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Abstract: This article investigates the role of idioms as cultural codes within the English-speaking 

world, placing particular emphasis on their cognitive, cultural, and communicative dimensions. Idioms, as 

stable expressions whose meanings extend beyond the literal interpretation of their components, serve as a 

repository of cultural memory and shared conceptualizations. They encode the values, traditions, and social 

practices of English-speaking communities, thereby functioning not only as linguistic tools but also as 

symbols of collective identity. 

Drawing upon theories from cognitive linguistics and cultural linguistics, the study demonstrates that 

idioms are shaped by underlying conceptual metaphors which structure human thought and experience. 

Expressions such as “time is money” or “life is a journey” illustrate the ways in which abstract notions are 

conceptualized through embodied experience. At the same time, idioms reflect cultural priorities: American 

English favors idioms highlighting ambition and pragmatism, while British English often foregrounds 

restraint and understatement. 

An important contribution of this research is its consideration of idioms in the context of modern 

media and digital communication. Popular culture—films, music, television, and especially social media—

acts as a dynamic environment in which idioms are revitalized, reshaped, and disseminated to global 

audiences. Phrases like “break the internet,” “spill the tea,” or “started from the bottom” illustrate how 

idioms evolve into cultural codes that resonate far beyond their original linguistic communities. 

The findings underscore that idioms enrich communication not only through stylistic diversity but 

also by carrying the worldview of English-speaking societies into intercultural exchange. As cultural codes, 

idioms are crucial for understanding the identity and values of Anglophone communities and play a vital role 

in language learning, translation studies, and cross-cultural communication. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The study of idioms has always attracted the attention of linguists, since idiomatic 

expressions represent one of the most vivid and nuanced aspects of language. Over time, the 

focus of such studies has gradually shifted: while earlier research was largely concerned 

with their structural and semantic properties, more recent approaches tend to emphasize 

their cultural and cognitive dimensions. From this perspective, idioms are not simply 

figurative turns of phrase; rather, they act as cultural codes that preserve collective memory, 

embody traditions, and reflect shared ways of thinking within a community (Kövecses, 

2010). In other words, idiomatic language serves as a living record of cultural heritage, 

transmitting values, attitudes, and worldviews across generations. 
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In English-speaking societies, idioms are particularly significant because they 

encapsulate the very spirit of cultural worldview. They express humor and irony, 

demonstrate pragmatism, and reinforce ideals of individuality. At the same time, idioms 

often function as subtle communicative tools, allowing speakers to create intimacy, convey 

unspoken meanings, and establish common ground in interaction. This highlights the close 

connection between idiomatic usage and cultural cognition: idioms do not merely decorate 

speech but actively shape the way individuals perceive and interpret the world around 

them. 

The contemporary context, however, introduces new dynamics. The rapid growth of 

digital communication, the influence of global media, and the expansion of social networks 

have changed not only the frequency but also the meanings of idiomatic expressions. 

Phrases once tied to specific cultural practices or everyday experiences now appear in films, 

music, advertising, and online communication, often acquiring new layers of interpretation 

and cultural resonance. This shift demonstrates the flexibility of idioms: they are rooted in 

tradition, yet they constantly adapt to modern realities, ensuring their relevance in a 

globalized world. 

Taking these considerations into account, the present article sets out to explore 

English idioms as cultural codes, paying attention to their cognitive and cultural 

dimensions as well as to their transformation in contemporary media. By doing so, the 

study aims to contribute to a deeper understanding of how idioms function as both carriers 

of cultural identity and as dynamic communicative tools in the 21st century. 

Literature Review 

The theoretical foundation for the study of idioms is often traced back to Lakoff and 

Johnson’s seminal work Metaphors We Live By (1980). Their theory of conceptual 

metaphor argues that idiomatic expressions are not arbitrary but are systematically 

structured by underlying metaphorical mappings. Examples such as “Time is Money” or 

“Life is a Journey” demonstrate how speakers conceptualize abstract domains of human 

experience through more concrete and familiar ones. This insight has significantly shaped 

the way idioms are viewed in modern linguistics, moving the discussion beyond surface-

level figurativeness to deeper cognitive mechanisms. 

