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How Language Turns Life into Metaphor
Language isn’t just about words, it’s about how we make sense of the world. And few things are more revealing (or more fun) than the idioms and phrases people use every day. These expressions pack history, humor, and a cultural wink into just a few words.
So, what happens when we zoom out and look at how different countries describe the same experiences, frustration, confusion, mischief, success? Well, let’s just say: the world talks in color.
Let’s begin our global tour with a few familiar favorites, then go deeper with more unexpected gems.

Everyday Feelings, Expressed Wildly
United States
“Pouring salt in the wound” – Adding insult to injury. A universal image that still stings.
France
“Avoir le cafard” – Literally “to have the cockroach.” It means to feel down or gloomy. Who knew heartbreak came with antennae?
Japan
“Hana ni tsuku” – “Stuck in the nose.” A small but persistent irritation you just can’t shake.
Greece
“Den idroni to afti tou” – “His ear doesn’t sweat.” Translation? He couldn’t care less.
Vietnam
“Như cá gặp nước” – “Like a fish in water.” Someone completely in their element.

When Work Feels Like a Joke
Thailand
“Beating a snake for a crow to eat” – Doing all the hard work so someone else can take the credit.
Sweden
“To slide in on a shrimp sandwich” – Coasting to success with no effort.
Brazil
“Pegar o bonde andando” – “Catching a moving tram.” Jumping into something already in progress, hoping to keep up.
Germany
“Tomaten auf den Augen haben” – “To have tomatoes on your eyes.” Blind to the obvious.

Disasters, Mistakes, and Mess-Ups
Argentina
“Estar al horno con papas” – “In the oven with potatoes.” You’re fully cooked, and in trouble.
Colombia
“Meter la pata” – “To put in the paw.” A slip-up. Usually awkward. Sometimes hilarious.
Bulgaria
“Did a cat drink your brain?” – A delightfully weird way to question someone’s judgment.
Russia
“Hanging noodles on someone’s ears” – Lying so obviously it’s absurd.
Netherlands
“Making the cat wise” – Telling a story even a cat wouldn’t believe.

Cultural Wisdom, One Phrase at a Time
Middle East (Arabic):
"على قد لحافك مد رجليك"
“Stretch your legs according to your blanket.”
Meaning: Don’t live beyond your means.
China
“Horse horse tiger tiger.” Mediocre, slapdash. Somewhere between “meh” and “could be worse.”
Scotland
“Wheesht.” Just… hush.
Mexico
“Estar en el quinto pino” – “In the fifth pine tree.” That place is far. Really far.
Nigeria (Pidgin)
“Shine your eye.” Stay sharp.

Comparisons You Didn’t See Coming
Norway
“Det var ikke helt Texas” – “That wasn’t totally Texas.” Texans, brace yourselves: in Norway, your name means wild, lawless chaos. (Affectionately, of course.)
Australia
“Carrying on like a pork chop.” Dramatic, over-the-top behavior. Bonus points if it's in public.
Chile
“More boring than a Monday.” Some things need no translation.
South Korea
“Hang it on the ear, it’s an earring. Hang it on the nose, it’s a nose ring.” It’s all about how you spin the story.

Food, Luck, and Folly
Italy
“In bocca al lupo” – “Into the wolf’s mouth.” Italians say this to wish you luck. The proper reply? “Crepi il lupo!” – “May the wolf die!”
Egypt
“Killing two birds with a stone.” Not much different from English, but still graphic and effective.
Sri Lanka
“To bake bread with your heart.” Putting genuine effort into something meaningful.
Denmark
“To wear marzipan.” Putting on a sugary-sweet fake attitude.
Philippines
“Gigil.” That irresistible urge to squeeze something cute. No direct English equivalent.
Laos
“Shadow poop.” Don’t ask, just be grateful, it means a surprising stroke of luck.

The Absurd and Surreal
Turkey
“The water of the water of the rabbit.” An idea that’s been diluted into oblivion.
Malaysia
“Like a monkey with flowers.” Someone who doesn’t understand the value of what they have.
Cuba
“More lost than an octopus in a garage.” Completely, utterly confused.
Lithuania
“Death with a milk jug.” A morbid but comically domestic image of unavoidable doom.
Slovakia
“To have butter on your head.” You're guilty, and pretending you’re not.

Final Thoughts: Why This Matters
Idioms are linguistic time capsules. They tell us how a culture sees the world, what it laughs at, what it fears, what it values. Whether it's the Japanese “no time to open eyes and nose,” or Haitians saying “Behind mountains, there are mountains,” each phrase offers a glimpse into a mindset.
So, which idiom made you laugh? Which one made you pause?
Next Up:
Idioms about love and heartbreak from around the world. (Spoiler: the French aren’t the only ones with bugs in their hearts.)

