

non-politics 27.07.2012 7 1 0.14 6 7 1.17 

local politics 22.05.2013 1 0 0 1 1 1 

global politics 23.06.2016 5 9 1.8 5 7 1.4 

non-politics 19.05.2018 4 0 0 7 4 0.57 

non-politics 08.01.2020 3 5 1.67 9 6 0.67 

local politics 23.03.2020 10 6 0.6 16 4 0.25 

non-politics 03.07.2020 2 2 1 1 1 1 

TOTAL  51 40 0.78 53 38 0.72 

Table 28: Quantitative research outcome for the years 2010–2020 (for individual events). 

 

Statistical analysis 2010–2020 

Type of article 

Number 

of 

articles 

in quality 

press 

Number 

of 

idioms 

in 

quality 

press 

Number 

of idioms 

per 

article in 

quality 

press 

Number 

of articles 

in 

popular 

press 

Number 

of idioms 

in popular 

press 

Number 

of idioms 

per article 

in popular 

press 

global politics 5 9 1.8 5 7 1.4 

local politics 15 10 0.67 18 10 0.56 

non-politics 31 21 0.68 30 21 0.7 

TOTAL 51 40 0.78 53 38 0.72 
Table 29: Quantitative research outcome for the years 2010–2020. 

 

Key events amid the years 2010 to 2020 presented in the British national press 

included:  

- General election 2010 – coalition government created (06.05.2010); 

- Royal wedding: Kate Middleton and Prince William (29.04.2011); 

- Diamond Jubilee of Queen Elizabeth II (05.02.2012); 

- London hosts the 2012 Summer Olympics (27.07.2012); 

- Fusilier Lee Rigby is killed in the street of Woolwich (22.05.2013); 

- The United Kingdom votes to leave the European Union (23.06.2016); 

- The wedding of Prince Harry and Meghan Markle (19.05.2018); 

- Duchess of Sussex, and Prince Harry, Duke of Sussex, announced on 

Instagram their decision to step back as 'senior' members (08.01.2020); 
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- COVID-19 in the UK: UK on lock-down (23.03.2020); 

- Royal scandal Prince Andrew quizzed by FBI over Jeffrey Epstein affair 

                  (03.07.2020).  

Accordingly, The Guardian and the Mirror were scrutinised for articles featuring 

these events for use of idiomatic expressions. All in all, there was a single article referring 

to the international incident, 3 articles discussing political home affairs and 6 events 

unrelated to politics. 

While examining The Guardian 5 articles reporting international political issues were 

encountered, 15 articles referring to the politics at home and additional 31 articles 

covering other key stories unrelated to the subject of politics. The idiomatic phrases used 

whilst presenting these articles were as follows: 9 idiomatic phrases were found in the 

articles regarding the global events (e.g. set in stone, everything but the kitchen sink), 10 

idioms in the articles referring to home political affairs (e.g. follow to the letter, throw 

their hat in the ring) and 21 idioms were found in remaining articles not related to politics 

(e.g. golden ticket, take the biscuit). Consequently, the markers for idiom application per 

one article in The Guardian are as follows: 1.8 idiom per an article for international news, 

0.67 idiom per an article for home political affairs and 0.68 idiom per an article for other 

news unrelated to the field of politics. 

In contrast, the data for the Mirror are as follows: there were 5 articles describing 

international events, 18 articles referring to home affairs and further 30 articles covering 

events unrelated to the topic of politics. The idiomatic expressions applied in re-counting 

these events were as follows: 7 idioms were used in international news items (e.g. just the 

tip of the iceberg, steady the ship), 10 idioms were applied in articles regarding politics 

at home (e.g. broke ranks, striking a deal) and 21 idiomatic expressions were found in 

additional articles examined (e.g. the icing on the cake, red in tooth and claw). The data 

suggest that the markers for idiomatic application in The Mirror per one article are the 

following: 1.4 idiom per an article for global news, 0.56 idiom per an article for home 

political news and 0.7 idiom per an article referring to other newsflash. 

In sum the number of articles probed for idioms in quality press was 51, with a total 

number of idioms found 40. The number of articles in popular press was 53 with 38 

idioms located. The quantitative research outcome for the years between 2010 and 2020 

shows that The Guardian used a slightly higher number of idiomatic phrases than the 

Mirror. Overall, for quality press the marker stands at 0.78 idiom per one article, and for 

the popular press it is 0.72.  
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4.3 Overall analysis of quantitative results for the years 1945–2020 

The analysis of the usage of idiomatic expression by the quality and the popular press 

between the years 1945–2020 presents interesting findings. Over the years the application 

of idiomatic expressions has been on the increase for both the quality press (The 

Guardian) and the popular press (The Mirror) representative. The average use of an idiom 

per one article in the years 1945–1955 was higher in popular press (0.3) than in quality 

press (0.2). In the years 1970–1980, there is a substantial increase in idiomatic usage by 

The Mirror (0.55). However, the years 2010–2020 show that the quality press applies 

idioms slightly more often (0.8) than the popular press (0.7). 

There are a few factors that may have induced such an outcome. First of all, the 1945 

clear cut distinction between quality press and popular press has slightly diminished over 

the years. Since then, in order to stay popular in the UK newspapers have had to evolve 

with the reader. The waves of migration and open border policy have led to increase in 

population number and therefore created a wider reader market. However, high 

percentage of these new patrons acquired their English language not from educational 

bodies such as school or university but by listening to it in a street. To appeal to this new 

reader the language used to present news in The Guardian had to be somewhat adjusted 

to accommodate for the reader’s new profile. 

The Mirror has always been directed to more of a working class reader. Therefore 

the idiomatic usage has always been high. Obviously there is a difference as to the types 

of idioms applied by popular and quality press, which this project presents in the next 

subchapter. However, The Mirror has never been short of slang expressions, mild swear 

words and puns. The latter has added the most to the language, coining new buzzwords 

often leads to creating new expressions and then idioms (e.g. covidiot, the elephant in the 

zoom). 

Secondly, there is another important fact that must not be overlooked, The 

Guardian’s and The Mirror’s lay out. On the whole, The Guardian features more articles, 

also the newspaper was originally printed in the broadsheet form. The articles have been 

substantially longer, there has been still less graphic content than in The Mirror and the 

graphic content used has always been smaller in size. The Mirror uses big-lettered head 

titles, very descriptive and therefore long, which, as a result, fill out most of the page. The 

articles are shorter and the number of photos is often overpowering the text. Overall The 
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Mirror contains more adverts. However, considering all of the above The Mirror does not 

fall far behind The Guardian in idiom application.  

 

 

Figure 4: Idiom application per an article between the years 1945 and 2020 in the quality and the popular 

press. 

 

Since both of the researched newspapers The Guardian and The Mirror display 

overall increased tendency to idiom application in their articles, the broken down analysis 

is given to establish what type of articles include most idiomatic phrases. Therefore, the 

articles are split into three types and their idiomatic content checked. The three types of 

articles are the following: 

- articles covering international news (global politics);  

- articles covering home political affairs (local politics);  

- articles referring to non-political news e.g. sport, economy etc. (non-politics).  

We shall address them in subsections below. 

 

4.3.1 Quantitative analysis of idiom frequency in articles covering international 

news 

The results of the research suggest that idiomatic expressions were not widely used 

in the years 1945–1955 either in The Guardian or The Mirror while presenting global 

political affairs. However, the consecutive decades saw an overall increase tendency in 

idiomatic application. During the years 1975–2000 there may have been a slight drop in 

the idiomatic usage in The Guardian’s articles featuring international news, but The 

Mirror registered a much more substantial drop in idiomatic occurrence in international 
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news coverage during that time. Nevertheless, since the year 2000 idiomatic expressions 

have often been applied in articles referring to global politics in both newspapers 

respectively. 

 

 

Figure 5: Idiom application per one international news article between the years 1945 and 2020. 

 

 

4.3.2 Quantitative analysis of idiom frequency in articles covering home political 

news 

The analysis of idiom frequency in articles covering home political news presents a 

somewhat different results. The overall tendency shows increasing number of idioms used 

in articles referring to home politics. However, the years 1945–1955 show a very different 

picture for The Guardian and The Mirror. During that decade popular press representative 

used nearly three times as many idiomatic expressions while featuring articles from the 

field of home politics. The Guardian’s position in the after war period may be considered 

somewhat conservative and conformist. Being a quality newspaper The Manchester 

Guardian was designed for middle and upper social classes. This may explain why fewer 

idiomatic expressions were used in the articles featured in the paper. 

0,00

0,20

0,40

0,60

0,80

1,00

1,20

1,40

1,60

1,80

2,00

45-55 60-70 70-80 80-90 90-00 2000-2010 2010-2020

A
ve

ra
ge

 id
io

m
 a

p
p

lic
at

io
n

 p
er

 a
rt

ic
le

Decades

Average idiom application in articles regarding global politics

Quality press
average
idiom
application

Popular
press
average
idiom
application



157 

 

 

Figure 6: Idiom application per one article regarding home politics between the years 1945 and 2020. 

 

4.3.3 Quantitative analysis of idiom frequency in articles unrelated to politics 

 The results of idiom frequency in articles featuring non-political news items such as 

sport, or social events show that the overall tendency is rising. More idioms are being 

used while discussing non-political events in the press. The years 1970–1980 display the 

greatest variance between the two analysed sources when it comes to idiom application. 

While the marker for The Mirror stands at nearly 1.2 idiom per an article, the marker for 

The Guardian is only 0.2 idiom per an article. 

 

Figure 7: Idiom application per one article between the years 1945–2020. 
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4.4 Qualitative analysis with regard to the source of idiom  

In order to conduct a thorough analysis of idiom frequency in The Guardian and The 

Mirror in respect to different types of idiom formation, the categories that have been 

selected are as follows: 

1. Idioms based on metaphor (e.g. to abandon the ship, not everyone’s cup of tea); 

2. Idioms based on analogy (e.g. as regular as clockwork, like a moth to a flame); 

3. Idioms based on metonymy/synecdoche (e.g. cloud hanging over, salad days); 

4. Idioms based on alliteration (e.g. neck and neck, feeling fagged out); 

5. Idioms based on aphorism (e.g. beauty in in the eye of beholder, sailing close to 

the wind); 

6. Idioms based on allusion (e.g. the eagle has landed, the Watergate); 

7. Idioms based on cliché (e.g. fair do’s, turn back the clock). 

 

The idiomatic expressions picked from the articles in the consecutive decades were 

marked accordingly to the above mentioned division [appendix 1]. The frequency of 

idiomatic application by the representatives of quality and popular press has been 

presented in a graphic form. Consequently the analysis has been conducted and based on 

the results appropriate conclusions are drawn and presented. The statistic data used for 

this analysis have been presented [appendix 3]. 

