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Abstract: This paper examines the representation of women in English idiomatic expressions 

through a corpus-based and sociolinguistic perspective. The Introduction section outlines the 

context, research gap, and aims. Methods detail the corpus-based approach, thematic 

categorization, and selection criteria for idioms. Results classify idioms into thematic groups: 

beauty and age, family and marital roles, negative stereotypes, and empowerment-oriented 

expressions. The Discussion interprets these findings within the framework of language–society 

interaction and gender discourse. The study concludes that while traditional idioms often reinforce 

gender stereotypes, modern idioms increasingly reflect empowerment and positive representation. 

Recommendations for future research are provided. 

Keywords: English idioms, women, gender stereotypes, sociolinguistics, language and 

culture. 
 

Аннотация: В данной статье рассматривается репрезентация женщин в английских 

идиоматических выражениях с точки зрения корпусного анализа и социолингвистики. Во 

введении описываются контекст, пробелы в исследовании и цели. Методы подробно 

описывают корпусный подход, тематическую категоризацию и критерии отбора идиом. 

Результаты классифицируют идиомы по тематическим группам: красота и возраст, семья 

и супружеские роли, негативные стереотипы и выражения, ориентированные на 

расширение прав и возможностей. В разделе «Обсуждение» эти результаты 

интерпретируются в рамках взаимодействия языка и общества и гендерного дискурса. В 

исследовании делается вывод о том, что, хотя традиционные идиомы часто усиливают 

гендерные стереотипы, современные идиомы все чаще отражают расширение прав и 

возможностей и позитивную репрезентацию. Даны рекомендации для будущих 

исследований.  

Ключевые слова: английские идиомы, женщины, гендерные стереотипы, 

социолингвистика, язык и культура. 

 

Annotatsiya: Ushbu maqola ayollarning inglizcha idiomatik iboralarda ifodalanishini 

korpusga asoslangan va sotsiolingvistik nuqtai nazardan ko'rib chiqadi. Kirish bo'limi kontekst, 

tadqiqot bo'shlig'i va maqsadlarini belgilaydi. Usullar korpusga asoslangan yondashuvni, tematik 

toifalarni va idiomalarni tanlash mezonlarini batafsil bayon qiladi. Natijalar idiomalarni tematik 

guruhlarga ajratadi: go'zallik va yosh, oilaviy va oilaviy rollar, salbiy stereotiplar va vakolatlarga 

yo'naltirilgan ifodalar. Muhokama ushbu topilmalarni til-jamiyat o'zaro ta'siri va gender nutqi 

doirasida izohlaydi. Tadqiqot shuni ko'rsatadiki, an'anaviy idiomalar ko'pincha gender 

stereotiplarini kuchaytirsa-da, zamonaviy idiomalar kuchayish va ijobiy vakillikni tobora ko'proq 

aks ettiradi. Kelgusi tadqiqotlar uchun tavsiyalar berilgan.  

Kalit so'zlar: Ingliz idiomalari, ayollar, gender stereotiplari, sotsiolingvistika, til va 

madaniyat. 
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 INTRODUCTION 

Language is a mirror of society, and idioms are among the most vivid reflections 

of its cultural and social values. Idiomatic expressions often encode deep-rooted 

beliefs, stereotypes, and social norms, including those related to gender roles. In 

English, many idioms depict women in ways that reveal cultural attitudes toward 

femininity, beauty, domesticity, and power. 

Previous studies have shown that English proverbs and idioms tend to portray 

women either through idealized beauty and domestic roles or via negative, 

stereotypical attributes (Basisa, 2020; Pokoyakova, 2019). For example, expressions 

such as "A woman's work is never done" reinforce the traditional view of women as 

perpetually engaged in domestic labor, while "break the glass ceiling" challenges this 

notion by highlighting women's struggle against professional barriers. 

The purpose of this study is to explore the thematic representation of women in 

English idioms, examining both traditional and contemporary forms. It aims to 

identify the dominant semantic fields, analyze their cultural implications, and discuss 

the shift from stereotype-based idioms to empowerment-oriented expressions. 

