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Abstract: This article examines the historical roots and development of
zoomorphic phraseological units (idioms involving animal names) in the English
language. It traces their origins from medieval and early modern agrarian society to
their continued use in contemporary discourse. Unlike literal expressions, idioms rely
on shared cultural knowledge and metaphorical thinking, with animal-related
phraseological units forming a particularly prominent and semantically rich category.
The study explores the indispensable role of domestic and wild animals in pre-
industrial English life, where everyday interaction with creatures such as horses,
dogs, cattle, sheep, foxes, and birds fostered a deep familiarity with their behavior
and the formation of symbolic associations. Through processes of anthropomorphism,
these observations evolved into stable idiomatic expressions. The etymology of key
zoomorphic idioms - such as “let the cat out of the bag,” “a dark horse,” “barking up
the wrong tree,” and “to flog a dead horse” - is analyzed, demonstrating how specific
practices in markets, hunting, agriculture, and horse racing were transformed into
abstract metaphors. In addition, the paper considers the influence of farming and rural
life, the preservation and popularization of idioms through literature and folklore
(from Aesop’s fables and medieval bestiaries to Shakespeare), as well as the social
and cultural significance of these expressions as reflections of hierarchy, morality,
and human behavior. The conclusion addresses the evolution of zoomorphic idioms
in modern English, arguing that despite industrialization and urbanization, these
expressions retain their figurative power and remain an integral part of everyday
communication. By highlighting the historical and cultural context that shaped these
idioms, the study provides valuable insight into the dynamic relationship between
language, human experience, and the natural world.
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Introduction

Idioms constitute one of the most expressive and culturally significant
components of any language. Unlike literal expressions, whose meanings can be
derived directly from the words that comprise them, idioms convey meanings that are
often opaque and cannot be understood through simple word-by-word analysis.
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Instead, they depend heavily on shared cultural knowledge, historical context,
metaphorical thinking, and collective memory. In the English language, idioms have
been developing for many centuries, continuously reflecting the experiences, values,
beliefs, and environmental conditions of its speakers. Among the vast and diverse
range of idiomatic expressions that exist in modern English, animal idioms occupy a
particularly prominent and distinctive position. These expressions include frequent
references to a wide variety of animals, such as domestic creatures like cats, dogs,
horses, cattle, and sheep, as well as wild animals such as foxes, lions, wolves, and
bears, in addition to birds, fish, insects, and many other living beings. Their
widespread and persistent use across different registers of English is not accidental or
arbitrary; rather, it reflects the central and indispensable role that animals played in
human life throughout history. Before the onset of industrialization, urbanization, and
modern technological advancements, human societies were intimately and directly
connected to nature. Animals were not merely a source of food or labor but were an
essential part of daily survival, economic activity, social organization, and even
spiritual belief systems.

Animal 1dioms are especially significant from a linguistic and cultural
perspective because they reveal how human beings interpret, categorize, and assign
meaning to the natural world around them. By attributing human qualities, emotions,
and intentions to animals - a cognitive and linguistic process formally known as
anthropomorphism - people throughout history created vivid, memorable, and
emotionally resonant expressions. Many of these expressions have proven
remarkably durable and continue to be widely used in contemporary English, even
though the original contexts in which they emerged have long since disappeared. This
article seeks to explore the historical roots of animal idioms in the English language
in substantial depth. It focuses on their origins in medieval and early modern society,
their gradual development through agricultural practices, hunting traditions, and
social customs, their preservation and dissemination through literature and folklore,
and their continued relevance and adaptability in modern linguistic usage.