 

 

Figure 8: Classification in respect to different types of idiom formation. 
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Key - idiom type: 

1. Idioms based on metaphor;  

2. Idioms based on analogy;  

3. Idioms based on metonymy/synecdoche; 

4. Idioms based on alliteration; 

5. Idioms based on aphorism; 

6. Idioms based on allusion; 

7. Idioms based on cliché. 

 

The outcome of the statistical data analysis for the overall idiomatic frequency in 

respect to different types of idiom formation has shown a few key points. Firstly, the 

metaphor based idioms (e.g. a house of cards) are more often used in quality press (The 

Guardian) than in the popular press (The Mirror). Furthermore, it is an overall the most 

common type of idiom. However, the popular press more often applies idioms based on 

metonymy and synecdoche (e.g. it would had been curtains). These two facts come as no 

surprise since after all The Guardian was designated for the upper and middle classes, 

while The Mirror has always been a working class newspaper. Over the years the quality 

of the written language used in The Guardian may have changed to adapt to a new reader 

and reflect new circumstances, nevertheless the tendency to use idioms based on 

metaphor is still stronger. As stated in the previous subchapter the articles featured in The 

Guardian are substantially longer, hence more detailed and descriptive, which leads to 

using a certain type of idiomatic expressions, such as phrases with roots deep into 

literature, art and history. On the other hand, The Mirror uses puns, cleverly worded 

buzzword and catchy phrases to attract the reader. Since the articles are shorter there is 

no need to use long elaborate idiomatic phrases based on metaphor, a simple pun or a 

buzzword often suffices. Moreover, quite often not even the full idiomatic phrase is 

applied, only the first couple of words are used and the rest is dropped out. This in fact 

might lead to a conclusion that The Mirror is a newspaper for the people ‘on the go’. In 

other words, it seems more appealing for a reader who scans the titles, glances over the 

articles and pays more attention to the graphic content. 

Secondly, what is worth noticing is the fact that both newspapers The Guardian and 

The Mirror often use idiomatic expressions based on allusion (e.g. golden ticket). The 

Mirror is using such idioms slightly more often. This is not a surprising fact since overall 

idioms based on allusion are somewhat shorter in construction therefore they seem to be 

more desirable by The Mirror. The same situation presents itself with regard to cliché-

based idioms (e.g. fair do’s). This type of idioms may have been initially longer, but with 

time they became highly recognisable and evolved to the shorter versions with the 
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meaning still identifiable even though the form has changed. Again, cliché-based idioms 

are more often used in The Mirror. 

 

4.4.1 Different types of idiom formation between the years 1945 and 2020 in the 

quality press The Guardian  

Over the years (1945–2020) The Guardian’s favourable type of idiomatic expression 

is the one based on metaphor (e.g. no-man’s land). There may have been a slight drop 

between the years 1990 and 2000, however the usage of this type has rapidly increased 

since. The application of idioms based on aphorism (e.g. a lull in the storm), allusion (e.g. 

a hobby-horse) and cliché (e.g. against the odds) shows slow but steady increase over the 

years. When it comes to idioms based on metonymy or synecdoche (e.g. square deal) the 

results show decrease in their application in the years 2000–2010, since then a rapid 

increase in their application has been noticed. Idioms based on alliteration (e.g. neck and 

neck) or analogy (e.g. like a moth to a flame) are overall the least frequently applied in 

the newspaper. 

 

 

Figure 9: Different types of idioms in the quality press The Guardian. 

 
Key - idiom type: 

1. Idioms based on metaphor;  

2. Idioms based on analogy;  

3. Idioms based on metonymy/synecdoche; 

4. Idioms based on alliteration; 
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5. Idioms based on aphorism; 

6. Idioms based on allusion; 

7. Idioms based on cliché. 

 

4.4.2 Different types of idiom formation between the years 1945 and 2020 in the 

popular press The Mirror  

Out of the seven different types of idioms (i.e. idioms based on metaphor (1), idioms 

based on analogy (2), idioms based on metonymy or synecdoche (3), idioms based on 

alliteration (4), idioms based on aphorism (5), idioms based on allusion (6) and idioms 

based on cliché (7)) the most common one is the metaphor-based idioms (e.g. stone’s 

throw). In the years 1945–2020 the application of idioms based on allusion (e.g. the 

Watergate), cliché (e.g.in a nutshell) and metonymy (e.g. back to his old game) was very 

steady. It is worth noticing here that at the beginning (1945) the marker was already 

higher for these types than in The Guardian’s classification. Moreover, the type that 

stands out the most is metonymy-based idioms which from the beginning (1945) was the 

most often used type in The Mirror. Over the years the idioms based on metaphor, allusion 

or cliché may have surpassed the frequency of metonymy-based idioms in The Mirror, 

however this type of idiom over the decades continued at the same steady pace.  

 

 

Figure 10: Different types of idioms in the popular press The Mirror. 

 
Key - idiom type: 

1. Idioms based on metaphor;  

2. Idioms based on analogy;  

3. Idioms based on metonymy/synecdoche; 

4. Idioms based on alliteration; 
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5. Idioms based on aphorism; 

6. Idioms based on allusion; 

7. Idioms based on cliché. 

 

4.5 Qualitative analysis with regard to the type of idiom occurring in the analysed 

newspapers 

Between the years 1945–2020 Guardian and The Mirror were scanned for idiomatic 

expressions contained within the following categories: 

1.   Pure idioms (tournure, opaque) (e.g. wreak havoc, up the creek); 

2.   Proverbial idioms (e.g. had wishes been horses, better late than never); 

3.   First base idioms (e.g. a hat trick, not-up-to scratch); 

4.   Familiar quotations (e.g. heart and soul, young at heart); 

5.   Binominal idioms (e.g. blood and thunder, neck and neck); 

6.   Phrasal compounds (e.g. Pen Army, V-Day); 

7.  Incorporating verb idiom (e.g. nail-biting, brainwashed). 

 

The idiomatic expressions chosen from the articles were marked correspondingly to 

the above mentioned division [appendix 2]. Their frequency has been presented in a 

graphic form. Based on the results the conclusions have been drawn out. The statistical 

data used for this analysis has been presented [appendix 4].  

 

 

Figure 11: Different types of idiom used in the quality and the popular press between the years 1945 and 

2020. 
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Key - idiom type: 

1.   Pure idioms (tournure, opaque); 

2.   Proverbial idioms; 

3.   First base idioms; 

4.   Familiar quotations; 

5.   Binominal idioms; 

6.   Phrasal compounds; 

7.  Incorporating verb idiom. 

 

The outcome of the statistical data analysis for the overall idiomatic frequency in 

respect to different types of idiom shows the following tendencies. The most common 

type of idiom occurring in the quality press are the first base idioms (e.g. follow suit, a 

hat trick). The most common type of idiom occurring in the popular press are pure idioms 

(tournure, opaque) (e.g. tie the knot, wreak havoc). However, when it comes to the second 

most used type the roles change, and the second most often used type of idiom by The 

Guardian are pure idioms (tournure, opaque), and second most used type of idiom by The 

Mirror are first base idioms. Overall, both newspapers presented the highest number of 

idioms from the first and the third group (pure idioms, first base idioms).  

In the third place, for both research subjects, is the group consisting of phrasal 

compounds (e.g. House of Horrors, Pandora’s Box). However, it is the popular press that 

uses idioms from this group more often. Idiomatic expressions belonging to the proverbial 

group (e.g. back to his old game) and familiar quotation (e.g. the land of promise) are 

used with similar frequency by The Mirror. However, in The Guardian out of the two 

groups the proverbial idioms (e.g. had wishes been horses) are dominant. 

The least frequent are the idioms composing the binominal group and incorporating 

verb idiom group. This is not surprising, since these categories reflect elements of cultural 

background the least. 

 

4.5.1 Different types of idiom used in the quality press The Guardian between the 

years 1945–2020 

In the years 1945–2020 the two groups that have been occurring most frequently in 

the quality press, are phrases that belong to the first base idioms (e.g. vote of confidence) 

and pure idiom category (e.g. not everyone’s cup of tea). While the first base idiom 

category started off at a higher level comparing to the rest of the groups, the pure idiom 

category has been constantly on the increase since 1945.  

Throughout the decades proverbial idiom group (e.g. throw of the dice) and familiar 

quotation group (e.g. their finest hour) have shown a gradual and insignificant increase 

in occurrence. However, the group that has been on the increase since the year 2000 is 
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phrasal compound category (e.g. the Pill). Binominal idioms (e.g. blood and thunder) and 

incorporating verb idioms (e.g. brainwashed) are employed in The Guardian the least. 

 

 

Figure 12: Different types of idiom used in the quality press The Guardian between the years 1945–2020. 

 
Key type: 

1.   Pure idioms (tournure, opaque); 

2.   Proverbial idioms; 

3.   First base idioms; 

4.   Familiar quotations; 

5.   Binominal idioms; 

6.   Phrasal compounds; 

7.  Incorporating verb idiom. 

 

4.5.2 Different types of idiom used in the popular press The Mirror between the years 

1945–2020 

Throughout the decades there have been many significant changes in idiom 

application by The Mirror. First of all, the most popular group in 1945 consisted of first 

base idioms (e.g.to get a square deal), and over the years the frequency of idioms from 

this category has remained similar. There was only a small drop in their occurrence in the 

years 1980–1990.  The occurrence of idioms within the pure idiom category (e.g. wreak 

havoc) and the phrasal compound category (e.g. class act) may have been low at the 

beginning but the year 2020 presents a different picture. Overall, comparing the year 1945 

and 2020, idioms belonging to the pure idiom group show increase in frequency. 

Similarly, idioms fitting the phrasal compound category demonstrate a significant change 
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in frequency. While in the years 1945–2000 their popularity in The Mirror was 

unimpressive, since 2000 it has rapidly increased. 

The remaining categories i.e. proverbial idioms, familiar quotations, incorporating 

verb idioms, although never as frequent as the other groups, they still display rising 

tendency in occurrence throughout the researched timeline. The idiomatic expressions 

used the least by The Mirror are a part of the binominal idioms group. 

  

 

Figure 13: Different types of idiom used in the popular press The Mirror between the years 1945–2020. 

 
Key type: 

1.   Pure idioms (tournure, opaque); 

2.   Proverbial idioms; 

3.   First base idioms; 

4.   Familiar quotations; 

5.   Binominal idioms; 

6.   Phrasal compounds; 

7.  Incorporating verb idiom. 

 

4.6 Error analysis  

To perform error analysis the chi-square test will be used as a statistical tool. This 

test will show probability that the relationship between the type of newspaper and the 

type of idiom used exists and that it is not only random chance phenomenon. Moreover, 

analysis will allow to decide, if further data gathering is required and how strong is a 

given type of relationship in regard to the chosen two different methods of idiom division: 

formation/source and types. 
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First of all, the hypothesis (H1) is assumed, asserting the existence of the 

relationship between the newspaper type and the type of idiom used. Subsequently, the 

null hypothesis (H0) is specified, which by definition suggests that no statistical 

relationship and no significance exists in a set of the given individual observed variables, 

or between two sets of observed data – in this case – that there is no relationship between 

the newspaper type and the type of idiom used.  The chi-square test will show the 

probability that the null hypothesis H0 is true which will mean that observed in the 

gathered data relationship between the newspaper type and the type of idiom used is there 

only by a random chance – and if we just check other titles or choose other articles no 

relationship will be present. However, if the calculated significance level for null 

hypothesis H0 is low enough then we can reject null hypothesis H0 and accept hypothesis 

H1. 