Building on this perspective, the field of cultural linguistics has further emphasized 

the role of culture in shaping idiomatic meaning. According to Sharifian (2017), idioms 

encapsulate cultural schemas—shared patterns of cultural knowledge that influence 

interpretation and usage. For instance, American English idioms often foreground cultural 

values such as ambition, individual achievement, and pragmatism, which can be observed in 

expressions like “the sky’s the limit” or “to cut corners.” In contrast, British English idioms 

frequently reflect traditions of understatement, emotional restraint, and self-control, as 

seen in the well-known phrase “keep a stiff upper lip.” These differences reveal how 

idiomatic repertoires act as linguistic mirrors of cultural identity, highlighting the 

embeddedness of language in sociocultural context. 

Previous studies also underscore the social and cultural functions of idioms. Fernando 

(1996) argues that idiomatic expressions serve as carriers of cultural knowledge, while 

Dobrovol’skij and Piirainen (2005) demonstrate how idioms operate as markers of group 
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identity, signaling belonging and shared understanding within a community. Collectively, 

this body of research confirms that idioms are not merely stylistic ornaments but integral 

components of linguistic and cultural competence. 

Despite these valuable contributions, there remains a notable gap in the literature 

concerning the transformation of idioms in contemporary communication environments. In 

particular, the role of digital media, global entertainment, and popular culture in reshaping 

idiomatic expression has not yet received sustained scholarly attention. Idioms that once 

circulated primarily in face-to-face interaction are now constantly recontextualized in 

films, music, advertising, and especially on social media platforms, where they may acquire 

innovative meanings and broader cultural resonance. Addressing this underexplored 

dimension is therefore one of the key objectives of the present article. 

Methodology 

This research adopts a qualitative approach situated at the intersection of cognitive 

and cultural linguistics. Such a framework allows for a comprehensive exploration of 

idioms not only as linguistic units but also as cultural artifacts and cognitive tools. The aim 

is to understand how idiomatic expressions function simultaneously on the levels of 

metaphor, cultural coding, and social practice. 

The methodological procedure of the study consists of several stages. First, a corpus of 

idiomatic expressions was compiled using both authoritative lexicographic sources—such 

as the Oxford Dictionary of Idioms and the Cambridge Idioms Dictionary—and 

contemporary cultural materials, including song lyrics, film dialogues, and posts from social 

media platforms. The combination of traditional dictionaries and modern media ensures a 

balance between established idioms and those currently in active use, thus capturing both 

stability and innovation within idiomatic repertoires. 

Second, the collected idioms were systematically classified according to the dominant 

conceptual metaphors that underpin them. These categories included such widely studied 

mappings as life is a journey (“to be at a crossroads”), time is money (“to buy some time”), 

and emotions are heat (“to simmer with anger”). This classification makes it possible to 

trace cognitive patterns that structure idiomatic meaning and to identify the ways in which 

abstract concepts are anchored in concrete, embodied experiences. 

Analysis and Discussion 

Idioms and Cultural Values 

Idioms reflect central cultural values of the English-speaking world. For example: 

“Pull yourself up by your bootstraps” encapsulates the American emphasis on self-

reliance and individual achievement. 

“Don’t make a mountain out of a molehill” reflects the British preference for 

composure, understatement, and downplaying difficulties. 

“Cut to the chase” illustrates the shared Anglo-American appreciation for pragmatism 

and efficiency. 

Idioms as Cognitive Metaphors 

Conceptual metaphors underlie idiomatic meaning: 

“Burning the candle at both ends” illustrates how time is conceptualized as a finite 

resource, echoing the metaphor time is money. 
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“To sail through life” reflects the life is a journey schema, framing existence in terms of 

navigation, obstacles, and destinations. 

“To have butterflies in one’s stomach” demonstrates the metaphor emotions are 

physical sensations, showing how anxiety is embodied in visceral imagery. 

Third, the idioms were interpreted as cultural codes that reflect values, social 

practices, and worldview orientations. This interpretive step involved situating idioms 

within their broader cultural context, considering how they embody traditional norms 

while also adapting to the realities of modern communication. Special attention was paid to 

contrasts between American and British English, as well as to the evolving role of idioms in 

digital environments where they gain new shades of meaning and cultural resonance. 

By following this methodology, the study aims to demonstrate that idioms cannot be 

reduced to figurative expressions alone; rather, they are living carriers of cultural 

knowledge and cognitive models, continuously redefined in response to social change. 