The Role of Animals in Early English Society

In order to fully and properly understand the origins and original meanings of
animal i1dioms, it is first necessary to examine in considerable detail the precise role
that animals played in early English society. During the medieval period, which
roughly spans from the 5th to the late 15th century, and continuing well into the early
modern era, which extends to the 18th century, England was predominantly an
agrarian society. The overwhelming majority of the population lived in small, rural
villages and settlements, and their daily existence depended directly on farming,
livestock management, and the exploitation of natural resources for food, clothing,
shelter, and energy. Animals were truly indispensable in this historical context.
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Horses, for example, were used for multiple critical purposes: they provided
transportation for people and goods, they pulled plows to prepare fields for planting
crops, and they served as mounts for warriors and knights in warfare. Dogs served a
variety of functions as well: they acted as loyal companions during hunting
expeditions, helping to track and retrieve game; they guarded property against
intruders and wild predators; and they herded sheep and cattle. Cattle, sheep, and pigs
provided an array of essential resources, including meat for consumption, milk for
drinking and cheese-making, leather for clothing and tools, and wool for textile
production. Poultry, such as chickens, geese, and ducks, supplied both eggs and meat,
while birds and other animals were frequently hunted for additional food. Bees,
though insects, were valued for honey and wax. Because ordinary people interacted
with animals on a daily, often hourly basis, they developed an extraordinarily deep
and intuitive familiarity with animal behavior, habits, and temperaments. This close
and continuous observation naturally led to the formation of lasting symbolic
associations. For example, dogs were widely regarded as loyal, obedient, protective,
and faithful to their human masters. This positive perception gave rise to expressions
such as “a man’s best friend” and influenced numerous idioms that emphasize
loyalty, fidelity, and devotion.

Foxes, on the other hand, were known throughout Europe for their elusive,
stealthy, and cunning nature, especially in the context of fox hunting, which was a
popular sport among the nobility. As a direct result of this perceived cleverness and
deceitfulness, foxes became powerful symbols of intelligence and cunning in the
English cultural imagination, leading directly to expressions like “as sly as a fox and
“to outfox someone.” Similarly, lions - although not native to England and rarely
seen by ordinary English people - were strongly associated with strength, courage,
majesty, and nobility. This association derived largely from their representation in
heraldry, where lions appear on countless coats of arms, as well as in biblical and
classical literature. Sheep often symbolized conformity, passivity, and lack of
independence, accurately reflecting their natural behavior as herd animals that follow
one another without question. This association is clearly evident in expressions such
as “to follow like sheep” or being called a “black sheep” to denote an outsider.
Meanwhile, owls came to represent wisdom, learning, and solemnity, partly due to
their nocturnal nature, calm demeanor, and association with Athena, the Greek
goddess of wisdom. These symbolic meanings were not based solely on direct
observation of animal behavior but were also powerfully reinforced through
storytelling, religious parables, folk traditions, and social customs. Over the course of
many generations, they became deeply embedded in the English language and
contributed significantly to the formation of the numerous animal idioms we still use
today.
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Etymology and Historical Development of Animal Idioms

The etymology of animal idioms - that is, the study of their specific origins and
historical development - provides valuable and often surprising insight into the
historical conditions, material practices, and daily realities under which they first
emerged. Many of the most common animal idioms in contemporary English can be
traced back with considerable confidence to specific practices, professions, trades, or
historical events that were common in earlier periods but have since faded from
living memory. One particularly notable and frequently cited example is the idiom
“to let the cat out of the bag,” which means to reveal a secret, often unintentionally.
This expression originated in medieval marketplaces, where dishonest livestock
sellers would sometimes attempt to deceive buyers.

A seller might display a healthy piglet for sale but then, after receiving payment,
place a less valuable animal - specifically, a cat - inside a sack instead of the piglet.
If the unsuspecting buyer opened the sack prematurely, the cat would escape, and the
trick would be revealed. This real-life scenario of commercial fraud gradually
evolved into a metaphor for disclosing a hidden or embarrassing secret.

Another well-known idiom, ‘““a dark horse,” emerged in the specific context of
19th-century horse racing in England. In a horse race, a “dark horse” referred to a
horse that had not been publicly tested in previous races and was therefore
completely unknown to gamblers and spectators. Because its true speed and abilities
were hidden, such a horse might unexpectedly win a race, to the surprise of everyone.
Over time, the term has since expanded far beyond horse racing to describe any
individual - in politics, business, sports, or the arts - who achieves unexpected
success despite being initially underestimated or ignored by others.