Therefore, the following steps must be completed:  

- defining hypothesis H1 and null hypothesis H0, 

- gathering statistical data, 

- calculating results expected if null hypothesis H0 was true, 

- calculating chi-square points and chi-test (P) value, which shows the significance 

threshold. 

Using that threshold defines significance level α which shows how strong the 

relationship is between the newspaper type and the type of idiom used. 

 

a. The usage of different types of idiom in regard to their formation/source by 

quality and popular press. 

Hypothesis H1: the usage of different types of idioms based on idiom formation 

(metaphor–based, analogy–based, metonymy/synecdoche–based, alliteration–based, 

aphorism–based, allusion–based, cliché–based) depends on the types of press i.e. popular 

or quality (The Mirror, The Guardian). 

Null hypothesis H0: the use of different types of idioms based on idiom formation is 

independent from the type of press i.e. popular or quality. 

 

Statistical data: 

 Idiom type 

Press type 

Total Quality Popular 

idiom based on metaphor 86 70 156 

analogy 4 3 7 
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metonymy/synecdoche 24 33 57 

alliteration 5 5 10 

aphorism 8 14 22 

allusion 30 35 65 

cliché 21 41 62 

Total 178 201 379 

 
 

 

Data expected for null hypothesis: 

Idiom type 

Press type 

Quality Popular 

idiom based on metaphor 73.26649077 82.73351 

analogy 3.287598945 3.712401 

metonymy/synecdoche 26.77044855 30.22955 

alliteration 4.696569921 5.30343 

aphorism 10.33245383 11.66755 

allusion 30.52770449 34.4723 

cliché 29.11873351 32.88127 

 

Chi-square points: 

Idiom type 

Press type 

Quality Popular 

idiom based on metaphor 2.213047953 1.959814 

analogy 0.15437262 0.136708 

metonymy/synecdoche 0.286711115 0.253903 

alliteration 0.019603629 0.01736 

aphorism 0.526529413 0.46628 

allusion 0.009121944 0.008078 

cliché 2.263622962 2.004601 

 

chi-test (P) value = 0.111816353 

Significance α = 0.12 

Degrees of freedom: DF = 6 

Chi square = 10.31975449 

critical value of chi-square  = 10.11234401 

 

Statistical analysis of collected data indicates that null hypothesis H0 can be 

rejected with 12% error probability. 
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b. The usage of different types of idiom selected for the research by quality and 

popular press. 

Hypothesis H1: the application of different types of idioms (pure, proverbial, first-base, 

familiar quotations, binominal, phrasal compounds, incorporating verb idiom) depends 

on the type of press i.e. popular or quality (The Mirror, The Guardian). 

Null hypothesis H0: the usage of different types of idioms is independent from the type 

of press i.e. popular or quality (The Mirror, The Guardian). 

 

Statistical data: 

Idiom type 

Press type 

Total Quality Popular 

pure idioms (tournure, 

opaque) 
59 64 

123 

proverbial idioms 15 18 33 

first base idioms 69 64 133 

familiar quotations 10 14 24 

binominal idioms 5 3 8 

phrasal compounds 18 30 48 

incorporating verb idiom 2 6 8 

Total 178 199 377 

 
 

Data expected for null hypothesis: 

Idiom type 

Press type 

Quality Popular 

pure idioms (tournure, opaque) 58.07427 64.92573 

proverbial idioms 15.5809 17.4191 

first base idioms 62.79576 70.20424 

familiar quotations 11.33156 12.66844 

binominal idioms 3.777188 4.222812 

phrasal compounds 22.66313 25.33687 

incorporating verb idiom 3.777188 4.222812 

 

Chi-square points: 

Idiom type 

Press type 

Quality Popular 

pure idioms (tournure, opaque) 0.014757 0.013199 

proverbial idioms 0.021658 0.019372 

first base idioms 0.612982 0.548295 

familiar quotations 0.156471 0.139959 

binominal idioms 0.395868 0.354093 

phrasal compounds 0.959478 0.858227 

incorporating verb idiom 0.836177 0.747937 
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chi-test (P) value = 0.460153 

Significance α = 0.47 

Degrees of freedom: DF = 6 

Chi square = 5.678474 

critical value of chi-square  = 5.595418 

Significance of observed data shows that null hypothesis H0 can be rejected with 47% 

error probability. 

Examined data show that there is 88% chance that usage of different types of idioms 

based on idiom formation/source is dependent on the type of press i.e. popular or quality. 

On the other hand, researched data give only 53% probability that the usage of different 

types of idioms is linked to the type of press i.e. popular or quality. However we cannot 

completely reject that hypothesis – as more data and further research are required. 

 

4.7 Remarks on conducted research 

The two analyses presented in the previous subchapter i.e. quantitative and qualitative 

study present some very interesting and unforeseen facts. First of all, out of the two 

research subjects i.e. The Guardian representing quality press and The Mirror 

representing popular press it could be assumed that idioms would be more associated with 

the popular press. Being as it may The Mirror has always been a working class tabloid, 

while The Guardian featured news for a more sophisticated and cultured reader. 

However, this assumption is wrong as the research into the idiomatic frequency in quality 

and popular press presented here shows. Overall, the idiomatic frequency increased in 

both newspapers comparing the year 1945 with 2020. However, what must be noted here 

is the fact that while in 1945 popular press The Mirror applied more idiomatic expressions 

in its articles, in the year 2020 it is actually quality press The Guardian that uses idioms 

more often. The difference may be minimal, nevertheless as it stands for the year 2020 

quality press applies idiomatic expressions more frequently.  

Obviously there are some factors that greatly contributed to such an outcome. 

Evolving society has led to the way the news have been presented in the press and the 

language used in the articles. In order to entice a reader The Guardian has become more 

approachable. The difference between 1945 issue of The Manchester Guardian and 2020 

issue of The Guardian is substantial. It is not only the format of the newspaper that has 

changed, or the layout of its articles, it is actually the graphic content or, to be more 

precise, its lack. The implementation of photos, tables, adds, and extended advertisement 
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gives the newspaper a less serious look. While the 1945 issue of The Manchester 

Guardian is packed with lengthy and well written articles, describing the events in words 

rather than showing them in picture, the 2020 issue looks considerably different. The 

Mirror has always used graphic content, with the only difference that now it is in colour. 

Moreover, The Mirror was the first newspaper to feature Wednesday colour supplement. 

Out of the two newspapers presented here The Mirror as first introduced full page 

advertisement blocks. Examining only the titles of articles featured in the two newspapers 

the difference in approach to the reader is noticeable. While The Guardian’s titles are 

short and very precise, The Mirror uses puns, buzzwords and overall plays on words. 

This presents the second interesting fact in reference to the types of idioms used in 

both newspapers. Since, as mentioned above the articles featured in The Mirror are 

shorter and adorned with catchy titles playing on words, the most popular type of idiom 

occurring in this tabloid are expressions based on metonymy. Moreover, The Mirror’s 

willingness and the ease in the way it coins new phrases leads to the creation of new 

idioms. Therefore, as the research shows, The Guardian may be using more idiomatic 

phrases but it is The Mirror that is more likely to forge the new ones. 

 

4.8 Idioms with high cultural reference – detailed analysis of selected examples 

Starting with 1945 the articles that dominated the news in the UK press regarded 

mostly the end of the Second World War. On April 5, 1945 The Times (London) published 

an article in which the phrase V-Day (Victory Day) was used for the first time in the UK’s 

newspapers “To-day the battle still rages with loss and peril in Europe. On V Day it will 

still go on over great stretches of land and water in the Far East”612. Prior to that in July 

1941 Newsweek (New York) stated in one of its articles “Encouraged by the success [of 

the V propaganda campaign], Britain proclaimed July 20 as ‘V Day’”. The phrase was 

consequently used in 1942 by Time (New York) “We at Hercules are eager to learn of 

any new material, process, or equipment…which can enable us to create more 

employment after V-Day”. In September 1944 Washington Post found a new designation 

for the two victory days namely V-E Day (victory in Europe) and V-J Day (victory in 

Japan). In May 1945 Daily Mirror employed the phrase VE-Day in one of the articles. 

                                                 

 

612 V-Day, 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/220871?redirectedFrom=V+day#eid16064605 [27.07.2020]. 
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Even though this phrasal compound, according to Makkai’s 1972 classification (see:  

chapter I), was used for the first time in the quality press i.e. Time (New York) it was 

quickly adopted by quality press and popular press in Britain. A few years later, in 1949, 

an author A. Koestler used the phrase in Promise and Fulfilment. Palestine, 1917-1949:  

“It was Jewry's V-day – the first since the time of the Maccabeans”. In 1967 another 

author A. Christie in Endless Night wrote:  “‘Well,’ said Greta with a deep satisfied sigh, 

‘we’ve made it.’ ‘V-Day all right,’ I said”613. 

 V-Day (also V-day, V Day), referencing WW2 victory is now often applied 

figuratively referring to one’s personal triumph or a success. Moreover, over the years 

British press coined similar phrases based on the term V-Day and its significance. The 

Guardian, on January 4, 1999 in the article “All systems go for the euro”, (page 18) 

applied the term E-Day to describe commencing of the Euro as a common currency in 

Britain. 

Another example of a pressdiom is an expression Watergate referring to the 1972-

1974 U.S. scandal during which people connected with President Nixon’s Republican 

administration were caught attempting to bug the national headquarters of the Democratic 

Party located in the Watergate building in Washington, D.C. The press quickly chose the 

name for the scandal derived from the place where the event actually had occurred. As it 

is stated in Oxford English Dictionary online “The suffix -gate has since been used, 

preceded by the name of a person, place, etc., to denote a scandal comparable with or 

likened to Watergate”614. On September 1, 1997 The Mirror featured an article titled 

“Haunted by the image of fame” on page 22, where the phrase “Camillagate tape” was 

used to describe a precedence where tapes with private phone calls between Camilla 

Parker-Bowles and Prince Charles came to light. However, it is not the only time the 

suffix -gate has been applied to a place or an event to denote a scandal or an incident. 

Here are just a few examples: 

- Murdochgate (2011) – refers to News of the World phone hacking scandal615. 

                                                 

 

613 V-Day, 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/220871?redirectedFrom=V+day#eid16064605 [27.07.2020]. 
614 Watergate, 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/226192?rskey=0QvUnu&result=3&isAdvanced=false#eid 

[07.08.2020]. 
615 The Guardian,03.08.2011, “Academics at the fore of hacking debate” 

https://www.theguardian.com/media/2011/aug/03/media-studies-academics-phone-hacking [07.08.2020]. 
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- Elbowgate (2016) – refers to Justin Trudeau accidentally hitting with an elbow 

an MP in the parliament 616. 

- Pizzagate (2004) – refers to an incident when the Manchester United manager 

Alex Ferguson was assaulted with a slice of pizza by an unnamed opposition 

player following a league game against Arsenal617. 

