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Abstract
This article explores the psycholinguistic aspects of English phraseological units
(PUs) that denote intellectual abilities, focusing on how such expressions are
cognitively processed and semantically interpreted. Phraseological units like “sharp
mind” or “not the brightest bulb” encapsulate complex cognitive judgments through
metaphorical and cultural associations. Drawing on theories from cognitive
linguistics and psycholinguistics, the study examines the role of conceptual
metaphors, mental schemas, and conceptual blending in understanding idiomatic
expressions. It also analyzes the dichotomy between phraseological units that praise
intelligence and those that mock or question it, considering the cultural and social
connotations embedded in these expressions. The article further highlights the
implications of phraseological comprehension for language learners and educators,
proposing strategies for effective idiom instruction. By integrating linguistic structure
with cognitive function, the study sheds light on the deep interconnection between
language, thought, and social evaluation in the representation of intellect.
Key Words: phraseological units, intelligence, metaphor, psycholinguistics,
conceptual blending, idioms, cognition, semantic interpretation.

Introduction
Language is a cognitive tool that encodes human knowledge, beliefs, and values.
Among its many expressive forms, phraseological units (PUs)—also called idioms or
set expressions—play a crucial role in conveying complex mental representations
through conventionalized forms. In English, PUs that denote intellectual abilities are
especially rich in metaphorical and cognitive content. Expressions like “sharp as a
tack,” “a few fries short of a Happy Meal,” or “bright spark” condense elaborate
cognitive judgments into culturally shared linguistic patterns. These phraseological
units not only enrich communication but also reveal how the human mind processes
figurative meaning and evaluates intelligence.

Psycholinguistics, which explores the interaction between linguistic structure and
cognitive function, provides tools to investigate how such expressions are understood,
stored, and produced. This article offers a psycholinguistic analysis of English
phraseological units that denote intellectual abilities, focusing on cognitive
mechanisms such as metaphor, conceptual blending, and memory processing, as well
as semantic interpretation shaped by cultural and social contexts.
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Main Body
1. The Nature of Phraseological Units in Cognitive Linguistics
Phraseological units are fixed or semi-fixed expressions whose overall meaning is
not entirely derivable from the meanings of their individual components. Cognitive
linguistics, as pioneered by Lakoff and Johnson, emphasizes that meaning in language
is largely metaphorical and arises from embodied experience. In this view, abstract
domains such as intellect are understood through more concrete domains like light,
sharpness, or movement [Lakoff G., Johnson M. 1980, p. 3].

For instance, the phrase “a bright spark” conceptualizes intelligence as light, implying
that a smart person is someone who "shines" cognitively. Similarly, “a sharp mind”
is based on the metaphor intelligence is sharpness, linking mental acuity to the tactile
perception of sharp objects [Kövecses Z. 2002, p. 102]. Such metaphors become
entrenched in language and are processed rapidly due to their frequency and
familiarity [Langlotz A. 2006, p. 67].

Cognitive linguists argue that PUs are not merely linguistic artifacts but reflect stable
cognitive mappings that guide how speakers conceptualize abstract qualities like
intelligence or foolishness [Gibbs R.W. 1994, p. 114].

2. Cognitive Mechanisms in Phraseological Processing
The comprehension of idiomatic expressions engages a range of psycholinguistic
mechanisms, including activation of the mental lexicon, metaphor recognition,
inference generation, and contextual adjustment [Swinney D.A., Cutler A. 1979, p.
528]. When a native speaker hears “not the brightest bulb in the box,” they
automatically activate a stored idiom schema rather than interpreting the phrase
literally.

Studies show that familiar idioms are stored holistically in the mental lexicon and are
accessed as single units, which explains their fast processing [Bobrow S.A., Bell S.M.
1973, p. 346]. Furthermore, comprehension often involves conceptual blending—a
cognitive operation that fuses two mental spaces (e.g., “tools” and “intelligence”) to
produce new meaning [Fauconnier G., Turner M. 2002, p. 44].

For example, “has a screw loose” involves blending the mechanical domain of tools
with human cognitive behavior, implying mental instability. The figurative meaning
becomes accessible through the blending of mismatched domains—a hallmark of
figurative language comprehension [Glucksberg S. 2001, p. 75].

3. Phraseological Units Denoting High Intellectual Abilities
English is rich in phraseological units that praise mental agility, brightness, and
knowledge. Expressions such as “quick on the uptake,” “smart cookie,” “bright
spark,” and “whiz kid” valorize different aspects of cognitive skill. These PUs often
rely on metaphorical mappings like:
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· SHARPNESS→ ANALYTICAL ABILITY (e.g., “sharp as a tack”)
· SPEED→ QUICK THINKING (e.g., “quick study”)
·LIGHT→ CLARITY OF THOUGHT (e.g., “bright mind”)
·MACHINERY→ EFFICIENCY (e.g., “mental engine”)

These metaphors are grounded in embodied experience. A “sharp” object cuts quickly
and efficiently, making “sharpness” an apt metaphor for mental clarity [Lakoff G.,
Johnson M. 1980, p. 92]. Similarly, speed is associated with effective problem-
solving, as in “fast thinker” or “ahead of the curve.”

