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ABSTRACT: Idioms, a unique and colorful aspect of human language, are 

expressions or phrases that carry a figurative meaning beyond their literal 

interpretation. They have become an integral part of our everyday communication, 

but their evolutionary origins and historical roots remain largely unexplored. This 

article aims to investigate the emergence and development of idiomatic 

expressions by tracing their historical roots, shedding light on how these linguistic 

gems evolved over time. By examining linguistic, cultural, and cognitive factors, 

we propose that idioms have evolved as a result of human creativity, cultural 

transmission, and cognitive processes such as metaphorical reasoning and 

analogical thinking. 
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INTRODUCTION: Idioms play a crucial role in human communication, 

conveying a wealth of cultural and contextual information in a concise and often 

entertaining manner. Despite their widespread use, the origins of idiomatic 

expressions have received limited attention in scientific research. This article aims 

to bridge this gap by exploring the evolutionary roots of idioms, shedding light on 

their historical development and the cognitive mechanisms underlying their 

formation. 

MATERIALS AND DISCUSSION: Linguistic Factors in Idiom Evolution: The 

evolution of idioms often involves semantic shift, where words or phrases acquire 

new figurative meanings. Over time, literal expressions may take on metaphorical 

or metonymic connotations, becoming idiomatic. This semantic evolution can be 
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attributed to cultural changes, linguistic creativity, and the need for concise 

communication. 

Cultural Transmission 

Cultural transmission plays a significant role in the spread and evolution of idioms. 

As idiomatic expressions are passed down through generations, their original 

meanings may be lost or altered, resulting in the formation of new idioms. Cultural 

factors, such as migration, trade, and intercultural interactions, contribute to the 

diversification and enrichment of idiomatic language. [1.78] 

Cognitive Processes in Idiom Formation: Metaphorical Reasoning 

Metaphor is a powerful cognitive tool that shapes human thought and language. 

Many idiomatic expressions originate from metaphors, where abstract concepts are 

understood and expressed through concrete, tangible terms. Metaphorical 

reasoning facilitates the creation of idioms by connecting unrelated domains and 

conceptualizing abstract ideas in familiar ways. 

Analogical Thinking 

Analogical thinking enables the formation of idioms by drawing parallels between 

different domains. By identifying shared attributes or similarities, speakers can 

coin new idiomatic expressions that capture complex meanings in a concise 

manner. Analogical reasoning allows for the creative extension and modification of 

existing idioms, giving rise to novel linguistic constructions. 

Historical Tracing of Idiomatic Expressions 

Etymology and Historical Records 

Tracing the historical roots of idioms often involves exploring etymological 

sources and historical records. By examining written documents, literature, and 

ancient texts, researchers can uncover the earliest instances of idiomatic 

expressions and their subsequent transformations. Comparative studies across 

languages can also shed light on cross-cultural idiomatic connections. 
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Iconicity and Gestural Origins 

Some idioms may have originated from gestures or visual representations. The 

iconicity of certain expressions, where bodily movements or visual cues mimic the 

intended meaning, can provide insights into their historical origins. Studying 

gestures and iconic communication systems can help reveal the gestural roots of 

idiomatic expressions. 

The history of idioms spans across cultures and languages, with many expressions 

having deep roots in the past. Idioms have evolved over time through various 

historical, linguistic, and cultural processes. While it is challenging to trace the 

exact origins of idioms, researchers have employed several approaches to unravel 

their historical development. [2.48] 

Etymology and Historical Records: One method for studying the history of idioms 

is through etymology and the analysis of historical records. Etymology involves 

examining the origin and historical changes in word meanings. By tracing the 

etymology of individual words within idiomatic expressions, researchers can gain 

insights into their historical roots. Additionally, studying historical records, such as 

ancient texts, manuscripts, and literature, allows researchers to identify early 

instances of idiomatic expressions and observe their evolution over time. For 

example, the idiom "raining cats and dogs" has been traced back to 17th-century 

England, although its exact origin remains uncertain. The phrase may have 

emerged from a combination of cultural beliefs, literary references, and linguistic 

creativity. 