Over the years the suffix -gate has been widely applied on numerous occasions in 

order to signify a scandal or an incident. However, not knowing the original background 

of the phrase Watergate and what it refers to leads to confusion and misperception of the 

newly coined phrases such as pizzagate. 

Another example of a pressdiom worth mentioning here is Brexit. The term refers to 

the withdrawal of the United Kingdom from the European Union, and the political process 

associated with it. The Oxford English Dictionary online states that the term was coined 

by P. Wilding in 2012 blog titled “Stumbling towards the Brexit: Britain, a referendum 

and an ever-closer reckoning”618. In 2012 the term was used again in Christian Science 

Monitor “Why would the EU consider special economic and trading privileges for Britain 

after its ‘Brexit’”. Consequently, in 2014 the Financial Times applied the term “In many 

cases, the US banks are as worried about the eurozone’s impending banking union as they 

are about Brexit”. Thenceforth, in 2016 Daily Mirror utilised the term in one of the 

articles “A soft Brexit would see us maintain access to the single market and the customs 

union and accept some EU rules. A hard Brexit would see us quit the single market and 

the customs union in return for control of our borders”619.  

The interesting fact is that the suffix  -exit has become productive. The term Brexit 

has led to coining such terms as Grexit, Frexit or Megexit. Grexit refers to Greece’s 

possible withdrawal from the eurozone, consequently Frexit refers to the hypothetical 

French withdrawal from the European Union, and Megexit (Megxit) relates to Meghan 

Markle and Prince Harry relocation to the United States following their announcement 

on January 8, 2020, that they would be stepping down as ‘senior’ members of the Royal 

                                                 

 

616 The Guardian, 19.05.2016, „Justin Trudeau apologises again as 'elbowgate' darkens 'sunny ways' image” 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/may/19/justin-trudeau-apology-elbowgate-canada-parliament-

critics [07.08.2020]. 
617 The Guardian, 15.09.2006 „ Pizzagate: a slice of strife” 

https://www.theguardian.com/football/2006/sep/15/newsstory.sport1 [07.08.2020]. 
618 Brexit, 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/54763375?redirectedFrom=brexit#eid [08.08.2020]. 
619 Brexit, 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/54763375?redirectedFrom=brexit#eid [08.08.2020]. 
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Family. However, the term Brexit is not only used for discussing political news. At the 

moment there is English Brexit tea available on the market, Brexit Blue cheese, Brexit 

biscuits, Brexit energy drinks and Brexit bread.  

Obviously V-day, Watergate or Brexit are not considered typical types of idioms as 

most definitions state that the idiom should consist of minimum two items. However, 

those are fairly recent entities and as language keeps evolving in the future there may be 

more idiomatically charged expressions consisting of a single item. Pure idioms are 

considerably older hence their origins are often unknown. Therefore we cannot be certain 

how they evolved over the time to become what they are now. A good example here is an 

idiom meet your Waterloo which refers to The Battle of Waterloo in 1815 in Belgium 

marking the final defeat of Napoleon Bonaparte. However, in the beginning only the word 

‘Waterloo’ was applied with the reference to the event: 

- In 1816   Ld. Byron Let. 5 Dec. in T. Moore Life Ld. Byron (1851) 329/1   It [sc. the 

Armenian alphabet] is..a Waterloo of an Alphabet. 

- In 1842   J. Aiton Clerical Econ. ii. 48   If there must be a Waterloo, let it be a conflict 

for all the minister's rights, so that he may never require to go to law in his lifetime 

again620. 

The whole phrase meet your Waterloo was used only from 1961: 

- In 1859   W. Phillips Lesson of Hour 11   Every man meets his Waterloo at last. 

- In 1902   Washington Post 3 May 8/6   Five favorites and a heavily played second 

choice won, and ‘getaway day’ proved a Waterloo for the books. 

- In 1961   C. McCullers Clock without Hands iii. 67   I felt right then and there I had 

met my Waterloo. 

- In 2002   U.S. News & World Rep. 28 Oct. 53/2   HRT has not met its Waterloo. Despite 

the headlines, the estrogen–progestin regimen did not flunk ‘massively’621. 

 

The terms V-day, Watergate or Brexit must be treated as pressdioms as they were 

coined by the press and featured often enough to be recognisable to the point that they 

can be applied as templates for creating new idiomatic phrases. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 

 

620 Meet your Waterloo, 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/226234?redirectedFrom=meet+your+waterloo#eid15062851 

[07.08.2020]. 
621 Meet your Waterloo, 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/226234?redirectedFrom=meet+your+waterloo#eid15062851[07.08.202
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        Conclusions 

 

The overall aim of this dissertation is to establish how idiomatic expressions are 

applied in the British press. More precisely, the aim is to find out whether the popular 

press uses idioms more often than the quality press, and finally what type of idioms are 

more frequent in popular press as compared to quality press. The results of the research 

presented here show several undeniable facts. Firstly, quality press uses idiomatic 

expressions as often as popular press, more to the point, as the figures stand for the year 

2020 even more frequently. However, it has to be noted that the type of idioms slightly 

differs between the research subjects i.e. The Mirror and The Guardian. The first type of 

idiom i.e. idioms derived from metaphor (e.g. had wishes been horses, a house of cards) 

are more common in the quality press than in popular press. The third type of idioms i.e. 

idioms derived from metonymy or synecdoche (e.g. a square deal, back to his old game) 

are more frequent in popular press than in quality press. This comes as no surprise since 

The Mirror has always been a working class newspaper and The Guardian was designed 

for middle and upper classes. This finding is supported by the error analysis conducted 

for the purpose of the thesis. The results show that there is 88% chance that use of 

different types of idioms i.e. based on idiom formation/source is dependent on the type 

of press i.e. popular or quality. 

Another interesting fact is that the articles chosen for the research presented the very 

same event of historical significance, however the number of the articles regarding a 

given event differed depending on the article type. Events regarding international politics 

have been receiving wider coverage in the quality press than in popular press, on the other 

hand, articles presenting local news have been dominating the popular press. The events 

regarding local politics have been described using comparable number of the articles in 

both newspapers. However, it is important to mention here that The Mirror employs more 

graphic content than The Guardian, therefore, fairly often an article consisted of some 

photos and just a few lines of text featured under one heading. Events such as royal 

weddings were presented in more of a graphic form than textual form in The Mirror. 

Another significant observation resulting from the research into idiom application 

in popular and quality press is the fact that the popular press i.e. The Mirror, employs 

more play on words, which as a result quite often leads to creating new idiomatic entities. 

To mention here just a few the following instances can be listed: 

- Pink pound (referring to spending power of homosexuals as a group);  
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- Kung-flu (referring to COVID-19 outbreak);  

- Banana  republic (a small, poor country, dependent on limited resource, often 

governed by an authoritarian regime and characterized by corruption and 

exploitation); 

All the above mentioned expressions convey specific cultural facts. The term Pink 

pound represents our changing values as a society. In the past issues regarding 

homosexuality were treated as taboo and never used in a general conversation. However, 

nowadays due to globalisation, worldviews changed to accommodate for all matters 

within the society. The term ‘pink’ is these days associated with homosexual community, 

just like the terms ‘rainbow’ or ‘gay’. Since, all these terms bear positive connotations, 

they clearly present society’s general attitude toward the issue of homosexuality. The 

phrase was used in The Guardian on May 14, 1984622. 

The phrase Kung-flu also possesses cultural elements, as it refers to COVID-19 

outbreak in 2020. The play on words here is evident since China was responsible for an 

outbreak. Therefore, Kung-Fu a sport mostly associated with eastern culture i.e. China 

became a template for coining a new term. The phrase was used by the president of the 

USA Donald Trump during one of his speeches623. 

The expression Banana republic likewise bears cultural features. Even though it 

originally referred to a small state, esp. in central America, whose economy was entirely 

dependent on its fruit-exporting trade624, nowadays the term is applied more sarcastically  

and it denotes a person from poorer background. Since, bananas are widely associated 

with Africa and Africa is perceived as an impoverished and underprivileged continent, 

expressions such as Banana republic or to came on a banana boat possess negative 

connotations. The term Banana republic was used in Daily Mirror on July 2, 2004. 

 As mentioned above, popular press more frequently uses play on words than quality 

press in order to lure the reader. Catchy titles draw readers’ attention and if supported 

with a substantial visual content the newspaper obtains high readership. Applying slang 

terms such as telling porkies (from Cockney Rhyming Slang porky pies meaning ‘lies’), 

                                                 

 

622 Pink pound, 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/144203?redirectedFrom=Pink+pound+#eid30294706 [18.09.20]. 
623 Kung-flu, 

https://www.bbc.com/news/av/world-us-canada-53173436[18.09.20] 
624 Banana republic, 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/15102?redirectedFrom=Banana++republic+#eid28257680[18.09.20]. 
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abbreviations such as LOL or BFF, and swear words tuned down by adding a milder term 

are all exploited to gain readers’ attention.   

 Both research subjects presented in this thesis demonstrate high usage of idiomatic 

elements (The Guardian slightly higher but the size of the newspaper and the overall size 

of articles must be taken into consideration), however, beyond any doubt The Mirror 

should be credited with coining new expressions. 

  Finally, since the project undertaken here was to present application of idioms in a 

cultural perspective I would like to present a different taxonomy in regard to idioms’ 

cultural background: 

- Event-derived pressdioms; 

- Place-derived pressdioms; 

- Person-derived pressdioms; 

- Acronym-derived pressdioms; 

- Well-established and widely recognisable idiomatic phrases used in the press, 

however partially altered to reflect new circumstances. 

The first category, the event-derived pressdioms, would consist of expressions such 

as Brexit, Covidiot, or Kung-flu. As the name suggests the origin of such expressions is 

closely connected to a particular event [see: 4.8].  Language here is used as a tool for 

communicating new ideas. Adapting terminology to reflect new circumstances is one of 

its prominent features. At present the most extensively applied prefixes in the press and 

therefore used for coining new idiomatic phrases reflecting present circumstances are 

Covid and Corona. Referring to the 21st century world-scale event, namely the outbreak 

of the pandemic, there is a constantly growing number of new lexical items used in the 

press bearing these prefixes, e.g. covidarchs meaning ‘people who made millions selling 

PPE during the pandemic’625, coronacation meaning ‘an obligatory holiday imposed by 

COVID-19’626, coronageddon meaning ‘the effects of the Coronavirus throughout the 

world in 2020’627, coronials meaning ‘children conceived or born during the 

                                                 

 

625 Covidarchs, 

https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-9045103/PPE-Covidarchs-awash-tax-millions-writes-GUY-

ADAMS.html  [17.01.2021]. 
626 Coronacation, 

https://www.collinsdictionary.com/submission/22664/coronacation [17.01.2021]. 
627 Coronageddon, 

https://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=Coronageddon [17.01.2021]. 
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pandemic’628. The number of event-derived pressdioms will greatly depend on the length 

of the given event. Hence, the longer the event continues, the more newly coined 

pressdioms are to be expected. 

