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Abstract. This article defines key linguistic and cultural features of English phraseological units
connected with labor and professional activity. Using a semantic and stylistic approach, it classifies
work-related idioms according to dominant metaphorical source domains as physical effort,
tools/mechanics, movement/career, time/energy, considers idioms originating from occupations and
instruments, and describes structural properties such as fixedness and limited variability. The
analysis shows that labor idioms encode social evaluations of diligence, efficiency, responsibility,
and career progress, which is important for language learning and intercultural communication.
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Introduction

Work is one of the most influential social practices in human life. It shapes daily routines, identity,
social status, and relationships. In contemporary society, labor is not only a basic means of survival
but also a marker of achievement, competence, ambition, and responsibility. These values are
reflected in language through vocabulary, grammar, and, very clearly, through phraseological units—
idioms, proverbs, and other fixed expressions that describe attitudes to work and professional
behavior.

English contains a large number of work-related idioms that communicate more than literal meanings.
Expressions such as keep one’s nose to the grindstone, climb the corporate ladder, and pull one’s
weight are widely used because they provide compact, vivid evaluations of effort, discipline,
teamwork, and career success. In many cases, their meanings are metaphorical: they describe abstract
work processes through concrete images taken from physical action, tools, movement, and the
management of time and energy.

Studying labor-related phraseological units is important for three reasons. First, these units represent
culturally shared experience: they preserve social judgments about “good” and “bad” work behavior.
Second, they reveal how a speech community conceptualizes professional life (e.g., as effort,
competition, progress, or system functioning). Third, they are highly relevant in language education
and intercultural communication because idioms often create comprehension problems for learners
and may not be directly transferable into other languages.

Literature Review

Phraseology has been described as a field that investigates stable word-combinations whose meaning
is not simply the sum of their parts. Within this tradition, idioms are treated as units with semantic
integrity, imagery, and restricted combinability. Scholars such as A.V. Kunin emphasize the systemic
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nature of phraseology and describe idioms as stable combinations with specific semantic and stylistic
properties. In Uzbek linguistics, researchers including A.E. Mamatov highlight how phraseological
units represent cultural knowledge and how their stability supports expressive and pragmatic
functions in speech.

Modern approaches often explain idioms through the theory of conceptual metaphor (e.g., Lakoff &
Johnson). In this view, figurative language is not only decorative; it reflects how people understand
abstract domains (work, success, responsibility) through more concrete experience (movement, tools,
bodily effort). Therefore, idioms like burn the midnight oil or climb the ladder can be understood as
linguistic evidence of broader conceptual models.

Another important concept in phraseological studies is fixedness. Fixedness refers to the relative
stability of an idiom’s lexical composition and syntactic pattern. However, most researchers also
acknowledge that fixedness is not absolute.

Analysis
Metaphorical Motivation in Labor-Related Idioms

A large share of work-related idioms are metaphorical. Instead of describing labor directly, they use
concrete images that make professional experience easier to imagine. Four major metaphorical
patterns are especially productive.

Work as Physical Effort

Many idioms conceptualize work as bodily strain or endurance. Such expressions foreground
discipline and persistence and often imply that success requires sustained effort.

» to work one’s fingers to the bone — to work extremely hard

» to keep one’s nose to the grindstone — 10 stay focused and work continuously
» to put one’s shoulder to the wheel — t0 make a strong effort to achieve a goal
» to be snowed under — to have too much work, to be overloaded

These idioms present labor as demanding and sometimes exhausting. The imagery implies that work
is not simply an activity but a test of willpower. The expression snowed under also adds a sense of
pressure: work becomes a heavy mass covering a person.

Work as a Tool/Mechanical Process

Another productive pattern represents work as machine-like functioning. The workplace is framed as
a system where parts must coordinate, and efficiency depends on organization.

» to be a cog in the machine — to be a small but necessary part of a larger system

» to hammer out a solution — to create a solution through effort and repeated attempts
» to run like clockwork — to function smoothly and predictably

» to gear up (for work / for a project) — to prepare and become ready

Mechanical metaphors highlight routine, structure, and teamwork. The idiom cog in the machine may
carry mixed evaluation: it can acknowledge importance, but also suggests limited individuality.

Work and Career as Movement

Career development is frequently conceptualized as movement, especially upward movement. This
reflects a social model of professional life as progress, competition, and advancement.