The idiom “barking up the wrong tree” also has well-documented roots in
American hunting practices, though it has become common in British English as
well. Hunting dogs, especially raccoon-hunting dogs, would sometimes mistakenly
believe that their prey had climbed a particular tree to escape. The dogs would bark
loudly at the base of that tree, even when the animal had either never been there or
had already jumped to another tree. This incorrect and futile behavior became a
metaphor for pursuing a mistaken or misguided course of action, such as accusing the
wrong person of a crime or looking for a solution in the wrong place. Similarly, the
expression “to flog a dead horse” (or “to beat a dead horse” in American English)
originated from the obvious and complete futility of attempting to make a dead
animal continue working. No amount of whipping or encouragement can bring a dead
horse back to its feet. The expression now refers, more abstractly, to wasting time and
effort on something that cannot possibly produce any useful result, such as continuing
to argue about a decision that has already been finalized. Another vivid example, “to
take the bull by the horns,” comes directly from the dangerous agricultural act of
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confronting a fully grown bull directly, grabbing its horns to control or wrestle it.
This requires great courage, decisiveness, and a willingness to face danger head-on,
and the idiom has come to symbolize exactly those qualities in any challenging
situation. These idioms, and many others like them, clearly illustrate how language
evolves over time from concrete, physical, and often dramatic experiences into
abstract, metaphorical, and generalized meanings. As generations pass, the original
historical contexts may be completely forgotten, but the expressions continue to be
used and understood because of their enduring figurative power and emotional
resonance.

The Influence of Agriculture and Rural Life

Agriculture was historically one of the most powerful and pervasive forces
shaping the English language, and its influence is nowhere more apparent than in the
realm of animal idioms. For many centuries, farming was not merely one economic
activity among many; it was the dominant economic activity in England. Rural life,
with its seasonal rhythms, daily chores, and close contact with domesticated animals,
defined the lived experiences of the vast majority of the population. As a direct
consequence, agricultural terminology, farming practices, and the behaviors of farm
animals became deeply integrated into everyday language, often in metaphorical
ways that still persist today. Animal husbandry - the branch of agriculture concerned
with the breeding, feeding, and care of domestic animals - contributed particularly
significantly to the stock of idiomatic expressions. Farmers needed to understand
subtle aspects of animal behavior, manage livestock effectively through all seasons,
protect their animals from disease and predators, and respond wisely to changing
environmental conditions. These practical experiences, born of necessity, were
frequently expressed through metaphor and eventually crystallized into fixed
idiomatic phrases.

For example, the idiom “hold your horses” directly reflects the practical need to
physically restrain a team of horses before giving them the signal to move forward. A
farmer or carriage driver who failed to hold the horses back would risk an
uncontrolled start, possibly leading to injury or accident. Over time, this literal
command became a general admonition to exercise patience, slow down, and wait for
the appropriate moment before acting. “Don’t count your chickens before they hatch”
warns against making premature assumptions about future outcomes, based directly
on the inherent uncertainty of raising poultry from eggs. A farmer might count the
eggs in a nest and anticipate a certain number of chicks, but many things can go
wrong before hatching - the eggs may be infertile, the mother may abandon the nest,
or predators may steal the eggs.

Another powerful expression, “like a fish out of water,” captures the intense
discomfort, helplessness, and disorientation of being placed in an unfamiliar or
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unsuitable environment. This metaphor draws on the obvious and dramatic struggle
of a fish that has been removed from its natural aquatic habitat, gasping for air and
unable to move properly. “The early bird catches the worm™ highlights the practical
advantages of acting promptly, diligently, and before one’s competitors. This
expression is directly inspired by the observed feeding behavior of birds, which must
rise at dawn to find worms before other birds consume them. Similarly, “wild goose
chase” originally referred to a foolish or futile pursuit, based on the erratic and
unpredictable flight patterns of wild geese, which made them difficult to hunt.