The second group, i.e. place-derived pressdioms, would include Watergate moment 

[see: 4.7]. This group links the origins of expressions to a specific place and time. Another 

phrase coined by the press reflecting current events i.e. the pandemic is the expression 

Chinese roulette629.  

The third class, namely person-derived pressdioms, would comprise expressions 

such as Megexit [see: 4.7], where the new expression is connected to a certain individual.

 The fourth category would include LOLS, or BFF. This category is fairly certain to 

become the most productive since the impact of globalisation and cultural diffusion has 

led to the need for language to become more concise and more universal [see: 3.4]. The 

current situation, i.e. COVID-19 outbreak, is also reflected in this category, e.g. PPE 

meaning ‘personal protective equipment’ or WFH meaning ‘working from home’. These 

formerly unfamiliar abbreviations have for good taken their place in our everyday 

vocabulary. 

The well-established and widely recognisable idiomatic phrases used in the press but 

partially altered would include expressions such as Willy-come-lately, or Oval the moon. 

This group of idioms thrives on the fully existing idiomatic lexicon using it as a template 

for creating new terms. As much as the event-derived, place-derived, person-derived and 

acronym-based pressdioms are perceived as new entities, the well-established and widely 

recognisable idiomatic phrases are considered more of the classics among the others. 

Replacing a part of such an idiom to accommodate for the new idea or a fact has led on 

many occasions to the creation of new idiomatic phrases. Our common knowledge of the 

prototype helps us to recognise it for what it is, namely a known idiom reflecting some 

new cultural elements. It may well be hitherto the simplest taxonomy, but when it comes 

to understanding idioms, it is essential to recognise the origins, hence such a 

classification. 

 Idioms reflect our changing society at the utmost. They present new values, ideals, 

and views. They capture the biggest historical events, incidents and affairs. Confined to 

                                                 

 

628 Coronials,  

https://www.merriam-webster.com/words-at-play/meaning-of-coronial-covid-kids [17.01.2021]. 
629 The Sun, £100 BN Chinese roulette, 10.05.2020, p.10. 
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a small body of an idiom is a sea of information; information that presents facts, details 

and elements connected to the culture. Their significance for the language is undeniable, 

thus the research into idiomatic application is of utmost importance when looking into 

the culture. 
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Summary 

Introduction  

The main objective of the thesis “Idioms – a Look into Culture. The Formation of 

English Idioms in the Framework of British Culture (1945-2020)”, is to present: 

- how idioms reflect both the social and political situation as well as the mindset 

in a particular time, with emphasis placed on print media in the years 1945-

2020; 

- how idioms evolved with time having been affected by the cultural 

circumstances in a given period; 

- how British print media have been aiding the process of coining new idioms 

and, in a broader sense, add new meanings reflecting new elements of  

contemporary culture. 

Aims and objectives 

The aim of the thesis is to research and probe how language universals reveal 

information about the connection between language and culture by exploring the 

application of idioms in print media. First, the ratio of frequency of idioms appearing in 

tabloids (The Mirror) to the frequency of idioms used in the quality press (The Guardian) 

in the years 1945-2020 is determined. In order to do so, this time stretch (1945-2020) is 

divided into seven consecutive time intervals. Out of each, ten samples of The Mirror and 

ten samples of The Guardian are chosen and correspondingly, major events of historical 

significance are analysed with a focus on idiom application. Furthermore, the question of 

whether the usage of idioms fluctuates due to the political correctness policy as 

represented and promoted by the publishers, or whether the coinage of idioms reflects 

changes in the political and economic situation is taken into consideration. 

Methodology  

The first part of the thesis deals with theoretical concerns. 

Chapter one clarifies the term ‘idiom’ and presents various taxonomies (Hocket’s, 

Katz and Postal’s, Chafe’s, Weinreich’s, Fraser’s, Makkai’s, Newmeyer’s, Nunberg’s, 

Fernando and Flavell’s, Cacciari and Gluckberg’s, Mantyla’s); it also outlines the 

mechanisms of idiom formation (metaphor, analogy, metonymy and synecdoche, 

alliteration, aphorism, allusion, cliché), as well as the methods and approaches to studying 

idioms. 



180 

 

Chapter two presents classification of idioms by semantic field and place of 

occurrence as well as classification of idioms used by different social groups.  

Chapter three examines the term ‘culture’ and deals with external and internal factors 

which aid the process of idiom formation. External factors such as aspects of migration 

and American influence are deliberated. At the same time, internal factors such as 

political correctness, impact of various subcultures and the Millennial generation as well 

as the concept of Snowflake Society is examined. In addition, the chapter presents 

political and economic situation in England in the years 1945-2020 divided into seven 

consecutive time blocks. 

The nature of the thesis enables and requires the use of a wide range of methods and 

approaches. Synchronic and diachronic analyses are applied to the critical study of 

idioms.  Culture is analysed from several distinct points of view, i.e. linguistics; cultural 

studies; the base and superstructure model, and the anthropological model where culture 

is defined as the sum total of a group’s way of life. 

The second part of the thesis is devoted to the study of idioms in the context of social, 

economic and political changes and their role in the shaping of ‘Britishness’. 

Chapter four demonstrates idioms obtained from quality papers (The Guardian) and 

from popular press (The Mirror) divided into seven decades (1945–1955, 1960–1970, 

1970–1980, 1980–1990, 1990–2000, 2000–2010, 2010–2020). The articles chosen for 

analysis in respect to idiom application, reflect significant historical events from the field 

of economy, politics and social affairs. The same event is analysed for idiom usage in 

both newspapers – The Mirror and The Guardian. This chapter also presents results of 

quantitative (number of idioms per one article) and qualitative research (idiom type based 

on the source: metaphor, analogy, metonymy and synecdoche, alliteration, aphorism, 

allusion, cliché), conducted while examining the sources. The results are shown in a 

graphic form and the outcomes are presented in the conclusions. 

Chapter four also offers a detailed analysis of selected examples of idioms with 

relevant cultural reference. 

The final conclusions include the research findings as well as an alternative 

classification of idiomatic expressions taking into the consideration a cultural factor, 

together with examples.   
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Results  

The quantitative analysis of idiom application in The Mirror and The Guardian 

produced some interesting findings. As it stands, quality press (The Guardian) uses 

idiomatic expressions more often than popular press (The Mirror). This tendency is 

connected to political and economic changes (migration, political correctness, Snowflake 

society), as well as changing character or the readership. Being able to access the 

newspaper on-line widens the potential consumer market. Further, it allows for active 

reading where anyone can leave an opinion or a comment under an article. This is an 

important detail as it leads to creating new idiomatic properties. Readers’ comments are 

often sarcastic and use play on words (The Mirror leads here). On the other hand, 

qualitative research led to a new observation, namely the types of idioms used in both 

newspapers The Mirror and The Guardian - varied. The idioms mostly used in the quality 

press The Guardian were based on metaphor, while the idioms mostly used in the popular 

press The Mirror were based on metonymy and synecdoche.  

Error analysis shows with 88% probability that there is a connection between the 

newspaper type (The Mirror, The Guardian) and the idiom type based on the source 

(metaphor, analogy, metonymy and synecdoche, alliteration, aphorism, allusion, cliché). 

However, error analysis into connection between the newspaper type (The Guardian, 

The Mirror) and the type of idiom reflecting cultural elements in the best way (pure 

idioms, proverbial idioms, first base idioms, familiar quotations, binominal idioms, 

phrasal compounds, incorporating verb idiom) shows that there is only 53% probability 

of such a connection, meaning that it is insufficient to accept or reject such hypothesis, 

and more research is required.  

 

Key words: idiom, idiom formation, characteristics and origins of English 

idioms, culture, circumstances influencing idiom formation, qualitative and         

quantitative analyses.  
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Streszczenie 

Wprowadzenie 

Rozprawa doktorska na temat: „Idiomy – Spojrzenie na kulturę. Formacja idiomów 

w kulturze brytyjskiej (1945–2020)” ma ogólnie na celu ukazanie:  

- w jaki sposób brytyjskie idiomy odzwierciedlają zarówno sytuację społeczną                

i polityczną, jak i sposób myślenia w danym okresie, z naciskiem na media drukowane w 

latach 1945–2020; 

- jak idiomy brytyjskie ewoluowały z czasem zależnie od okoliczności kulturowych 

w danej epoce; 

- jak brytyjskie media drukowane przyczyniły się do  tworzenia nowych idiomów            

i, w szerszym znaczeniu, jak dodają nowe znaczenia odzwierciedlające elementy 

współczesnej kultury.  

Cele rozprawy 

Rozprawa ma na celu zbadanie i zrozumienie, w jaki sposób uniwersalia językowe 

ujawniają informacje o związku pomiędzy kulturą a językiem poprzez badanie 

zastosowania idiomów w mediach drukowanych. Pierwszym celem jest określenie 

stosunku częstotliwości idiomów pojawiających się w tabloidach (The Mirror) do 

częstotliwości idiomów używanych w prasie poważnej (The Guardian) w latach 1945–

2020. Ten przedział czasowy (1945–2020) jest podzielony na siedem kolejnych 

znaczących historycznie okresów, z których wybrano dziesięć próbek każdej badanej 

gazety i przeanalizowano główne wydarzenia historyczne z naciskiem na zastosowanie 

idiomów. Drugim celem jest zbadanie, jak zmienia się użycie idiomów w związku z 

prowadzoną polityką poprawności politycznej przedstawioną i promowaną przez 

określonych wydawców, oraz czy rosnąca świadomość społeczna  eliminuje stosowanie 

niektórych idiomów. 

Metodologia 

Pierwsza część rozprawy jest teoretyczna, jej celem jest ukazanie zależności między 

idiomami a odpowiadającymi im warunkami społecznymi w odniesieniu do kultury.  

W pierwszym rozdziale przedstawione jest bliżej pojęcie idiomu i różne klasyfikacje 

idiomów (Hocket, Katz i Postal, Chafe,  Weinreich, Fraser, Makkai, Newmeyer, 

Nunberg, Fernando i Flavell, Cacciari i Gluckberg, Mantyla). Pokazane są również 
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mechanizmy ich tworzenia (metafora, analogia, metonimia i synekdocha, aliteracja, 

aforyzm, aluzja, cliché), jak również metody i techniki ich analizy.  

W rozdziale drugim dokonano klasyfikacji idiomów ze względu na ich naturę, 

pochodzenie i miejsce występowania z zastosowaniem podziału według wybranych 

dziedzin semantycznych; jak również klasyfikację idiomów pod względem ich użycia 

przez różne grupy społeczne. 

W rozdziale trzecim przybliżono pojęcie kultury. Przedstawiono również 

okoliczności które wpłyneły na tworzenie idiomów z podziałem na czynniki wewnętrzne 

(sub-kultury, poprawność polityczna, społeczeństwo ‘Płatków Sniegu’) i zewnętrzne 

(migracja, wpływ USA). Nakreślono również sytuację polityczno-gospodarczą Anglii w 

latach 1945 – 2020 z podziałem na 7 okresów historycznych. 