METHODS 

This study employed a qualitative research design with elements of corpus 

linguistics and historical-comparative analysis to investigate idiomatic expressions 

referring to women in English society. The methods were structured in three main 

stages: data collection, data classification, and contextual interpretation. The idioms 

were gathered from multiple authentic and academically recognized sources to ensure 

both historical and contemporary coverage. The sources included: historical 

dictionaries and phraseological compilations such as The Oxford Dictionary of 

English Proverbs (Speake, 2015) and V.I. Dal’s cross-cultural proverb collections and 

literary works from different time periods, ranging from Elizabethan plays 

(Shakespeare, Marlowe) to Victorian novels (Austen, Dickens) and modern literature 

(Zadie Smith, Margaret Atwood). Digital corpora including the British National 

Corpus (BNC) and the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA) for 

frequency and contextual examples are also provided in the given article. Online 

idiomatic databases (Cambridge Idioms Dictionary, Collins COBUILD Idioms 

Dictionary) for modern usage verification assist the article to be more reliable. The 

inclusion criteria required that idioms: 

-contain explicit or implicit reference to women, female social roles, or 

stereotypical gender attributes. 

-be verifiably used in either historical or contemporary English. 

-have a clear figurative meaning rather than a literal description. 
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A total of 112 idioms were initially compiled, of which 67 met the inclusion 

criteria after screening for relevance and authenticity. 

  Idioms were classified into three thematic categories based on their semantic 

focus: 

Appearance and physical attributes (e.g., “fair as a lily,” “painted lady”). 

Social roles and relationships (e.g., “old maid,” “queen bee”). 

Character and morality traits (e.g., “catty,” “woman of virtue”). 

Within each category, idioms were further tagged according to their historical 

period (pre-19th century, 19th–20th century, contemporary) to allow diachronic 

comparison. 

  The analysis applied a discourse-historical approach (Wodak, 2001) to interpret 

the idioms within their social and cultural contexts. Historical idioms were examined 

in relation to the norms and gender ideologies of their time.     Contemporary idioms 

were assessed for ongoing stereotypes, shifts in meaning, or reappropriation by 

women themselves. Where possible, idioms were compared to equivalents in other 

cultures to explore universality or cultural specificity. For example, the English 

“spinster” was compared to the Uzbek “qari qiz”  to highlight similarities and 

divergences in connotation. Finally, each idiom was illustrated with at least one 

authentic usage example, drawn either from historical texts or recent media sources, 

to demonstrate its contextual function and tone. 

RESULTS 

The results reveal a clear dichotomy in the portrayal of women in English 

idioms. Traditional idioms largely reflect a patriarchal worldview in which women’s 

value is tied to their beauty, domestic abilities, and submissiveness. This is consistent 

with earlier sociolinguistic research showing that idiomatic language often 

perpetuates gender asymmetry (Lakoff, 1975; Mills, 2008). In contrast, contemporary 

idioms increasingly highlight women’s agency, professional capabilities, and 

leadership qualities. The rise of terms like “break the glass ceiling” reflects societal 

shifts toward gender equality and the recognition of women in roles traditionally 

occupied by men. However, even some “positive” idioms retain traces of gender 

essentialism, suggesting that language reform is necessary to move toward genuinely 

neutral or inclusive expression. Feminist linguistics has advocated for conscious 

changes to idiomatic language to avoid perpetuating outdated stereotypes. 

The analysis of idioms referring to women in English society revealed a rich 

variety of expressions that reflect historical, cultural, and social perceptions of gender 

roles. The results are presented according to thematic categories, chronological 

development, and their pragmatic usage in different contexts. Data were drawn from 
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idiom dictionaries, historical corpora (e.g., Corpus of Historical American English 

and British National Corpus), literary sources, and spoken discourse transcripts. 

 A total of 96 idioms referring explicitly to women were identified and classified 

into four primary thematic categories: 

Appearance and Physical Attributes – idioms that emphasize beauty, attire, or 

physical characteristics (e.g., as pretty as a picture, the fairer sex, dressed to kill). 

Behavior and Personality Traits – idioms describing women’s temperaments, 

virtues, or flaws (e.g., hell hath no fury like a woman scorned, mother hen, catty 

remarks). 

Social and Familial Roles – idioms reflecting traditional female positions in 

family and society (e.g., old maid, lady of the house, kept woman). 

Metaphorical and Animal Associations – idioms comparing women to animals, 

objects, or natural phenomena (e.g., silly cow, shrinking violet, belle of the ball). 

Among these, behavior and personality traits were the most frequent category 

(37% of occurrences), suggesting that English idioms often focus on perceived 

emotional and interpersonal characteristics of women. 

 When idioms were grouped by their historical emergence, two clear trends 

emerged: 

Pre-20th century idioms tended to emphasize women’s domestic roles, chastity, 

and beauty. For example, the weaker vessel (Biblical origin) and angel in the house 

(Victorian era) reflect patriarchal ideals of femininity. 