Moreover, some PUs evoke encyclopedic knowledge, e.g., “walking encyclopedia,”
suggesting the brain is a storage device. This reflects the container metaphor: THE
MIND IS A CONTAINER OF INFORMATION [Kövecses Z. 2002, p. 140].

Cultural salience also affects interpretation. For instance, calling someone a
“brainiac” may suggest not just intelligence, but also social awkwardness or
eccentricity, showing that such PUs carry evaluative connotations in addition to
descriptive ones [Moon R. 1998, p. 53].

4. Phraseological Units Denoting Low Intellectual Abilities
Just as language praises intelligence, it also contains many idioms that mock or
diminish it. Expressions such as “not the sharpest tool in the shed,” “a few sandwiches
short of a picnic,” and “as thick as a brick” express cognitive deficiencies through
metaphorical mappings:

·DULLNESS OR DENSITY→ LACK OF INTELLIGENCE
·DEFECTIVE OBJECTS→MENTAL DEFICIENCY
· SLOWNESS→ LACK OF INSIGHT OR UNDERSTANDING

These metaphors often rely on exaggeration, humor, or euphemism. Saying someone
is “a few fries short of a Happy Meal” humorously implies cognitive incompleteness
while softening the insult through playful imagery [Nunberg G., Sag I.A., Wasow T.
1994, p. 501].

Such idioms also reinforce social norms about what counts as “normal” intelligence.
By conceptualizing stupidity as mechanical failure (“has a screw loose”) or physical
density (“thick as a post”), these PUs create vivid mental images that influence
listener perception [Dubrovina A.M. 2006, p. 46].

Interestingly, many of these expressions are culturally situated and carry class-based
or regional stereotypes. For example, “country bumpkin” implies not just intellectual
inferiority but also social naivety and rural backwardness, reinforcing cultural
hierarchies [Moon R. 1998, p. 81].
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5. Cultural and Social Aspects of Intellectual Phraseology
The phraseology of intelligence is shaped by cultural values and social ideologies. In
English-speaking cultures, traits like quick wit, problem-solving skills, and academic
success are celebrated. This is reflected in expressions such as “gifted,” “talented,” or
“natural genius.” At the same time, suspicion of overly theoretical or impractical
knowledge is evident in expressions like “too clever by half” or “book-smart but not
street-smart” [Kövecses Z. 2002, p. 177].

Many PUs are gendered or stereotyped. The phrase “beauty and brains” presumes
that intelligence and physical attractiveness rarely coincide in women, reflecting
patriarchal biases [Gibbs R.W. 1994, p. 138].

Humorous or euphemistic idioms allow speakers to navigate sensitive topics like low
intelligence without direct offense. In such cases, the function of the idiom is not just
to describe but to regulate social interaction [Glucksberg S. 2001, p. 112].

Moreover, phraseological units often reflect shifting cultural norms. As awareness
grows around neurodiversity and cognitive differences, expressions like “slow
learner” or “simple-minded” may become less socially acceptable, replaced by more
neutral or respectful alternatives [Pavlenko A. 2009, p. 92].

6. Psycholinguistic Implications for Language Learning and Teaching
Phraseological competence is a critical component of communicative language
ability. However, second language learners often find PUs challenging due to their
figurative meanings and cultural specificity. Psycholinguistic research suggests that
idiom comprehension can be improved by focusing on underlying metaphors and
providing contextualized examples [Zoltán K. 2007, p. 134].

Effective teaching strategies include:

·Metaphor awareness training
·Visual imagery and mental mapping
·Cross-linguistic comparison with L1 equivalents
·Using media and real-life dialogues to show idioms in use

These methods help learners form mental schemas that support faster retrieval and
better retention of idiomatic meaning [Langlotz A. 2006, p. 88]. Additionally,
presenting idioms in meaningful chunks rather than as isolated vocabulary promotes
holistic storage in the mental lexicon, much like native processing patterns [Swinney
D.A., Cutler A. 1979, p. 531].

Language educators are encouraged to treat idioms not as exceptions but as integral
to fluency, especially in expressing evaluation, humor, and emotional stance.
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Conclusion
Phraseological units in English that refer to intellectual abilities represent a unique
intersection of cognition, culture, and communication. These expressions—ranging
from flattering to disparaging—are built on metaphorical and embodied concepts that
map human experience onto language. Psycholinguistic analysis shows that such
idioms are processed through a combination of lexical storage, conceptual blending,
and contextual inference.

The metaphors underlying PUs—SHARPNESS, BRIGHTNESS, SPEED,
DENSITY, MALFUNCTION—reflect not only cognitive operations but also social
ideologies and cultural narratives. These phraseological structures shape how people
view intelligence and mental capacity, influencing perception, behavior, and
discourse.

For learners and educators, understanding the cognitive mechanisms behind these
expressions is essential for mastering the nuances of English. Teaching idioms with
attention to metaphor, cultural context, and usage fosters deeper linguistic and
intercultural competence.

By examining how language encodes intellectual traits, this study contributes to a
more nuanced understanding of how cognitive evaluations are shaped, shared, and
transformed through phraseological language.
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