Charakter  pracy wymaga korzystania z szerokiej gamy technik i metod badawczych. 

W części praktycznej zastosowana metoda badawcza polega na dokładnej analizie 

czytanych tekstów w celu wyłowienia wyrażeń idiomatycznych. Ponadto, 

przeprowadzona została analiza synchroniczna i diachroniczna do badania idiomów. 

Kultura jest tutaj analizowana z kilku różnych punktów widzenia: językoznawstwa; 

studiów kulturowych; oraz modelu antropologicznego, w którym kultura jest definiowana 

jako sposób życia grupy.  

Część druga rozprawy jest osadzona w poszczególnych okresach historycznych    

i odpowiednich zmianach, które miały miejsce w tym czasie. 

Rozdział czwarty przedstawia użycie idiomów w The Guardian i The Mirror z 

podziałem na 7 dekad (1945–1955, 1960–1970, 1970–1980, 1980–1990, 1990–2000, 

2000–2010, 2010–2020). Artykuły wybrane do analizy obrazują ważne wydarzenia 

historyczne wpływające na życie kraju. Są to artykuły dotyczące spraw politycznych, 

gospodarczych i społecznych. To samo wydarzenie jest analizowane pod kątem użycia 

idiomów przez obie gazety The Guardian i The Mirror. Rozdział ten zawiera również 

analizę ilościową (liczba idiomów na jeden artykuł) i analizę jakościową (różne typy 

idiomów ze względu na pochodzenie: metafora, analogia, metonimia i synekdocha, 

aliteracja, aforyzm, aluzja, cliché) wykorzystania idiomów przez prasę brytyjską (The 

Guardian, The Mirror). Obie analizy przedstawione są w formie grafów a odpowiednie 

wnioski sa wysunięte i zawarte w podsumowaniu.    

Rozdział czwarty, na przykładzie kilku wybranych wyrażeń idiomatycznych,  

pokazuje jak zmiany społeczno-polityczne (poprawność polityczna, migracje) wpłynęły 
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na idiomy i na ich użycie. Na przykładzie wybranych idiomów przedstawiona jest 

szczegółowa analiza pod kontem zawartości elementów kulturowych.  

Rozdział zawierający wnioski przedstawia wyniki rozprawy jak również inną 

klasyfikację idiomów biorącą pod uwagę czynnik kulturowy, która jest przedstawiona 

razem z przykładami. 

Wyniki 

Analiza ilościowa użycia idiomów przez prasę brukową The Mirror i prasę poważną 

The Guardian ukazała interesujące fakty. Obecnie gazety wysokiej jakości używają 

więcej idiomów w swoich artykułach niż prasa brukowa. Należy podkreślić, że zmiany 

te są powiązane z sytuacją polityczno-gospodarczą (wpływ migracji, poprawność 

polityczna, społeczeństwo ‘Płatków Sniegu’), a także ze zmieniającym się charakterem 

czytelnictwa. Dostęp do gazet w formacie on-line przybliżył je znacznie czytelnikom, jak 

również dał im możliwość na czynny udział w procesie czytania gdyż mogą wyrazić 

swoją opinię w postaci komentarza pod artykułem. Fakt ten jest o tyle ważny iż wpływa 

na kreowanie nowych wyrażeń idiomatycznych, ponieważ komentarze są często 

sarkastyczne i wykorzystują elementy gry słów (tutaj dominuje The Mirror). Jakkolwiek, 

analiza jakościowa ukazała inny interesujący fakt, a mianowicie rodzaj idiomów użytych 

w obu gazetach. Idiomy które przeważały w prasie o wysokiej jakości The Guardian były 

pochodzenia metaforycznego, a idiomy używane w prasie brukowej The Mirror były o 

podłożu metonimii i synekdochy. 

Przeprowadzona analiza błędu pokazała że zwiazek pomiędzy typem gazety (The 

Guardian, The Mirror) a rodzajem idiomu ze względu na genezę (metafora, analogia, 

metonimia/synegdocha, aliteracja, aforyzm, aluzja, cliché) można stwierdzić z 88% 

prawdopodobieństem poprawności. Aczkolwiek,  analiza błedu przeprowadzona w celu 

udowodnienia zwiazku pomiedzy typem gazety (The Guardian, The Mirror) a rodzajem 

idiomu najlepiej odzwierciedlającym elementy kulturowe (pure idioms, proverbial 

idioms, first base idioms, familiar quotations, binominal idioms, phrasal compounds, 

incorporating verb idiom) ukazała że hipoteza zakładająca taki związek w oparciu o 

zgromadzone dane daje się stwierdzić z zaledwie 53% prawdopodobieństwem co nie 

pozwala na jej potwierdzenie, jednocześnie nie dając podstaw do jej odrzucenia, w 

związku z czym  wymagane są dalsze badania. 
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Słowa kluczowe: idiom, mechanizmy tworzenia idiomów, charakterystyka i geneza 

idiomów brytyjskich, pojęcie kultury, okoliczności wpływające na tworzenie się 

idiomów, analiza ilościowa, analiza jakościowa. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



186 

 

APPENDIX 1: Classification of idioms with regard to their source  

 

TYPES: 

1. Idioms based on metaphor, 

2. Idioms based on analogy, 

3. Idioms based on metonymy/synecdoche, 

4. Idioms based on alliteration, 

5. Idioms based on aphorism, 

6. Idioms based on allusion, 

7. Idioms based on cliché. 

 

TIME LINE QUALITY PRESS type POPULAR PRESS type 

1945 - 1955 V-Day 

a house of cards 

a sticky situation 

toe the line 

crocodile tears 

to the ninth degree 

to pave the way 

at the helm 

dead-line 

to drop a bombshell 

the Big Four 

zero hour 

no-man’s land 

doom 

against the odds 

a hobby-horse 

blood sweat and tears 

tug of war 

throw of the dice 

dirty work 

blood and thunder 

(running) neck and neck 

squarer deal 

under the weather 

a lull in the storm 

doomed 

pin their hopes 

God’s gift 

turn topsy-turvy 

 

6 

1 

7 

1 

1 

6 

1 

3 

3 

1 

6 

7 

1 

6 

7 

6 

7 

6 

5 

1 

1 

4 

3 

1 

5 

6 

1 

4 

4 

VE-Day 

stone’s throw 

stiff necked 

take a gamble 

wreak  havoc 

playing for time 

making strides 

Pen Army 

to get a square deal 

in a nutshell 

giving the game away 

fair do’s 

the land of promise 

can the leopard change its 

spots 

crocodile tears 

back to his old game 

toe the line 

to be well-off 

to be dishearten 

break the news 

(The Monarchy) was 

doomed 

feeling fagged out 

the King is dead long live 

the Queen 

(Queen) in the making 

to be in the limelight 

put on a brave front 

young at heart 

 

6 

1 

3 

3 

7 

3 

3 

6 

6 

7 

7 

7 

3 

5 

 

1 

3 

1 

3 

3 

3 

6 

 

4 

 

7 

7 

1 

1 

1 

1960 - 1970 an inside job 

against the clock 

break the deadlock 

follow suit 

hot line 

let it rip 

had wishes been horses 

(their) finest hour 

to turn the tables 

1 

1 

3 

6 

3 

7 

1 

6 

1 

he gave (his bodyguards ) 

a slip 

a square deal 

without a hitch 

(when Britain) had her 

back to the wall 

turn back the clock 

in the thick of it 

ready to meet (my) maker 

3 

 

3 

3 

1 

1 

7 

7 

3 
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vote of confidence 

take stock of 

at the helm 

getting  into stride 

lose one's grip 

hats off to 

follow suit 

not everyone’s cup of tea 

from scratch 

the Pill 

low key 

the eagle has landed 

 

1 

3 

3 

1 

1 

1 

6 

1 

3 

6 

3 

6 

 

(he) switched (political) 

horses 

handed (to them) on a 

plate 

sticky (little) hand 

hat-trick 

(Vatican) roulette 

the Pill 

fingers crossed 

the eagle has landed 

up the creek 

thumbs down 

off the cuff 

 

3 

 

1 

 

1 

6 

6 

6 

7 

6 

7 

7 

3 

1970 -1980 put the lid on 

the Watergate 

 in the kitty 

have no guts 

stand your ground 

by the skin of (our)teeth 

play a second fiddle 

go haywire 

as good as gold 

vote of confidence 

true blue 

count your blessings 

brainwashed 

to the naked eye 

throw your weight behind 

by the skin of (his) teeth 

 

1 

6 

3 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

2 

7 

3 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

the Watergate 

to abandon the ship 

young at heart 

will he make ends meet 

to go broke 

in a tip top order 

as regular as clockwork 

a square deal 

pay down the nose 

it would had been curtains 

(for me) 

luck of the draw 

must be spinning in their 

graves 

the state of play 

(Willy) come lately 

out of the blue 

pave the way 

(my) salad days 

tickled pink 

over the moon 

make or brake (day) 

show a clean pair of heels 

touch and go 

swept of his feet 

topsy-turvy 

tally ho 

nail-biting 

 

6 

1 

1 

1 

7 

4 

2 

6 

1 

3 

 

5 

1 

 

3 

6 

1 

1 

3 

1 

1 

7 

1 

7 

1 

4 

6 

7 

 

1980 -1990 without rhyme or reason 

struck a right note 

so and so 

tug of war 

whale of a time 

insult added to injury 

gone like clockwork 

pulled ranks 

taking stock of the (facts) 

caught flat-footed 

caught with his trousers down 

go on a whim 

4 

1 

7 

6 

3 

5 

2 

3 

1 

4 

1 

7 

signing your own death 

warrant 

follow in (his father) 

footsteps 

love was (almost)blind 

(cracked) out of his shell 

can’t stomach 

to pick up the pieces 

on the hit list 

played havoc 

put (people) off the scent 

slips of a tongue 

1 

 

1 

 

5 

1 

3 

1 

1 

7 

1 

1 
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no man’s land 

breaking the mould 

the grass roots 

pointing a finger at 

have met his match 

must be turning in his grave 

let it rip 

under your nose 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

7 

1 

 

against the 

(overwhelming) odds 

to sit tight 

chocolate box soldier 

go on a whim 

put down roots 

home and dry 

going on a wild goose 

chase 

on (his) hit list 

namby-panby 

Down Under 

 

5 

 

7 

6 

7 

1 

6 

5 

 

1 

4 

3 

 

 

1990 - 2000 struck a (defiant) note 

stabbed (Iraq) in the back 

turn the screw on 

keeping (Iran) at bay 

bring to heel 

put (its) money where (its) 

mouth is 

follow suit 

Pandora's box 

big guns 

moment in the sun 

House of Horrors 

hotline 

sailing close to the wind 

easy pickings 

(was that) a pig flying 

jump on the (profitable) 

bandwagon 

in the limelight 

do your bidding 

play into (enemy) hands 

 (he) paved the way 

through thick and thin 

like a moth to a flame 

hard act to follow 

ten a penny 

beauty is in the eye of the 

beholder 

up to the eleventh hour 

a hat trick 

it’s a crunch time 

paved the way 

to be rubber stamped 

to struck a deal 

round the clock 

(history) in the making 

all systems go 

 