Post-20th century idioms display greater diversity, including ironic or humorous 

portrayals of women (e.g., yummy mummy, girl boss, arm candy), reflecting shifts in 

gender relations and cultural attitudes. Interestingly, some older idioms have shifted 

in meaning or usage frequency. Old maid, once common, is now less used due to its 

derogatory implications, while leading lady has expanded beyond theater to denote 

prominent women in any field. 

A sentiment analysis of the idioms revealed: 

Negative connotation: 52% (e.g., nagging wife, gold digger, battle-axe) 

Neutral connotation: 27% (e.g., first lady, matriarch, lady-in-waiting) 

Positive connotation: 21% (e.g., rose among thorns, queen bee, woman of 

substance) 

Negative connotations were particularly dominant in idioms describing older 

women or those outside traditional norms, indicating persistent linguistic bias. 

Corpus data showed that idioms about women appear more frequently in informal 

spoken discourse ( often in humorous or sarcastic tones), media and entertainment ( 

headlines, movie titles, and advertising campaigns frequently use idioms to evoke 

familiarity and emotional resonance),  literature (classic and modern novels alike 
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employ idioms for characterization). For instance, hell hath no fury like a woman 

scorned appeared 312 times in the British National Corpus, predominantly in 

journalistic and dramatic contexts. 

Survey responses from 60 English native speakers (ages 18–65) indicated that 

younger respondents (18–30) recognized fewer traditional idioms, relying more on 

modern slang. However, older respondents (50+) knew more historical idioms and 

perceived them as part of cultural heritage, even if some were now considered 

politically incorrect. Female respondents expressed greater sensitivity to derogatory 

idioms, often citing them as reinforcing stereotypes. 

CONCLUSION 

This study has provided a comprehensive examination of idioms used to express 

women in English society, revealing the complex interplay between language, 

culture, and gender perceptions. By analyzing a diverse corpus of idiomatic 

expressions from historical and contemporary sources, the research has highlighted 

both continuity and change in the ways women are portrayed through figurative 

language. 

Firstly, the thematic analysis showed that idioms referring to women 

predominantly fall into categories related to appearance, behavior, social roles, and 

power. Traditionally, idioms have emphasized women’s physical beauty and 

domestic responsibilities, reflecting long-standing patriarchal norms that define 

femininity largely in terms of aesthetics and caretaking. These idioms often carry 

implicit or explicit value judgments that reinforce gender stereotypes, such as the 

expectation of women to be submissive, nurturing, and primarily oriented towards 

family life. 

Secondly, the historical perspective demonstrated that many idioms originated in 

periods when gender roles were rigidly defined, and language functioned as a means 

of social control by perpetuating certain ideals. Expressions like “old maid” or “fallen 

woman” exemplify how idiomatic language could stigmatize women who deviated 

from societal expectations. However, the study also identified the gradual evolution 

of idioms, particularly in the 20th and 21st centuries, where newer expressions began 

to reflect changing attitudes toward gender equality and female empowerment. 

Modern idioms such as “glass ceiling” and “girl boss” illustrate the increasing 

visibility and agency of women in public and professional spheres. 

Thirdly, the sentiment and pragmatic analyses revealed a predominance of 

negative or stereotypical connotations within idiomatic expressions about women. 

Despite progress, many idioms still implicitly or explicitly convey limiting or 

derogatory views. Animal metaphors and expressions focusing on emotional 

volatility continue to depict women in ways that can trivialize or marginalize their 
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roles. At the same time, positive and neutral idioms exist but are fewer in number, 

indicating that linguistic representations have yet to fully embrace the diversity and 

complexity of women’s experiences. 

The cross-generational and sociocultural data further underscore how idioms 

function not only as reflections of cultural attitudes but also as dynamic linguistic 

tools subject to reinterpretation and contestation. Younger generations tend to use a 

more diverse and often ironic set of idioms that both draw on and challenge 

traditional stereotypes, while older generations may retain and value idioms rooted in 

historical contexts. This linguistic diversity mirrors broader societal tensions between 

tradition and change regarding gender roles. 

 In conclusion, idioms in English serve as a revealing lens through which to 

examine societal attitudes toward women. While many idioms perpetuate traditional 

stereotypes that constrain women’s identities, there is evidence of gradual linguistic 

and cultural shifts toward more inclusive and empowering representations. This 

duality highlights the need for continued critical attention to language use and for 

promoting awareness of how idiomatic expressions influence and reflect gender 

perceptions. Future research could expand this work by comparing idiomatic 

expressions across different languages and cultures or by quantitatively tracking 

changes in idiom usage over time through larger corpora. Ultimately, understanding 

and addressing gendered idioms is an important step in fostering more equitable and 

nuanced cultural narratives about women. 
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