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Аннотация: В данной статье рассматривается роль символики животных в 

английских идиомах. Анализируется использование животных как средства 

выражения человеческих качеств, эмоций и поведения. Также исследуется связь 

идиом с культурными и историческими традициями англоязычных стран. 

Приводятся примеры распространённых идиом с переводом и объяснением их 

значений. 
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Abstract: This article examines the role of animal symbolism in English idioms. 

It analyzes how animals are used to express human qualities, emotions, and behavior. 

The study also explores the cultural background of such idioms. Examples of common 

idioms are provided with explanations. 
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Language serves not merely as a vehicle for communication but functions as a 

profound reflection of cultural heritage, societal traditions, and the intricacies of human 

cognition. Among the most evocative elements of any linguistic system are idiomatic 

expressions. Idioms represent fixed lexical units whose semantic value transcends the 

literal interpretation of their individual components. Instead, they embody figurative 

meanings deeply rooted in specific cultural contexts and historical evolution. 

In the English language, idioms are extensively employed across both oral and 

written discourses, enhancing the natural flow, emotional depth, and expressive 

capacity of communication. Within the diverse typology of phraseological units, 

zoomorphic idioms - those associated with the animal kingdom - merit particular 

scholarly attention. These expressions encapsulate centuries of human observation of 

the natural environment. Historically, the close proximity between human societies and 
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wildlife led to the attribution of specific human traits to various animals. Over time, 

these metaphorical associations became institutionalized within the language as stable 

idiomatic structures. For instance, the simile “as brave as a lion” denotes exceptional 

courage, drawing upon the traditional perception of the lion as a quintessential symbol 

of fortitude. Similarly, the expression “as sly as a fox” characterizes an individual as 

exceptionally cunning or astute, reflecting a long-standing cultural association between 

vulpine behavior and intellectual craftiness. 

The expression “as busy as a bee” serves as a quintessential metaphor for 

industriousness and diligence. This comparison stems from long-standing observations 

of the apian world, where bees are characterized by their incessant activity and highly 

organized social structure. Consequently, in the English linguistic tradition, the bee has 

evolved into a primary symbol of unwavering hard work and productivity. Conversely, 

a significant corpus of zoomorphic idioms conveys pejorative characteristics. For 

example, the phrase “a wolf in sheep’s clothing”  describes a malevolent individual 

who conceals their true intentions behind a facade of benevolence. This particular 

idiom illustrates the linguistic conceptualization of deceptive appearances. Another 

prominent example is the "black sheep of the family," used to denote an individual who 

deviates from established familial norms or is perceived as a source of discredit. From 

a historical perspective, the negative connotation of this unit arises from the lower 

commercial value formerly attributed to black wool, which led to such animals being 

viewed as undesirable. 

Animal-related phraseology is intrinsically linked to cultural paradigms. It is 

important to note that the symbolic associations attributed to the same animal can vary 

significantly across different cultures. While in the Anglophone tradition the owl is a 

conventional emblem of wisdom and sagacity, in other cultural contexts, it may be 

perceived as a harbinger of misfortune or a symbol of mystery. Mastering  idiomatic 

expressions necessitates not only a robust vocabulary but also a deep level of cultural 

literacy. This complexity often presents a significant challenge for second-language 

learners, as the lack of cultural context can render the figurative meaning of an idiom 

opaque or counterintuitive. From a linguistic standpoint, these expressions fall under 

the domain of phraseology, which focuses on fixed lexical units. Animal idioms 

provide a clear demonstration of the mechanism of conceptual metaphor, illustrating 

how human beings employ familiar imagery from the natural environment to articulate 

abstract concepts and human behaviors. 

It is essential to emphasize that idiomatic expressions significantly enhance the 

expressive potential of speech, providing it with stylistic depth and nuance. The 

pervasive presence of idioms in classical literature, cinematography, and spontaneous 

everyday communication underscores their vital importance for achieving 

comprehensive communicative competence. For native speakers, the application of 
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phraseological units is an intuitive cognitive process; therefore, a profound mastery of 

idiomaticity is an indispensable requirement for learners aiming to achieve genuine 

linguistic fluency. In modern English, animal-related (zoomorphic) idioms maintain 

high productivity and frequency of use. They serve as potent instruments for the 

verbalization of emotions and the creation of vivid mental imagery. It is noteworthy 

that even within the sphere of digital communication and social media, these 

expressions continue to play a pivotal role, successfully adapting to new formats of 

information exchange while retaining their cultural resonance. 

In conclusion, animal symbolism constitutes a fundamental element in the 

structural and semantic formation of English idioms. These phraseological units 

encapsulate centuries of human experience, ethno-cultural traditions, and the specific 

worldview of the speech community. The study of zoomorphic idioms not only 

facilitates the refinement of advanced language skills but also provides a deeper 

integration into the cultural fabric of the English-speaking world. 
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