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Abstract: Phraseological units, commonly known as idioms and fixed expressions, form a vital 

component of the English language, enriching communication with cultural and semantic depth. This 

article explores their classification based on structural and semantic criteria, delves into the concept 

of idiomaticity as a measure of non-literal meaning, and examines the inherent challenges in 

translating these units across languages. Drawing on linguistic theories and practical examples, the 

discussion highlights how fixedness and opacity complicate translation processes, often requiring 

creative strategies to preserve meaning, cultural nuances, and stylistic effects. The analysis 

underscores the importance of understanding phraseology for effective cross-cultural communication 

and language learning. 
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Introduction. 

Phraseological units (PUs) are multi-word expressions that function as single semantic entities 

in language, often carrying meanings that transcend the literal sum of their parts. In English, these 

include idioms like "kick the bucket" (meaning to die), proverbs such as "a bird in the hand is worth 

two in the bush," and collocations like "make a decision." The study of phraseology, which 

encompasses these units, has gained prominence in linguistics due to their prevalence in everyday 

discourse, literature, and specialized texts. Two key characteristics define PUs: fixedness, referring 

to their syntactic rigidity, and idiomaticity, which denotes their semantic opacity or non-

compositionality. 

This article aims to provide a comprehensive overview of PUs in English by first classifying 

them structurally and semantically, then analyzing the degrees of idiomaticity, and finally addressing 

the translation difficulties they pose. By examining these aspects, we can better appreciate how PUs 

contribute to the richness of English while presenting hurdles in intercultural exchanges. The 

discussion is grounded in established linguistic frameworks and illustrated with examples to facilitate 

understanding. 

Classification of Phraseological Units 

The classification of phraseological units in English can be approached from structural and 

semantic perspectives, offering a systematic way to categorize these expressions. Structurally, PUs 

are often divided based on their syntactic form and the degree of lexical stability. 

One prominent classification is proposed by linguists who categorize PUs into phraseological 

fusions, phraseological unities, and phraseological combinations. Phraseological fusions are 

completely non-motivated and opaque, where the meaning is unrelated to the individual components, 

such as "kick the bucket." Phraseological unities maintain some metaphorical motivation, like "spill 

the beans" (reveal a secret), where the image can be traced back to a literal scenario. Phraseological 

combinations, on the other hand, involve one word used idiomatically while others retain literal 

meanings, e.g., "meet the requirements." 
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Semantically, PUs can be grouped according to their degree of idiomaticity and cultural 

embedding. For instance, some are universal, sharing equivalents across languages, while others are 

culture-specific, rooted in historical or social contexts unique to English-speaking societies. Another 

semantic classification distinguishes between idioms (highly idiomatic), proverbs (moralistic 

sayings), and clichés (overused expressions). Proverbs like "actions speak louder than words" offer 

wisdom, whereas clichés such as "at the end of the day" are predictable and less vivid. 

From a formation perspective, PUs arise through primary and secondary means. Primary 

formation involves direct creation from free word groups that become fixed over time, while 

secondary formation includes transformations like metaphorization or metonymy. This classification 

helps in analyzing how PUs evolve and integrate into the lexicon, influencing language teaching and 

lexicography. 

In literature, PUs are employed for stylistic effects, enhancing imagery and emotional impact. 

Their classification aids translators and writers in selecting appropriate units to convey intended 

nuances. 

Idiomaticity in Phraseological Units 

Idiomaticity is a core feature of phraseological units, referring to the extent to which their 

meaning cannot be deduced from the literal interpretation of their components. It exists on a 

continuum, ranging from fully idiomatic (opaque) to semi-idiomatic (partially transparent) and non-

idiomatic (literal collocations). 

At the opaque end, expressions like "bite the dust" (to die or fail) exhibit complete semantic shift, 

where historical origins (e.g., from battles where fallen soldiers bite the ground) are obscured in 

modern usage. Semi-idiomatic units, such as "break the ice" (to initiate conversation), retain a 

metaphorical link that speakers can intuitively grasp. Non-idiomatic collocations, like "strong tea," 

are fixed but literal, relying on habitual co-occurrence rather than figurative meaning. 

The degree of idiomaticity affects language processing and acquisition. Native speakers 

internalize these units holistically, treating them as "chunks" for efficient communication, whereas 

non-native learners often struggle with decomposition, leading to literal misinterpretations. Factors 

influencing idiomaticity include cultural knowledge, context, and frequency of use. For example, 

sports-derived idioms like "hit a home run" assume familiarity with baseball, posing challenges for 

non-English cultural contexts. 

Moreover, idiomaticity intersects with fixedness: highly idiomatic PUs tend to resist syntactic 

variation (e.g., one cannot say "kick the buckets" plural). However, some allow limited modifications 

for emphasis, such as "spill all the beans." This variability underscores the dynamic nature of PUs, 

evolving with language use. 

In computational linguistics, measuring idiomaticity aids in natural language processing tasks, 

like machine translation, where algorithms must detect non-compositionality to avoid errors. 

Translation Challenges of Phraseological Units 

Translating phraseological units presents significant challenges due to their idiomatic nature, 

cultural specificity, and structural fixedness. Unlike literal phrases, PUs often lack direct equivalents 

in target languages, requiring translators to balance fidelity to the source with naturalness in the target. 

One primary difficulty is semantic opacity: the non-literal meaning can lead to misinterpretation 

if translated word-for-word. For instance, "raining cats and dogs" (heavy rain) might confuse non-

English speakers if rendered literally, as equivalents vary (e.g., "it's raining old women with clubs" in 

Danish). Translators must identify the core concept and find analogous expressions or paraphrase. 

Cultural nuances exacerbate this, as many PUs are embedded in historical, religious, or social 

contexts. Biblical idioms like "the writing on the wall" (foreboding sign) may not resonate in non-

Judeo-Christian cultures, necessitating explanatory notes or substitutions. In literature, preserving 

stylistic effects—such as humor or irony—is crucial, yet challenging; for example, translating puns 

in idiomatic expressions often results in loss of wit. 

Structural differences between languages add another layer: English PUs may not align 

syntactically with target structures. Verb-based idioms like "pull someone's leg" (tease) might require 

nominal equivalents in other languages. Technical jargon in fields like law or medicine introduces 

specialized PUs, demanding domain expertise to avoid inaccuracies. 
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Strategies for overcoming these include literal translation (when possible), idiomatic equivalence 

(finding similar PUs), calque (loan translation), and explication (paraphrasing). However, no single 

method is universal; choices depend on context, audience, and purpose. Machine translation tools 

struggle with PUs, often producing literal outputs, highlighting the need for human intervention. 

In multilingual contexts, such as the European Union or global business, accurate PU translation 

prevents misunderstandings and fosters effective communication. 

Conclusion 

Phraseological units are indispensable to the English language, offering layers of meaning 

through their classification, idiomaticity, and cultural depth. While their fixedness and opacity enrich 

expression, they pose formidable translation challenges, demanding linguistic sensitivity and 

creativity. Future research could explore corpus-based analyses to track PU evolution and improve 

translation technologies. Understanding PUs not only enhances language proficiency but also bridges 

cultural divides in an increasingly globalized world. 
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