Agricultural idioms, taken together, often emphasize practical wisdom, caution,
efficiency, patience, and a realistic understanding of nature’s unpredictability. They
reflect the hard realities of pre-industrial rural life, where success and survival
depended on careful planning, hard physical work, an understanding of animal and
plant biology, and a healthy respect for the forces of nature.

Animal Idioms in Literature and Folklore

Literature and folklore have played a crucial, enduring role not only in
preserving animal idioms but also in popularizing them and spreading them across
different regions, social classes, and even language communities. From the ancient
fables of Aesop, which date back to the 6th century BCE, to the medieval bestiaries
of Europe, and later to the works of Shakespeare, Chaucer, and other literary masters,
animals have been consistently used as symbolic figures to convey moral lessons,
critique human folly, and illustrate complex philosophical and ethical ideas.

Fables, in particular, have had a lasting and profound impact on the development
of animal symbolism and animal-related idioms in English and many other
languages. In these short, allegorical stories, animals are explicitly given human
traits, personalities, motivations, and even voices, allowing authors and storytellers to
explore complex social and ethical issues in a simplified, memorable, and
entertaining form. For example, the cunning fox who outsmarts larger but less
intelligent animals, the lazy donkey who refuses to work, the proud peacock who
admires his own feathers, and the industrious ant who prepares for winter are all
common archetypes that appear repeatedly in traditional narratives from many
cultures. These archetypes directly feed into idioms.

Medieval bestiaries - illustrated collections of descriptions of various animals,
both real and imaginary, accompanied by moral and religious interpretations - also
contributed significantly to the symbolic meanings associated with different species.
These texts combined careful observation of animal behavior with mythological
elements, biblical allegory, and Christian teaching. For instance, the pelican, which
was believed to pierce its own breast to feed its young with its blood, became a
symbol of Christ’s sacrifice. The unicorn, though mythical, was associated with
purity and could only be captured by a virgin. Bestiaries were widely read and
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referenced throughout medieval Europe, and they helped to standardize and reinforce
the symbolic connections between animals and human traits across different regions
and languages.

In later literary periods, English writers continued to use animal imagery and
idioms extensively to enrich their language, add vividness to their descriptions, and
connect with popular audiences who understood these expressions from daily life.
Geoffrey Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, for example, contains numerous references to
animals and animal behavior. William Shakespeare’s plays and sonnets are a
particularly rich source of animal idioms, many of which he either invented or
popularized, such as “a wild goose chase,” “the cat will mew and dog will have his
day,” and “more sinned against than sinning” (referring to a bear baiting). This rich
literary tradition helped to standardize the form and meaning of many animal idioms
and ensured their faithful transmission across generations, even as the original
agricultural and hunting contexts faded away.

Social and Cultural Significance of Animal Idioms

Animal idioms are not merely amusing linguistic curiosities or decorative
flourishes; they deeply and revealingly reflect the values, beliefs, prejudices, social
hierarchies, and power structures of the societies in which they originated and
continue to be used. For example, idioms related to social hierarchy, competition, and
dominance often involve animals. The expressions “top dog” and “underdog,” which
refer to the winner and the loser in a competitive situation, respectively, derive
directly from the observed behavior of dogs fighting for dominance within a pack.
These idioms reflect social competition, status anxiety, and the recognition that most
human interactions involve some form of hierarchy or ranking.

Other idioms reveal persistent cultural attitudes toward work, intelligence,
laziness, and acceptable behavior. Expressions like “busy as a bee” strongly
emphasize and praise industriousness, hard work, and constant activity, reflecting a
cultural value placed on productivity and diligence. In contrast, “stubborn as a mule”
highlights the negative quality of excessive persistence, inflexibility, or refusal to
change one’s mind, even when presented with good reasons to do so. “Eat like a
horse” describes a person with a large appetite, reflecting cultural assumptions about
size, strength, and consumption. “Kill two birds with one stone” praises efficiency
and the ability to accomplish multiple goals with a single action. These comparisons
demonstrate how animals serve as a rich and accessible vocabulary for evaluating and
commenting upon human behavior.

