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A Study on Characteristics of American Expressions
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Abstract

This paper is designed to find out characteristics of American expressions in order to
contribute to English teaching in Korea. American English is the language transplanted
from the British Isles in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, molded by the subse-
quent history of the colonies and the new nation, and affected by interaction in the rest
of the world and by contact with other languages such as German, French, Spanish and
Italian.

The two varieties of English, British English and American English, have never been
so different as we have imagined, and main tendency has clearly been that of convergence
and ever greater similarity. The structure of American English is very much like that of
British English. The basic vocabulary is the same and there is a common freightage of
literary association. Differences in pronunciation is considerable but is not so great. The

differences lie in the idiomatic vocabulary that makes up a large part of spoken language.

What is mainly different between American English and British English is the common
speech in its everyday usage and American speech is viewed as an expressive emotional
instrument.
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“The two varieties of English have never been so different as people have imagined, and the
dominant tendency, for several decades now, has clearly been that of convergency and ever

greater similarity.
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Sam is @ real cat. He never blows his stack and hardly ever flies off the handle. What's more, he
knows how to get away with things : Well, of course, he is getting on, too. . His hair is pepper and
salt, but he knows to make up for lost time by taking it easy, He gets up early, works out, and
turns in early. He takes care of the hot dog stand like a breeze until he gets time off. Sam’s got it
made; this is it for him. ‘

Sam is really a calm person. He never loses control of himself and hardly ever becomes too
angry. Furthermore, he knows how to manage his business financially by using a few tricks ---
Needless to say, he, too, is getting older. His hair is beginning to turn grey, but he knows how
to compensate for wasted time by relaxing. He rises early, exercises, and goes to bed early. He
manages his frankfurter dispensary without visible effort, until it is someone else’s turn to work

there. Sam is successful, he has reached his life goal.
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1) Albert H. Marckwardt and Randolph Quirk: A Common Language; (The British Broadcasting
Corporation and The Voice of America), 1964.

2) Maxime Tull Boatner and John Edward Gates; Adictionary of American Idioms, (Barron’s
Educational Series, Inc. Woodbury, New York, 1975.

3) Robert B.Costello: American Expressions; (McGraw-Hill Book Company), 1981, New York.
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We enjoy picturesque phrases; they may be colorful, humorous, ironic, fanciful, blunt, nasty,

vulgar—but they are, above all, expressive and creative.
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“French resist barbaric intrusions into the language of Voltaire and Descartes. But American
English-has traditionally welcomed any bright word that sailed in, no matter how ragged it may

have looked on arrival. That whitemanesque hospitality has given America the richest slang in
the world.”
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4) Max Lerner; America as A Civilization; (Simon and Schuster) New York, 1957.
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To be sure, some of the greatest writing by Americans was still to be done in the classical
English literary tongue, and men like Henry James could make a supple literary instrument of
it. The short story, the movie script, the vaudeville, the musical comedy; the newspaper column,
the mystery thriller, the crime and sports reporting, the radio gagster—all came under the spell
of the new idiom that had been shaped by the rhythms and mintage of American speech. With-
out this richness, the popular arts could not have gained their hold on Americans. Even the
formal art of the novel was transformed, as witness Anderson, Lewis, Larder, Hemingway,
Farrel, Faulkner, Steinbeck, O’Hara, James Cain, Nelson Algren-—-to name writers widely

removed in method and artistry, yet all of whom have become masters of American speech.
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1. Achievement and success 2. Activity and work

3. Moral orientation 4. Humanitarian mores
5. Efficiency and practicality 6. Progress

7. Material comfort 8. Equality

9. Freedom 10. External conformity
11. Scienceé and rationality 12. Nationalism-patriotism
13. Democracy 14. Individual personality

