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Abstract 

 

Idiomatic expressions are a fascinating subject for study, and it is impossible to learn or teach a language without 

talking about it. In this paper, the authors discuss certain syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic aspects of the idiomatic 

expressions on cats. The complex social and cultural meaning requires not only an understanding of their grammatical 

and syntactic structures but also a shared knowledge of the language and the culture it transmits, which creates a certain 

complicity and synergy between speakers. Furthermore, the correct interpretation of idiomatic expressions is often a 

source of difficulty for learners of a foreign language, even if they know the meaning of the lexicon (Gross G., 1996). 

Understanding these expressions in the age of globalization is essential for intercultural communication and 

comprehension. The French and German languages are full of expressions and proverbs referring to cats, the meaning 

and origin of which can sometimes seem obscure. We will illustrate this complexity with examples of idiomatic 

expressions on cats, along with their etymology. 
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According to the Explanatory Dictionary of 

the Romanian Language, as well as the New 

Universal Dictionary (2006) and the Illustrated 

Explanatory Dictionary (2007), the word cat is a 

derivative of the interjection with which the cute 

feline is called: pis!. This interjectional etymology 

can also be found in Ciorănescu's etymological 

dictionary ("the basic idea must be that of silent 

walking"), whose origin seems to be a remark by 

Lazăr Șăineanu, in his 1887 Essay on the 

Semasiology of the Romanian Language ("the 

names mîță and pisică... would therefore both be 

onomatopoetic"). The Dictionary of the Romanian 

Language (DLR, t. VIII, letter P, 1974) still 

contains the dominant explanation (pis + the suffix 

-ică), suggesting an alternative by referring to the 

dialectal Turkism pisik. The arguments for the 

borrowing explanation, most likely from Turkish, 

are much stronger than a hypothetical interjectional 

derivation. The word cat is attested in Romanian in 

the Pravila de la Govora (1640) and appears in the 

Bible of Bucharest (1688): "the creeping things 

that creep on the ground, the cat and the mice". In 

the Buda Lexicon (1825), most meanings and 

expressions are grouped under the term mâţă, but 

pisică is also recorded.  

Sextil Pușcariu described, in the Romanian 

Language, the regional distribution of the two 

terms: "In Muntenia and southeastern of Ardeal 

they say cat; in the rest of Romania, they say mâţă. 

As a Romanian uses one or other of these two 

words, you can tell where he comes from" (1976, 

p. 209). In the Redhouse 1998 Turkish-

English/English-Turkish Dictionary, the noun kedi 

appears as a common term for cat in present-day 

Turkish, but pisi, the name of the animal "in 

children's language", is also recorded, and is said 

to be used as a calling interjection. Several studies 

and dictionaries of Turkish languages (Kurtuluș 

Öztopçu, Dictionary of the Turkic languages, 

1996; Turkic languages, 2004, etc.), as well as 

lexicographic pages on the internet (wikipedia, 

wiktionary) indicate the wide spread of the variants 

pisik, pișik, piși within this language family, 

primarily in Azerbaijani and Turkmen. It is 

therefore quite possible that cat is a word of 

Turkish origin in Romanian, borrowed as such, and 

which easily formed a feminine by assimilating the 

final -ic with an already existing suffix that also 

had the feminine -ică. Mâță is probably a substrate 

element (with a corresponding Albanian one), but 

similar forms also exist in Slavic (Balkan) and 

even Romance languages; cotoi is derived from a 

borrowing from Slavic (kot), but it has also been 

assumed to have a possible overlap with the old 

Latin term. (Zafiu, 2010). 

 In French, the noun chat is a late derivative 

(appearing around 1175) of the Latin form catlus 
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