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Abstract

This study explores the diverse functions of names in idiomatic expressions,
focusing on how proper names—such as personal, historical, and cultural references—
contribute to meaning-making in language. Names in idioms serve multiple roles
including personification, historical and literary allusion, stereotype activation,
metonymic reference, and stylistic enhancement. By encapsulating cultural knowledge
and social values, these idioms act as linguistic shortcuts that convey complex ideas
with brevity and emotional resonance. The analysis highlights both the communicative
effectiveness and the potential social implications of name-based idioms, offering

insights into the intersection of language, culture, and cognition.
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Idioms are a vital part of language, offering speakers a way to express
complex ideas, emotions, and cultural meanings with economy and vividness. Among
the many types of idiomatic expressions, those that incorporate proper names—such
as personal names, historical figures, or place names—hold a unique position. These
idioms go beyond mere figurative language; they encapsulate cultural references,
historical knowledge, social stereotypes, and shared beliefs. The presence of a name in
an idiom often serves not only as a linguistic label but also as a rich source of meaning,
evoking images, emotions, and associations rooted in the collective memory of a

speech community.

@ https://scientific-jl.org/obr «4328%» Buinyck scypnana Ne-71
Yacmv—4  urwna—2025



g ’,é ObPA30OBAHHE HAYKA U HHHOBAIIHOHHBIE H/IEH B MHPE I b\ l
2181-

Names in idioms fulfill several important functions. They can personify
abstract qualities or behaviors, turning a concept into a relatable human figure. They
frequently serve as historical or literary allusions, drawing on well-known narratives
to convey deeper meanings. In other cases, names activate social or cultural
stereotypes, enabling quick and sometimes humorous communication, although not
without ethical concerns. Names can also function metonymically, standing for broader
ideas or institutions, and they often enhance the idiom's memorability through their

specificity and familiarity.

This paper explores the various functions of names in idioms, examining
how they contribute to meaning-making in language and culture. By analyzing
idiomatic expressions across different contexts, we gain insights into how names serve
as powerful linguistic tools—tools that compress history, emotion, and social

commentary into compact, resonant forms of expression.

Idioms containing proper names—such as personal names, historical figures,
or place names—are common across languages and serve various linguistic, cultural,
and cognitive functions. These idiomatic expressions often go beyond literal
interpretation and reflect deeper societal knowledge, collective memory, and
stereotypical associations. The functions of names in idioms can be broadly categorized
into personification, historical or literary allusion, stereotype activation, metonymic

reference, mnemonic function, and humor.

Personification:

Names in idioms often personify abstract qualities or generalized behaviors. For
instance, saying someone is “a Romeo” personifies the trait of romantic idealism using
a well-known literary figure. This function brings abstract ideas to life, making them
more vivid and emotionally resonant. Similarly, the idiom “every Tom, Dick, and

Harry” uses generic male names to represent the concept of any ordinary person.
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Through personification, idioms create relatable and culturally recognizable

representations of complex traits or behaviors.
Historical and Literary Allusion

Many idioms employ names that allude to historical or literary figures,
embedding a cultural narrative within a compact phrase. For example, “to meet one’s
Waterloo” refers to Napoleon’s defeat and symbolizes a decisive downfall. “A Judas
kiss” invokes the biblical story of betrayal. These idioms rely on shared cultural or
literary knowledge, acting as a form of intertextual shorthand. They convey complex

ideas succinctly and draw on the listener’s familiarity with history or mythology.
Stereotype Activation

Proper names in idioms often trigger cultural or personality stereotypes.
Phrases like “He’s a Scrooge” or “She’s a Karen” instantly evoke a set of widely
recognized attributes—miserliness or entitlement, respectively. These names function
as cognitive shortcuts, allowing speakers to convey layered meanings efficiently.
While effective for communication, this function also has ethical implications, as it

may reinforce social biases and stereotypes.
Metonymic and Symbolic Reference

Names in idioms can function metonymically, representing something
closely associated with the name. “All roads lead to Rome” uses Rome as a symbol of
centrality and authority. Similarly, “opening Pandora’s box” symbolizes unleashing
uncontrollable problems, based on Greek mythology. These idioms compress abstract
or complex phenomena into familiar referents, enabling efficient and evocative

communication.

Mnemonic and Stylistic Functions
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The specificity and familiarity of names make idioms more memorable. For
example, “Dear John letter” is a widely recognized way to describe a breakup letter, its
memorability anchored by the proper name. Names add stylistic color and narrative
flair, making idioms not only easier to recall but also more impactful in speech and

writing.
Humor and Playfulness

Many idiomatic names introduce humor or irony. “Nervous Nellie” or
“Johnny-come-lately” use alliteration and naming to create a humorous or mildly
mocking tone. This function enhances the expressive richness of idioms and adds a

rhetorical dimension to everyday language.

In summary, names in idioms serve as powerful linguistic tools that
encapsulate cultural narratives, convey complex traits, and enhance memorability.
Their functions are deeply rooted in shared knowledge and social context, making them

both effective and culturally significant forms of expression.
Conclusion

The use of names in idiomatic expressions is far more than a stylistic flourish;
it is a reflection of the intricate interplay between language, culture, and cognition.
Throughout this exploration of idioms containing personal, historical, and cultural
names, it becomes evident that such names function as linguistic shortcuts that carry a
wealth of implied meaning. These idioms not only enrich the expressive capacity of

language but also serve as vessels of shared cultural knowledge and social values.

Names in idioms perform multiple communicative roles. They personify
traits, making abstract concepts more relatable through human figures. They act as
allusions to historical, literary, or biblical narratives, embedding cultural memory
within language. They activate stereotypes—sometimes humorously, sometimes

critically—allowing speakers to convey complex character judgments efficiently.
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Additionally, names function metonymically, symbolizing broader entities or ideas,
and they enhance the memorability and stylistic impact of idioms through specificity

and familiarity.

However, while these functions contribute to linguistic richness, they also
raise questions about the perpetuation of cultural biases and the ethical implications of
stereotype-driven expressions. Understanding the roles that names play in idioms is
therefore essential not only from a linguistic standpoint but also from a sociocultural

and cognitive perspective.

In sum, idioms with names are powerful communicative tools that compactly
convey history, emotion, identity, and ideology. Their study offers valuable insights
into how language encapsulates and transmits collective human experience,

highlighting the enduring power of names to shape meaning in everyday discourse.
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