Furthermore, some animal idioms reflect deep-seated moral judgments and
ethical categories. Calling a person a “snake” immediately implies deceitfulness,
treachery, and untrustworthiness, drawing on the biblical story of the Garden of Eden
and on widespread cultural fears of serpents. Referring to someone as a “lamb”
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suggests innocence, gentleness, vulnerability, and a lack of guile, often in a sacrificial
context. Calling a person a “wolf” implies predatory, aggressive, and dangerous
qualities, especially in relation to sexual behavior or financial ruthlessness. Calling a
person a “parrot” suggests mindless repetition of others’ words without
understanding. These associations powerfully demonstrate how language encodes not
just factual information but also emotional and ethical meanings, often below the
level of conscious awareness.

Evolution in Modern English

Although modern industrialized and post-industrial society is far less directly
dependent on animals for daily survival than were the agrarian societies of the past,
animal idioms remain an integral, ubiquitous, and surprisingly resilient part of
everyday language. Their original literal meanings have often become more abstract,
generalized, and metaphorical, and contemporary speakers may use them fluently
without having any awareness of their historical origins or the concrete practices that
first gave rise to them.

In contemporary English, animal idioms are widely and frequently used across
all registers and domains of communication, including mass media (newspapers,
television, online journalism), political discourse and debate, business and corporate
communication, sports commentary, and casual conversation among friends and
family. For example, phrases like “a whale of a time” (meaning a very enjoyable
experience), “cash cow” (a reliable source of steady income), “copycat” (someone
who imitates another person’s work or behavior), “the elephant in the room” (an
obvious problem that everyone ignores), “to let sleeping dogs lie” (to avoid stirring
up old conflicts), and “to be a guinea pig” (to be a test subject in an experiment) are
all commonly understood and frequently used by native speakers of English across
the world. Globalization, mass media, and cultural exchange have also significantly
influenced the use and spread of animal idioms in recent decades. Some English
animal idioms have been directly borrowed or literally translated into other
languages, especially in regions with strong cultural or economic ties to English-
speaking countries. Conversely, some idioms have been adapted, modified, or
gradually replaced by newer expressions that reflect contemporary concerns,
technologies, and lifestyles. Despite these ongoing changes and the natural evolution
of all living languages, the core symbolic meanings of the vast majority of traditional
animal idioms have remained remarkably stable over time. A “sly fox™ is still
cunning, a “loyal dog” is still faithful, and a “stubborn mule” is still inflexible, even
among speakers who have never personally encountered any of these animals outside
of a zoo or a television screen.

Conclusion
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The historical roots of animal idioms in the English language reveal a deep,
enduring, and multifaceted connection between human experience, material reality,
and linguistic expression. Originating from close, daily, and often intense interactions
with animals in the contexts of agriculture, hunting, animal husbandry, rural life, and
even commercial fraud, these idioms have gradually evolved over many centuries
into powerful, flexible, and efficient tools for communication. They serve to
condense complex observations, moral judgments, and emotional reactions into short,
vivid, and easily memorable phrases. These idioms reflect not only practical,
empirical knowledge about animal behavior but also deeply held cultural values,
social norms, power relations, and patterns of imaginative and metaphorical thinking.
Through centuries of continuous use, adaptation, and transmission - aided
significantly by literature, folklore, and now mass media - they have been preserved,
transformed, and renewed, maintaining their relevance and communicative power
even in the dramatically changed circumstances of modern life.

Understanding the historical origins and development of animal idioms provides
valuable insight into the history, culture, worldview, and daily realities of English-
speaking communities across time. It also highlights the creative, resourceful, and
deeply metaphorical ways in which human beings use language not merely to refer to
objects and events but to interpret, evaluate, and emotionally engage with the world
around them. As such, animal idioms remain not only a practical component of
linguistic competence but also a rich, fascinating, and inexhaustible subject of
linguistic, historical, and cultural study, worthy of continued attention from scholars,
students, and anyone interested in the intricate relationship between language, mind,
and society.
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