1 

1 

6 

1 

1 

1 

 

6 

6 

3 

7 

6 

3 

5 

1 

1 

1 

 

1 

3 

3 

1 

1 

2 

1 

6 

5 

 

1 

6 

3 

1 

6 

7 

1 

7 

7 

 

strike it rich 

tip of the iceberg 

House of Horrors 

heads would roll 

whistled in the wind 

clutched at the straw 

turn the screw 

Hyacinth Buckets (with 

titles) 

standard bearer 

 (she got) the jitters 

the world is (your) oyster 

(we) hit it off 

get a lot of stick 

hat trick 

on cloud nine 

in seventh heaven 

did all the donkey work 

the icing on the cake 

in a bag 

keeping (his)feet on the 

ground 

milking (the moment) 

the tide is turning 

turn your back on 

 

7 

3 

6 

1 

5 

5 

6 

6 

 

1 

7 

5 

7 

3 

6 

1 

1 

3 

1 

1 

1 

 

7 

5 

1 

2000 - 2010 jump on a bandwagon 

up with a lark 

low key 

1 

1 

3 

brake ranks 

on top of the world 

take shine to 

1 

7 

7 
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turning a blind eye 

a house of cards 

a kangaroo court 

playing (their) cards right 

have blood on (their) hands 

round the clock 

ebb and flow 

overcome early jitters 

a hat trick 

as good as dead 

to tie the knot 

pink pound 

Mexican wave 

barking mad 

overstepping the mark 

6 

1 

6 

7 

1 

1 

1 

7 

6 

2 

1 

6 

6 

7 

1 

 

through thick and thin 

top dogs 

follow suit 

under wraps 

in the limelight 

go by the wayside 

to kill the goose that laid 

the golden eggs 

keep a lid on 

hanging up (their)boots 

take it (all)in stride 

come down off cloud nine 

riff raff 

(from) banana republic 

have blood on his hands 

make your blood run cold 

tie the knot 

thumbs up 

rubber stamped 

follow the suit 

to have (her) on board 

the whole caboodle 

to the nth degree 

into the spotlight 

red tape 

out of pocket 

to add insult to injury 

Down Under 

in the spotlight 

the promised land 

not all plain sailing 

not by a long chalk 

down the hatches 

sky is the limit 

thumbs up 

(history) in the making 

hit for six 

tell porkies 

taking the mickey 

Johnny-come-lately 

a whale of a time 

to tie the knot 

like a wildfire 

to drive a coach and horses 

through (something) 

 

1 

1 

6 

1 

1 

1 

5 

 

1 

1 

7 

1 

7 

6 

1 

1 

1 

7 

6 

6 

1 

7 

6 

1 

6 

3 

5 

3 

1 

6 

1 

7 

1 

5 

7 

7 

1 

4 

7 

6 

3 

1 

7 

1 

 

2010 - 2020 tug of war 

throw (their) hat in the ring 

the brains behind (a Tory 

policy) 

not up-to-scratch 

did not put a foot wrong 

golden ticket 

having a ball 

on the receiving end 

6 

1 

3 

 

1 

1 

6 

3 

1 

striking a deal 

horse trading 

served (his own head) up 

on a plate 

until the bitter end 

broke ranks 

the icing on the cake 

a class act 

7 

3 

1 

1 

7 

1 

1 

7 

1 



190 

 

take the biscuit 

tied the knot 

lost (any of) the edge 

by and large 

bit of overkill 

hats off to 

played a blinder 

(to run) tightest ship 

low-key 

out of pocket 

Brexit  

steady the ship 

the grassroots 

breathe down (one's) neck 

go off the boil 

set in stone 

heart and soul 

everything but the kitchen sink 

throw his hat into the ring 

bombshell (statement) 

foot the (security) bill 

stiff upper lip 

to have your cake and eat it 

the grassroots 

round the clock 

follow to the letter 

better late than never 

(in it for) the lols 

(come) under fire 

hammered home 

keeping tabs on 

under the spotlight 

1 

1 

1 

7 

7 

1 

1 

1 

3 

3 

6 

1 

1 

1 

1 

5 

1 

7 

1 

1 

3 

6 

5 

1 

1 

7 

5 

7 

1 

1 

1 

1 

 

rub (some people) up the 

wrong way 

thumbs up 

hit the nail on the head 

pat (one) on the back 

red in tooth and claw 

having the guts 

stiff upper lip 

wall-to-wall 

once a (Fusilier), always a 

(Fusilier) 

eagle-eyed 

Brexit  

jet setters 

just the tip of the iceberg 

to steady the ship 

following suit 

cloud hanging over 

tie the knot 

golden tickets 

the promised land 

at the crack of dawn 

bombshell (statement) 

pave the way 

Megxit (bombshell) 

I’ve (always) got your 

back 

clear as mud 

round the clock 

red-tape 

game-changer 

get your feet (too far) under 

the table 

Achilles heel 

The Big Apple 

 

 

7 

5 

1 

3 

7 

6 

3 

5 

 

6 

6 

7 

3 

1 

6 

3 

1 

3 

6 

7 

1 

1 

6 

3 

 

2 

1 

6 

7 

1 

 

6 

6 
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APPENDIX 2: Classification of idioms with regard to their type 

 

TYPES: 

1. Pure idioms (tournure, opaque), 

2. Proverbial idioms, 

3. First base idioms, 

4. Familiar quotations, 

5. Binominal idioms, 

6. Phrasal compounds 

7. Incorporating verb idiom 

 

TIME LINE QUALITY PRESS type POPULAR PRESS type 

1945 - 1955 V-Day 

a house of cards 

a sticky situation 

toe the line 

crocodile tears 

to the ninth degree 

to pave the way 

at the helm 

dead-line 

to drop a bombshell 

the Big Four 

zero hour 

no-man’s land 

doom 

against the odds 

a hobby-horse 

blood sweat and tears 

tug of war 

throw of the dice 

dirty work 

blood and thunder 

(running) neck and neck 

squarer deal 

under the weather 

a lull in the storm 

doomed 

pin their hopes 

God’s gift 

turn topsy-turvy 

 

6 

1 

3 

1 

2 

1 

3 

3 

6 

3 

6 

6 

3 

3 

4 

3 

3 

3 

2 

3 

5 

5 

3 

3 

2 

3 

1 

4 

1 

 

VE-Day 

stone’s throw 

stiff necked 

take a gamble 

wreak  havoc 

playing for time 

making strides 

Pen Army 

to get a square deal 

in a nutshell 

giving the game away 

fair do’s 

the land of promise 

can the leopard change its 

spots 

crocodile tears 

back to his old game 

toe the line 

to be well-off 

to be dishearten 

break the news 

(The Monarchy) was 

doomed 

feeling fagged out 

the King is dead long live 

the Queen 

(Queen) in the making 

to be in the limelight 

put on a brave front 

young at heart 

 

6 

7 

7 

3 

1 

3 

3 

6 

3 

4 

3 

4 

4 

2 

 

2 

2 

1 

1 

4 

3 

3 

 

3 

 

3 

4 

3 

1 

4 

1960 - 1970 an inside job 

against the clock 

break the deadlock 

follow suit 

hot line 

let it rip 

had wishes been horses 

(their) finest hour 

to turn the tables 

3 

3 

1 

3 

3 

1 

2 

4 

1 

he gave (his bodyguards ) 

a slip 

a square deal 

without a hitch 

(when Britain) had her 

back to the wall 

turn back the clock 

in the thick of it 

ready to meet (my) maker 

3 

 

3 

1 

1 

 

4 

1 

1 
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vote of confidence 

take stock of 

at the helm 

getting  into stride 

lose one's grip 

hats off to 

follow suit 

not everyone’s cup of tea 

from scratch 

the Pill 

low key 

the eagle has landed 

 

3 

1 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

1 

3 

6 

3 

3 

 

(he) switched (political) 

horses 

handed (to them) on a 

plate 

sticky (little) hand 

hat-trick 

(Vatican) roulette 

the Pill 

fingers crossed 

the eagle has landed 

up the creek 

thumbs down 

off the cuff 

 

1 

 

1 

 

3 

3 

3 

6 

3 

3 

1 

3 

1 

 

 

 

1970 -1980 put the lid on 

the Watergate 

 in the kitty 

have no guts 

stand your ground 

by the skin of (our)teeth 

play a second fiddle 

go haywire 

as good as gold 

vote of confidence 

true blue 

count your blessings 

brainwashed 

to the naked eye 

throw your weight behind 

by the skin of (his) teeth 

 

1 

3 

1 

1 

3 

1 

3 

1 

1 

3 

3 

2 

7 

4 

1 

1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

the Watergate 

to abandon the ship  

young at heart 

will he make ends meet 

to go broke 

in a tip top order 

as regular as clockwork 

a square deal 

pay down the nose 

it would had been curtains 

(for me) 

luck of the draw 

must be spinning in their 

graves 

the state of play 

(Willy) come lately 

out of the blue 

pave the way 

(my) salad days 

tickled pink 

over the moon 

make or brake (day) 

show a clean pair of heels 

touch and go 

swept of his feet 

topsy-turvy 

tally ho 

nail-biting 

 

3 

3 

4 

1 

1 

5 

2 

3 

1 

3 

 

1 

1 

 

3 

3 

1 

3 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

5 

1 

1 

1 

7 

 

1980 -1990 without rhyme or reason 

struck a right note 

so and so 

tug of war 

whale of a time 

insult added to injury 

gone like clockwork 

pulled ranks 

taking stock of the (facts) 

caught flat-footed 

5 

3 

5 

3 

1 

2 

2 

3 

3 

1 

signing your own death 

warrant 

follow in (his father) 

footsteps 

love was (almost)blind 

(cracked) out of his shell 

can’t stomach 

to pick up the pieces 

on the hit list 

played havoc 

3 

 

6 

 

2 

1 

6 

6 

6 

1 



193 

 

caught with his trousers down 

go on a whim 

no man’s land 

breaking the mould 

the grass roots 

pointing a finger at 

have met his match 

must be turning in his grave 

let it rip 

under your nose 

1 

1 

3 

4 

6 

4 

3 

1 

1 

6 

 

put (people) off the scent 

slips of a tongue 

against the 

(overwhelming) odds 

to sit tight 

chocolate box soldier 

go on a whim 

put down roots 

home and dry 

going on a wild goose 

chase 

on (his) hit list 

namby-panby 

Down Under 

 

3 

6 

3 

 

7 

6 

1 

3 

3 

2 

 

6 

1 

6 

 

 

1990 - 2000 struck a (defiant) note 

stabbed (Iraq) in the back 

turn the screw on 

keeping (Iran) at bay 

bring to heel 

put (its) money where (its) 

mouth is 

follow suit 

Pandora's box 

big guns 

moment in the sun 

House of Horrors 

hotline 

sailing close to the wind 

easy pickings 

(was that) a pig flying 

jump on the (profitable) 

bandwagon 

in the limelight 

do your bidding 

play into (enemy) hands 

 (he) paved the way 

through thick and thin 

like a moth to a flame 

hard act to follow 

ten a penny 

beauty is in the eye of the 

beholder 

up to the eleventh hour 

a hat trick 

it’s a crunch time 

paved the way 

to be rubber stamped 

to struck a deal 

round the clock 

(history) in the making 

all systems go 

 