15. Group-superiority themes.
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One might then say that a transplanted language is cut off from its roots and begins to func-
tion in new surroundings, in new roles and new contexts. This newness initiates changes in
language. It is these changes which eventually result in certain characteristic linguistic manifesta-
tions and are identified with labels such as the “Australianness” in one variety, the “American-
ness” in another variety, or the “Indianness” in still another variety of English. These linguistic
characteristics can be described with reference to the typical linguistically relevant “clue marking”
indicators such as those of social status, geographical origin, caste membership, or educational
background, and in term of linguistic levels. Thus, “Americanness” in American English lies in
the way Americans pronounce words, combine smaller units into larger units, and use the vocab-
ulary.
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9 to fly off the handle to blow one’s stack
to be up the creek believe one’s ears
beyond one’s depth blaze a trail
break one’s neck cop a plea
hang out one’s shingle on a pedestal
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An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth

God tempers the wind to the shorn lamb.

Don’t wash your dirty linen in public.

A fool and his money are soon parted.
Lightning never strikes twice in the same place.
Game is not worth the candle.

Nothing succeeds like success.

Don’t change horses in midstream.

If you can’t beat them, join them.

If the shoe fits, wear it.
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As easy as ABC As easy as pie Smart as a whip  Quiet as a church

Happy as a clam Clear as day Feel like a million dollars  like a duck takes to water
Like a fish out of water  fit as a fiddle  Good as gold  Clear as the nose on one’s face
Flat as a board Eat like a bird Spend like a drunken sailor Neat as Pin

Sleep like a baby
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get one’s head on

beat one’s head against a brick wall
keep one’s head above water

love one’s head

put one’s head in a noose

swelled head

put head together

off one’s head

2) 22 = A.

clear-eyed

have an eye out

catch one’s eye

give the glad eye

walk into with one’s eye open
meet one’s eyes

out of the corner of one’s eyes
spit in one’ eyes

make goo-goo eyes

make one’s eyes bug out
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have a hand in

set one’s hand to

have one’s hands tied

wash one’s hands of

take one’s life in one’s hands
raise a hand

soil one’s hands
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keep one’s head

price on one’s head
hang over one’s head
take it into one’s head
big head

turn one’s head

fall head over heels

have one’s head in the cloud

eyes in the back of the head
keep a watchful eye

give on the eye

have one’s eye out for

lay eyes on

set eyes on

make eyes at

feast one’s eyes on

not a dry eye in the house

sit on one’s hands

try one’s hand

eat out of one’s hands

tip one’s hands

wait on hand and foot
have heavy on one’s hands

have on one’s hands

— 49—

A9 A4k,
oz BTe AR WAAAA 2004 Fako] AlA 379 T4d, AALE
s
A



@4 ¥== g A.

show one’s face

come face to face with

cut off one’s nose to spite one's face,

stand with one’s face hanging out
slap in the face
long face

clear as the nose on one’s face
Gy =z = A,

foot in the door

put one’s foot down
get one’s feet wet
knock off one’s feet
sweep off one’s feet
jump in with both feet
get a load off one’s feet

get off on the wrong foot

(6) #=Z = AH.

all ears

keep one’s ear open

prick up one’s ear

pull in one’s ears

make one’s ear turn prick
turn a deaf ear
(D &otetez = A.
cross one’s fingers

turn around one’s little finger
wrap around one’s little finger
work one's finger to the bone
have a finger in the pie
thumb up

five-finger discount
8) S22 = A.

fly at one’s throat
stick in one’s throat

ram down one’s throat
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set one’s face against

shut one’s face

talk until one is blue in the face
blow up in one’s face

red in the face

can’t show one’s face in public

a face that only a mother could love

drag one’s feet

put one’s best foot forward

let no grass grow under one’s feet
land on both feet

keep one’s feet

throw oneself at one’s feet

cold feet

heavy-footed

ear to the ground

lend an ear

bring down around one’s ears
believe one’s ear

music to one’s ear

try behind the ears

lay a finger on
under one’s thumb
lift a finger

thumb in the eye
point the finger
snap one’s finger at
all thumbs

jump down one’s throat
have a lump in one's throat

have by the throat
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fly in the teeth of

by the skin of one’s teeth
armed to the teeth

fed to the teeth

10 g=2= g A.