Cross-Cultural Connections: Idioms often transcend linguistic boundaries and 

exhibit cross-cultural connections. Comparative studies across different languages 

and cultures can reveal shared idiomatic expressions and shed light on their 

historical origins. By examining idioms with similar meanings in multiple 

languages, researchers can infer common historical influences or cultural 

exchanges. 
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For instance, idiomatic expressions related to "burning bridges" can be found in 

various cultures and languages, suggesting a shared historical concept. This idiom 

metaphorically refers to severing ties or irreversible actions and may have emerged 

independently in different cultures or spread through cultural interactions. 

Iconicity and Gestural Origins: Some idiomatic expressions have roots in gestures 

or visual representations. Iconicity, where bodily movements or visual cues 

resemble the intended meaning, can provide clues about the historical origins of 

certain idioms. [6.92] Research on iconic communication systems, such as sign 

languages or pictographic scripts, can help uncover the gestural roots of idiomatic 

expressions. For example, the idiom "turning a blind eye" may have originated 

from a gesture indicating willful ignorance or intentional disregard. This gesture 

could have been adapted into an idiomatic expression that conveys a similar 

meaning. 

Cultural and Historical Context: Understanding the cultural and historical context 

in which idioms emerged is crucial for tracing their historical roots. Historical 

events, social practices, and cultural beliefs can influence the formation and 

evolution of idiomatic expressions. By examining historical documents, folklore, 

and cultural practices, researchers can gain insights into the societal factors that 

shaped idioms. For instance, idiomatic expressions related to "keeping one's cards 

close to the chest" may have emerged from gambling practices or strategies during 

specific historical periods. The idiom reflects the idea of withholding information 

or being secretive, and its origins can be linked to the cultural and social context of 

card games. [2.103] 

"Bite the bullet": Originating from the practice of using a bullet as a makeshift 

form of anesthesia during surgery, this idiom refers to facing a difficult or 

unpleasant situation with courage and determination. 

"Break the ice": This idiom stems from the practice of breaking ice to create a 

pathway for ships to navigate through frozen waters. It now refers to initiating a 

conversation or interaction to ease tension or awkwardness. 
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"Cost an arm and a leg": While the precise origin of this idiom is unclear, it is 

believed to have emerged during World War II. It metaphorically refers to 

something being extremely expensive, suggesting that one would have to pay a 

significant price, even at the cost of a limb. 

"Cutting corners": Originating from the sport of horse racing, this idiom refers to 

taking shortcuts along the track by cutting across the corners. In a figurative sense, 

it means taking the easiest or quickest way to complete a task, often at the expense 

of quality or safety. 

"Once in a blue moon": The idiom "once in a blue moon" refers to an event or 

occurrence that happens very rarely. It is believed to have originated from the 

occurrence of a second full moon within a calendar month, which is a rare event 

and appears bluish in color due to atmospheric conditions. 

"Kick the bucket": This idiom has its roots in the idea of someone dying. The 

origin is uncertain, but one theory suggests that it may have originated from a 

method of execution, where a person standing on a bucket would be hanged by 

having the bucket kicked away. 

"Let the cat out of the bag": This idiom's origin can be traced back to medieval 

markets, where traders would often substitute a live cat for a piglet in a bag. If 

someone revealed the secret by letting the cat out of the bag, the deception would 

be exposed. [4.17] 

"The ball is in your court": Originating from various ball games, particularly 

tennis, this idiom signifies that it is now someone's turn to take action or make a 

decision, just as the ball is returned to their side of the court in a game. 

"Spill the beans": This idiom has its roots in ancient Greece, where voting was 

done using beans. If someone accidentally knocked over the jar of beans, the secret 

ballot would be revealed. Thus, "spilling the beans" came to mean revealing a 

secret or confidential information. 
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"Caught red-handed": This idiom originates from the idea of catching a person 

with bloodstains on their hands, indicating they were caught in the act of 

committing a crime. It now refers to being caught in the act of doing something 

wrong or illegal. 

CONCLUSION: In conclusion, the history of idioms is a complex and fascinating 

subject. Tracing the origins of idiomatic expressions involves studying etymology, 

historical records, cross-cultural connections, iconicity, and cultural context. While 

the exact origins of many idioms may remain elusive, exploring their historical 

development enhances our understanding of language evolution, cultural 

influences, and human communication. 
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