1 

1 

3 

1 

1 

1 

 

3 

6 

1 

2 

6 

3 

2 

1 

1 

1 

 

3 

1 

1 

3 

5 

1 

3 

1 

2 

 

2 

3 

3 

3 

3 

1 

4 

4 

3 

 

strike it rich 

tip of the iceberg 

House of Horrors 

heads would roll 

whistled in the wind 

clutched at the straw 

turn the screw 

Hyacinth Buckets (with 

titles) 

standard bearer 

 (she got) the jitters 

the world is (your) oyster 

(we) hit it off 

get a lot of stick 

hat trick 

on cloud nine 

in seventh heaven 

did all the donkey work 

the icing on the cake 

in a bag 

keeping (his)feet on the 

ground 

milking (the moment) 

the tide is turning 

turn your back on 

 

3 

1 

6 

1 

2 

1 

3 

3 

 

3 

1 

2 

1 

1 

3 

1 

1 

1 

1 

6 

1 

 

1 

2 

4 

 

 

 

2000 - 2010 jump on a bandwagon 1 brake ranks 3 
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up with a lark 

low key 

turning a blind eye 

a house of cards 

a kangaroo court 

playing (their) cards right 

have blood on (their) hands 

round the clock 

ebb and flow 

overcome early jitters 

a hat trick 

as good as dead 

to tie the knot 

pink pound 

Mexican wave 

barking mad 

overstepping the mark 

2 

3 

1 

1 

3 

3 

3 

6 

1 

1 

3 

2 

1 

6 

6 

1 

3 

 

on top of the world 

take shine to 

through thick and thin 

top dogs 

follow suit 

under wraps 

in the limelight 

go by the wayside 

to kill the goose that laid 

the golden eggs 

keep a lid on 

hanging up (their)boots 

take it (all)in stride 

come down off cloud nine 

riff raff 

(from) banana republic 

have blood on his hands 

make your blood run cold 

tie the knot 

thumbs up 

rubber stamped 

follow the suit 

to have (her) on board 

the whole caboodle 

to the nth degree 

into the spotlight 

red tape 

out of pocket 

to add insult to injury 

Down Under 

in the spotlight 

the promised land 

not all plain sailing 

not by a long chalk 

down the hatches 

sky is the limit 

thumbs up 

(history) in the making 

hit for six 

tell porkies 

taking the mickey 

Johnny-come-lately 

a whale of a time 

to tie the knot 

like a wildfire 

to drive a coach and horses 

through (something) 

 

4 

7 

5 

6 

3 

6 

3 

1 

2 

 

1 

3 

1 

1 

1 

3 

3 

3 

1 

3 

3 

3 

3 

1 

1 

3 

6 

1 

2 

6 

3 

3 

3 

1 

3 

2 

3 

4 

3 

1 

1 

3 

1 

1 

2 

6 

 

2010 - 2020 tug of war 

throw (their) hat in the ring 

the brains behind (a Tory 

policy) 

not up-to-scratch 

did not put a foot wrong 

golden ticket 

3 

3 

1 

 

3 

1 

8 

striking a deal 

horse trading 

served (his own head) up 

on a plate 

until the bitter end 

broke ranks 

the icing on the cake 

1 

7 

2 

 

6 

3 

1 
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having a ball 

on the receiving end 

take the biscuit 

tied the knot 

lost (any of) the edge 

by and large 

bit of overkill 

hats off to 

played a blinder 

(to run) tightest ship 

low-key 

out of pocket 

Brexit  

steady the ship 

the grassroots 

breathe down (one's) neck 

go off the boil 

set in stone 

heart and soul 

everything but the kitchen sink 

throw his hat into the ring 

bombshell (statement) 

foot the (security) bill 

stiff upper lip 

to have your cake and eat it 

the grassroots 

round the clock 

follow to the letter 

better late than never 

(in it for) the lols 

(come) under fire 

hammered home 

keeping tabs on 

under the spotlight 

1 

1 

1 

1 

6 

1 

1 

3 

3 

1 

3 

1 

3 

3 

6 

3 

1 

4 

4 

1 

3 

6 

1 

3 

2 

6 

6 

6 

2 

3 

3 

1 

3 

3 

 

 

a class act 

rub (some people) up the 

wrong way 

thumbs up 

hit the nail on the head 

pat (one) on the back 

red in tooth and claw 

having the guts 

stiff upper lip 

wall-to-wall 

once a (Fusilier), always a 

(Fusilier) 

eagle-eyed 

Brexit  

jet setters 

just the tip of the iceberg 

to steady the ship 

following suit 

cloud hanging over 

tie the knot 

golden tickets 

the promised land 

at the crack of dawn 

bombshell (statement) 

pave the way 

Megxit (bombshell) 

I’ve (always) got your 

back 

clear as mud 

round the clock 

red-tape 

game-changer 

get your feet (too far) under 

the table 

Achilles heel 

The Big Apple 

 

6 

1 

 

3 

2 

4 

4 

6 

3 

6 

2 

 

6 

3 

6 

1 

3 

3 

2 

1 

6 

3 

1 

6 

3 

3 

6 

 

1 

6 

6 

6 

2 

 

4 

6 
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APPENDIX 3 

Statistic data for different types of idiom formation 

period 45-55    60-70    70-80    80-90    

 quality q avg[%] 

popul

ar p avg[%] quality q avg[%] popular p avg[%] quality q avg[%] popular p avg[%] quality q avg[%] popular p avg[%] 

articles 147  93  55  59  47  48  63  62  

type                 

1 10 6.80 6 6.45 9 16.36 4 6.78 11 23.40 11 22.92 10 15.87 9 14.52 

2 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00 1 2.13 2 4.17 1 1.59 0 0.00 

3 3 2.04 9 9.68 6 10.91 6 10.17 2 4.26 3 6.25 2 3.17 2 3.23 

4 3 2.04 1 1.08 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00 2 4.17 2 3.17 1 1.61 

5 2 1.36 1 1.08 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00 1 2.08 1 1.59 3 4.84 

6 7 4.76 4 4.30 5 9.09 4 6.78 1 2.13 4 8.33 1 1.59 2 3.23 

7 4 2.72 6 6.45 1 1.82 6 10.17 1 2.13 3 6.25 3 4.76 3 4.84 

 

period 90-00    

2000-

2010    

2010-

2020    total    

combin

ed  

 

qualit

y 

q 

avg[%] popular 

p 

avg[%] 

qualit

y 

q 

avg[%] popular 

p 

avg[%] 

qualit

y 

q 

avg[%] popular 

p 

avg[%] 

qualit

y 

q 

avg[%] popular 

p 

avg[%] art 

comb. 

avg [%] 

articles 60  55  45  62  51  53  468  432  900  

type                   

1 15 25.00 9 16.36 8 17.78 20 32.26 23 45.10 11 20.75 86 18.38 70 16.20 156 17.33 

2 1 1.67 0 0.00 1 2.22 0 0.00 0 0.00 1 1.89 4 0.85 3 0.69 7 0.78 

3 5 8.33 3 5.45 1 2.22 3 4.84 5 9.80 7 13.21 24 5.13 33 7.64 57 6.33 

4 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00 1 1.61 0 0.00 0 0.00 5 1.07 5 1.16 10 1.11 

5 2 3.33 4 7.27 0 0.00 3 4.84 3 5.88 2 3.77 8 1.71 14 3.24 22 2.44 

6 7 11.67 4 7.27 5 11.11 8 12.90 4 7.84 9 16.98 30 6.41 35 8.10 65 7.22 

7 4 6.67 4 7.27 3 6.67 11 17.74 5 9.80 8 15.09 21 4.49 41 9.49 62 6.89 

Table 28: Idiom frequency in The Guardian and The Mirror in respect to different types of idiom formation 

The key: Idioms based on: 

1. metaphor 

2. analogy 

3. metonymy/synecdoche 

4. alliteration 

5. aphorism 

6. allusion 

7. cliché  
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APPENDIX 4 

Statistic data for different types of idiom chosen for the research 

period 45-55    60-70    70-80    80-90    

 quality q avg[%] 

popul

ar p avg[%] quality q avg[%] popular p avg[%] quality q avg[%] popular p avg[%] quality q avg[%] popular p avg[%] 

articles 147  93  55  59  47  48  63  62  

type                 

1 5 3.4 4 4.3 5 9.09 8 13.56 8 17.02 14 29.17 6 9.52 4 6.45 

2 3 2.04 3 3.23 1 1.82 0 0 1 2.13 1 2.08 2 3.17 2 3.23 

3 13 8.84 10 10.75 13 23.64 8 13.56 5 10.64 7 14.58 6 9.52 5 8.06 

4 2 1.36 6 6.45 1 1.82 1 1.69 1 2.13 1 2.08 2 3.17 0 0 

5 2 1.36 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 4.17 2 3.17 0 0 

6 4 2.72 2 2.15 1 1.82 1 1.69 0 0 0 0 2 3.17 8 12.9 

7 0 0 2 2.15 0 0 0 0 1 2.13 1 2.08 0 0 1 1.61 

 

period 90-00    

2000-

2010    

2010-

2020    total    

combin

ed  

 

qualit

y 

q 

avg[%] popular 

p 

avg[%] 

qualit

y 

q 

avg[%] popular 

p 

avg[%] 

qualit

y 

q 

avg[%] popular 

p 

avg[%] 

qualit

y 

q 

avg[%] popular 

p 

avg[%] articles 

comb. 

avg [%] 

articles 60  55  45  62  51  53  468  432  900  

type                   

1 14 23.33 13 23.64 7 15.56 14 22.58 14 27.45 7 13.21 59 12.61 64 14.81 123 14 

2 4 6.67 3 5.45 2 4.44 4 6.45 2 3.92 5 9.43 15 3.21 18 4.17 33 4 

3 11 18.33 6 10.91 6 13.33 19 30.65 15 29.41 9 16.98 69 14.74 64 14.81 133 15 

4 2 3.33 1 1.82 0 0 2 3.23 2 3.92 3 5.66 10 2.14 14 3.24 24 3 

5 1 1.67 0 0 0 0 1 1.61 0 0 0 0 5 1.07 3 0.69 8 1 

6 2 3.33 1 1.82 3 6.67 5 8.06 6 11.76 13 24.53 18 3.85 30 6.94 48 5 

7 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1.61 1 1.96 1 1.89 2 0.43 6 1.39 8 1 

Table 28: Idiom frequency in The Guardian and The Mirror in respect to their type 

The key: 

1. Pure idioms (tournure, opaque), 

2. Proverbial idioms, 

3. First base idioms, 

4. Familiar quotations, 

5. Binominal idioms, 

6. Phrasal compounds 

7. Incorporating verb idiom
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