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Abstract

This study examines the translation competence of 20 Iraqi prospective translators
in rendering five English culture-bound expressions (CBES) into Arabic, employing
a mixed-methods approach that integrates quantitative analysis of translation
accuracy with qualitative thematic coding of errors. The research focuses on idioms
(hit the hay), dictums (you are what you eat), proverbs (putting all eggs in one
basket), metaphors (blood is life), and similes (life is like a box of chocolates) to
evaluate cultural and linguistic proficiency. Quantitative analysis of the data
employed a 4-point rubric, incorporating frequency analysis and inter-rater
reliability assessments (Cohen’s k = 0.81) to ensure the validity of the findings.
Quantitative analysis indicated that 69% of translations utilised literal renderings,
whereas only 24% attained pragmatic equivalence. Qualitative analysis, guided by
functional categorisation of CBEs and principles of pragmatic equivalence,
identified recurring errors such as cultural misalignment and over-literalism. The
findings underscore systemic gaps in cultural training and advocate for curricula
emphasising dynamic equivalence and immersive cultural learning. This mixed-
methods design offers a comprehensive framework for addressing challenges in
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translator education by combining statistical rigour with profound contextual
interpretation.

Key words: translation competence, culture-bound expressions, Iragi prospective
translators, mixed-methods approach, pragmatic equivalence.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Translation functions as an essential medium for intercultural communication,
facilitating the transfer of ideas, beliefs, and traditions across language barriers.
Integrating culture-bound expressions (CBEs), including idioms, metaphors, proverbs,
and collocations, within the socio-historical context of a language poses unique
challenges. Translators must possess both linguistic proficiency and cultural fluency, as
these expressions frequently lack direct equivalents in other languages. The conversion of
English CBEs into Arabic is a common challenge for translation students in Iraq, where
English is taught as a foreign language. This results from the emphasis placed on
grammatical accuracy in their training, often at the expense of cultural nuance.
Intercultural mediation is rarely highlighted in Iragi college curricula, even though
translation courses are common. Consequently, students often struggle to navigate the
semantic and pragmatic complexities of CBEs effectively. This variation highlights the
urgent need to assess the cultural awareness of Iragi translation students and to identify
effective educational strategies for enhancing their proficiency.

1.1. Problem statement

Translating CBEs calls for balancing linguistic patterns with cultural
connotations—a difficult task given the different worldviews ingrained in English and
Arabic. Iraqgi students struggle to decipher the underlying meanings of CBEs, e.g., "kick
the bucket” or "piece of cake", since their exposure to Anglophone cultures is often
confined to academic books. As a result, they rely on literal translations that misrepresent
the original message or do not connect with Arabic-speaking audiences. Existing studies
(e.g., Zughoul & Hussein, 2003; Badawi, 2008) emphasise the challenges faced by Arab
learners regarding collocations and idioms; yet they overlook broader categories within
CBE, such as metaphors and proverbs, which are also significant in literary and media
texts. The absence of systematic training in cultural adaptation strategies in Iraqi
translation pedagogy frequently leads to persistent errors and impedes professional
readiness. This gap is significant not only for improving translation pedagogy in Iraq but
also for enhancing intercultural communication on a global scale. A deeper
comprehension of these deficiencies can propel the creation of curricula that more
adeptly connect the cultural and linguistic divide, ultimately fostering more precise and
culturally attuned translations.

1.2. Objectives of the study
This work aims to:

1. Assess Iraqi translation students’ ability to render English CBEs into culturally
appropriate Arabic equivalents.

2. Examine the persistent inaccuracies in their translations and scrutinise the
underlying factors that contribute to these discrepancies.

3. Propose pedagogical interventions to enhance -cultural and translational
competence.
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1.3. Research questions

1. What types of English CBEs are most challenging for Iraqi students to translate
into Arabic?

2. What factors contribute to the inappropriate rendering of CBEs in students’
translations?

3. How can translation training programmes address these challenges to improve
students’ performance?

Each research question seeks to investigate a specific aspect of the translation
challenge. The initial inquiry identifies the CBEs that pose the most substantial
challenges, the following inquiry explores the underlying factors contributing to these
errors, and the concluding inquiry assesses practical strategies for enhancing translation
training.

1.4. Value of the study

This study identifies the primary causes of translation errors and suggests specific
educational interventions to enhance translator training in Irag. The findings will assist
educators and curriculum developers in integrating cultural competency courses and
training translators who can effectively navigate linguistic and cultural divides in a
globalised context.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1. Theoretical foundations of translation and culture

The interdependent connection between translation and culture has served as a
fundamental aspect of translation studies. Hermans (2019) posits that translation is
fundamentally a cultural pursuit, necessitating not only linguistic proficiency but also a
deep comprehension of cultural contexts. The interaction is particularly evident in the
translation of CBEs, which reflect the values, traditions, and perspectives of a
community. Nida (1964) notes that translators often face significant difficulties with
cultural variations between source and destination languages since expressions founded
in culture reject direct equivalency. For example, translating English metaphors, such as
“time is money”, into Arabic involves more than mere lexical replacement; it necessitates
a comprehension of the differing conceptualisations of temporality in Anglophone
cultures compared to the more fluid and context-dependent perceptions of time in Arabic
(Farghal & Bazzi, 2017).