take the bit in one’s mouth
shut one’s mouth

bad mouth

by word of mouth
down-in~-the-mouth

laugh on the other side of one’s mouth
an 3z = AH.

put one’s nose to the grindstone
stick one’s nose into

keep one’s nose clean

keep one’s nose out of

under the nose of

have one’s nose in a sling

have one’s nose in a book

hold one’s nose
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go like a horse afire

on one’s high horse

a horse of different color
go see a man about a horse
hold one’s horses

eat before the horse

change horses in midstream
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go to the dogs
top dog

lead a dog’s life
in the doghouse

pull one’s teeth

get one’s teeth into
kick in the teeth

set one’s teeth on edge

keep one’s mouth shut

out of the mouth of babies

say a mouthful

run off at the mouth

have one’s heart in one’s mouth

put one’s foot in one’s mouth

hard-nosed

keep one’s nose to the grindstone
turn up one’s nose

pay through the nose

no skin cff one’s nose

put one’s nose out of joint

see beyond one’s nose

look down one’s nose

bet on the wrong horse

war horse

eat like a horse

look a gift horse in the mouth
horse sense

horse around

come down off one’s high horse

sick as a dog

eat high off the dog
set dogs on

Every dog has his day
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dog in the manger dog-eat-dog
dog’s age let sleeping dogs lie
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cat’s pajamas cat-and-mouse

cat has one’s tongue scaredy-cat

look like a cat that ate the canary copy cat

curiosity killed the cat afraid-cat

holy cats let the cat out of the bag
play cat and mouse with cats and dogs

@ 2= 8 AH.

strong as a bull load of bull

cock~and-bull story shoot the bull

hit the bull’s eye take the bull by the horns
bull in a china shop bull session
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do great guns jump the gun
go great guns until the last gun was fired
stand by one’s guns stick to one’s guns
beat the gun bring out of the big guns
bring out the heavy artillery big gun
blow a gasket give her the gun
give it the gun quick on the trigger
2 €= = A
cross swords put to the sword
saber rattling sword rattling
look daggers at swords’ point

3 BEtle=z El AH.

drop a bomb drop a bombshell
explode a bombshell lay a bomb
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feel like a million dollars

bright like a new penny

on a dime

cash on the line

hard cash

in the money

make a mint

pinch pennies

dime store

put one’s money on a scratched horse

for love or money

243 57} AEol BL 253 3507 ARel £ol Bl Fol Bol A4 &

feel like two cents
queer as a three-dollar bill
cash on the barrelhead
cold cash

have money to burn
made of money
penny-pinching

red cent

dime a dozen

not worth a dime

thin as a dime
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know one’s onions

apple polish

spill the beans

carrot and stick

be nuts for

sour grapes

peaches and cream

hot potato

cross one’s palm

cast bread up on the waters
bread and butter

nutty as a fruitcake

pie in the sky

apple pie order

go pound salt

butter woundn’t melt in one’s mouth
dish of tea

take with a grain of salt
fat in the fire

meat-and-potatoes

dangle a carrot

how do you like them apples
banana oil

cool as a cucumber

go bananas

know beans

use one’s bean

smooth apple

as easy as pie

sell like hotcakes

proof of the pudding is in the eating
eat humble pie

know which side one’s bread is buttered on
stew in one’s own juice

big cheese

cup of tea

pour salt in the wound

chew the fat

bring home the bacon
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the mouth), 7|42 t}s}=] (bed of roses, bee in one’s bonnet, cow college), £ 2% 1 (ask
for moon, butterflies in one’s stomach), A1%#-& = (put a flea in one’s ear, beat one’s brain
out, bite the hand that feeds one)& 7}x] . St
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