» to climb the corporate ladder — to advance in a career hierarchy

» to get one’s foot in the door — t0 gain an initial opportunity in a company/field
» to be on the fast track — to progress quickly, often toward promotion

» to move up the ranks — to gain higher position/status

2 AMERICAN Journal of Language, Literacy and Learning in STEM Education WWWw. grnjournal.us



These idioms express a strong orientation to achievement. They frame career as a path where speed
and direction matter. They also suggest that opportunities can be limited and must be “entered”
strategically (foot in the door).

Work as Time and Energy Management

Many labor-related idioms focus not on the type of work but on the resources required to perform it:
time and energy. This cluster highlights efficiency, responsibility, and stamina.

Time-focused idioms

» to burn the midnight oil — to work late into the night

» to putin long hours — to work for many hours

» to waste no time — to act immediately and efficiently

» to invest time (in work / in training) — to spend time productively for future benefit
Energy-focused idioms

» to run out of steam — to lose energy or motivation

» to keep one’s energy up — to maintain effort and concentration

» to give one’s all — to devote maximum effort

These idioms reflect a cultural emphasis on productivity and time management. At the same time,
expressions like run out of steam recognize human limits and suggest that work depends on both
discipline and physical/mental resources.

Occupational and Tool-Based Origins of Labor Idioms

A significant number of work idioms originate from concrete professional activities. Even when the
original practice is historical, the idiom remains active because its imagery is understandable and
adaptable.

Idioms from Specific Professions
» to learn the ropes — to learn how to do a job (origin: sailing; ropes and rigging)

» to carry coals to Newcastle — to do something unnecessary (origin: coal trade; Newcastle as a
coal-producing area)

These idioms show how professional knowledge becomes generalized. Learn the ropes is especially
productive in modern workplaces, even when no one thinks about ships. The occupational origin
strengthens its meaning: a beginner must master complex systems and routines.

Idioms Expressing Social Evaluation of Jobs and Workplace Behavior

Some labor-related idioms explicitly evaluate job status and professional ethics:

» acushy job — comfortable, easy work (often implying privilege)

» adead-end job — work with no career prospects

» aback-seat driver — a person who gives unwanted advice and tries to control others

These expressions reveal social judgments about work quality and career opportunities. They also
regulate behavior: calling someone a back-seat driver criticizes interference and promotes appropriate
professional boundaries.

Pragmatic and Evaluative Functions in Discourse

Labor idioms do not only “name” work situations; they often evaluate people and influence behavior.
» Positive evaluation / encouragement:

v’ give it your all suggests commitment and motivation.
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pull your weight supports fairness and teamwork norms.
Negative evaluation / criticism:

spin your wheels criticizes inefficiency.

dead-end job signals low prospects and dissatisfaction.
Workplace regulation:

N NN 2

tighten the screws indicates control and discipline, often from management.

This pragmatic power explains why work idioms are frequent in professional and everyday
communication: they provide socially recognized judgments about performance and responsibility.

Discussion

The analysis suggests that English labor-related phraseological units encode a coherent set of cultural
ideas about work. Several tendencies are especially clear.

First, the dominant metaphors (effort, machines, movement, time/energy) show that work is
conceptualized as both a physical and an organized process. Even in modern service and digital
economies, idioms continue to use traditional images (grindstones, wheels, hammers). This indicates
that historical experience remains linguistically productive.

Second, many idioms emphasize values of productivity and progress. Movement metaphors (ladder,
fast track) highlight competition and career orientation. Time metaphors (burn the midnight oil, waste
no time) foreground the idea of time as a resource. Such idioms often imply that professional success
depends on discipline and efficient resource management.

Third, labor idioms also express social evaluation: they judge behavior and status. Expressions like
cushy job or dead-end job do more than describe; they categorize work socially. This evaluative
dimension is important for intercultural competence because such judgments may differ across
societies and may not have direct equivalents.

Work-related idioms present challenges for learners because meanings are figurative and culturally
grounded. Effective teaching should therefore combine:

» explanation of metaphorical images,

» context-based practice (dialogues, workplace scenarios),

» attention to appropriate register (formal vs informal),

» contrast with equivalents or near-equivalents in the learner’s native language.
Conclusion

English labor-related phraseological units provide rich evidence of how work and professional
activity are conceptualized and evaluated in language. Their main linguistic features include strong
metaphorical motivation (effort, mechanics, movement, time/energy), occupational and tool-based
imagery, and core fixedness with limited grammatical variability. Pragmatically, these idioms
function as compact evaluative tools that express cultural attitudes toward diligence, responsibility,
efficiency, teamwork, and career growth. For language education and intercultural studies, labor
idioms are valuable because they integrate lexical meaning with social norms and cultural
expectations.
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