Idioms in Popular Culture and Digital Media 

In contemporary communication, idioms are no longer shaped exclusively by tradition 

or everyday usage; instead, they are increasingly molded by the influence of modern media. 

Social networks, films, television, and music have become powerful arenas where idioms 

are not only preserved but also reinvented, gaining new shades of meaning and fresh 

cultural resonance. 

On social media, for example, innovative idioms emerge almost daily. Phrases such as 

“break the internet”—used to describe an event that provokes overwhelming online 

attention—or “spill the tea”—a playful invitation to share gossip—have moved beyond 

their literal origins to function as signals of belonging, particularly among younger users. 

Their popularity demonstrates how digital communities creatively adapt idiomatic 

language to establish humor, intimacy, and shared identity in fast-paced online 

environments. 

In film and television, idioms often acquire the status of cultural markers. The famous 

line “We were on a break!” from the sitcom Friends has long outgrown its narrative context 

and is now commonly used to reference relational conflict and ambiguity. Likewise, the 

expression “hit rock bottom,” dramatized in The Wolf of Wall Street, resonates with 

broader cultural stories of collapse and eventual recovery. Such examples illustrate how the 

media reframe idioms, allowing them to circulate as memorable cultural references. 

Music provides another powerful platform for the recontextualization of idiomatic 

expressions. In Taylor Swift’s “Shake It Off,” the phrase “shake off” is revitalized as a 

motivational cultural code, encouraging resilience and self-confidence in the face of 

criticism. Similarly, Drake’s lyric “started from the bottom” reworks an idiomatic metaphor 

of social mobility into a widely recognized anthem of perseverance and ambition. These 

cases show how idioms, once tied to ordinary speech, acquire new symbolic weight when 

embedded in artistic performance and popular culture. 

Together, these examples demonstrate that idioms are not fixed or static units of 

language. Instead, they are dynamic expressions that evolve alongside cultural practices, 

continuously reinterpreted within the shifting landscapes of media and communication. 

Idioms as Global Cultural Codes 
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In today’s globalized digital environment, idioms increasingly operate as transnational 

cultural codes. Circulating through memes, GIFs, and viral content, expressions such as 

“throw shade” or “glow up” are no longer confined to native speakers of English. They travel 

quickly across linguistic and cultural boundaries, becoming part of an emerging global 

English where idioms serve as shared references and tools of identity construction. In this 

sense, idioms not only embody local cultural values but also create a common symbolic 

space for international communication, demonstrating their enduring flexibility and 

relevance. 

Conclusion 

The analysis conducted in this study confirms that idioms function as powerful 

cultural codes within the English-speaking world, embodying core values such as freedom, 

pragmatism, and individuality. Far from being mere decorative elements of language, idioms 

provide insight into the ways people conceptualize and interpret reality. From a cognitive 

standpoint, they are structured through conceptual metaphors that ground abstract 

thought in embodied human experience. From a cultural perspective, they serve as vehicles 

of collective knowledge, transmitting values, beliefs, and identity markers across 

generations and reinforcing a sense of continuity within communities. 

In the twenty-first century, the role of idioms has expanded significantly, particularly 

within the realm of popular culture and digital communication. Social media, films, and 

music do not simply reproduce idioms in their traditional form; rather, they recontextualize 

and reshape them, generating new cultural codes that often transcend geographical and 

linguistic boundaries. This process underscores the dynamic nature of idioms, which 

simultaneously preserve tradition and adapt to modern communicative practices, thereby 

maintaining their relevance in a globalized, media-driven world. 

Recognizing idioms as both traditional cultural codes and evolving digital symbols is 

crucial for a range of disciplines, including intercultural communication, translation 

studies, and foreign language pedagogy. Such an understanding allows for more nuanced 

interpretations of discourse and helps learners and practitioners alike appreciate the 

cultural depth embedded in idiomatic language. 

Future research should therefore not only continue to explore the role of idioms in 

English-speaking contexts but also expand to comparative studies across regions and 

cultures. Particular attention should be devoted to the transformation of idioms in online 

discourse, where global connectivity accelerates their circulation and reinvention. 

Examining these dynamics will shed further light on how idioms function as markers of 

cultural identity and as flexible tools of expression in an increasingly interconnected world. 
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