Newmark (1988) distinguishes CBEs into five functional categories: ecological
(e.g., terms related to geography), material (e.g., food or clothes), social (e.g., rituals),
organisational (e.g., institutions), and conceptual (e.g., idioms). Each category demands
distinct strategies, such as cultural substitution (replacing a source-culture item with a
target-culture equivalent) or functional equivalence (using a neutral term to generalise
culture-specific concepts).
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Recent scholarship has expanded on foundational theories by examining the
influence of cultural context on semantic interpretation. The literature indicates that
literal translation frequently does not convey culturally embedded meanings, highlighting
the significance of dynamic equivalence in translation.

2.2. Challenges in Arabic-English translation of culture-bound expressions

The linguistic and pragmatic differences between Arabic and English pose
translation challenges. Arabic, characterised as a high-context language, depends
significantly on implicit meanings and references to religious or historical contexts in
contrast to English, which tends to emphasise explicitness (Bahumaid, 2006). The Arabic
proverb “_Ul Ao A 55 o Luall 452 AP (“The one whose hand is in water is not like
the one whose hand is in fire”) is an example of a collectivist worldview that emphasises
the hardship that is experienced by the community. The cultural significance would be
diminished in a direct translation; thus, it necessitates adaptation to an English
counterpart like "a friend in need is a friend indeed.”

Research findings indicate systemic challenges faced by Arab learners. Zughoul
and Hussein (2003) indicate that Arab learners often misinterpret English collocations
(e.g., “heavy rain” — “cLéi ,b<” instead of “_xié +b<”) as a result of interference from
Arabic syntactic structures. Similarly, Badawi (2008) found that 72% of the errors in the
translations of Saudi students were the result of insufficient cultural knowledge. For
instance, the term "white lie" was translated as " sLaw 448" (a direct translation) instead of
"4, 0 43" ("innocent lie™), which is more consistent with Arabic pragmatics. These
challenges are not exclusive to the Arabic context; analogous issues have been observed
in other non-Anglophone environments, highlighting a wider necessity for training
models that more comprehensively incorporate cultural context.

2.3. Translation strategies for culture-bound expressions

Translators use various techniques to bridge cultural divides. According to
Newmark (1988), communicative translation puts the readability of the target language
first while maintaining the intent of the source text. The idiom “spill the beans” can be
adapted to the Arabic expression “_wsf/ ~i# (“reveal the secret”) instead of a literal
translation. Further techniques comprise:

e Transposition: Shifting grammatical categories, for example, converting the
Arabic noun “4/ss7” (his entry) into the English verb “entered”.

e Modulation: Altering perspective, for example, rendering “it’s raining cats and
dogs” as “3/ s _she? (raining heavily).

e Cultural Substitution: Replacing source-culture references with target-culture
equivalents, for example, adapting “Thanksgiving” to “_<i// 2:.2”, though the latter
lacks the historical connotations of the original.

Novice translators, nevertheless, continue to employ strategies such as literal
translation. Armellino (2008) notes that literal methods prevail in subtitling because of
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time limitations, frequently sacrificing cultural subtleties. Translating “break a leg” as
“Aa, mSP in Arabic removes the idiomatic performative context, resulting in a
nonsensical interpretation.

2.4. Pedagogical gaps in translator training

Despite theoretical advancements, Iragi translation programmes often lag behind
practical training. Al-Qurashi (2004) evaluated translation programmes in Jordan and
Irag and indicated that only 12% of the course content focused on cultural competence,
whereas the predominant emphasis was placed on grammatical accuracy in the exercises.
Larson’s (1997) distinction between form-based and meaning-based translation continues
to be insufficiently employed, thereby sustaining students’ dependence on literal
approaches. For instance, rendering phrasal verbs such as “give up” as “ds b’ (a
direct translation from English) rather than the idiomatic ““alwiu” (“surrender”) indicates
an insufficient understanding of dynamic equivalence.

Immersive solutions have been suggested in recent research. Bahumaid (2010)
proposes that students engage with CBEs in context through the implementation of
parallel-text exercises that incorporate authentic materials, such as news articles and
films. Abdelaal (2020) advocates for the employment of comparative cultural modules to
examine how societal values are mirrored in metaphors and proverbs. Analysing the
English metaphor “life is a journey” in conjunction with the Arabic phrase «_dw sLaJr’
may reveal differing cultural focuses on individualism compared to communal destiny.

A conceptual model for curriculum improvement could include modules that
integrate immersive cultural experiences, use of authentic texts, and interactive
workshops focused on cultural negotiation strategies. Such an approach would help
students move beyond grammatical precision to achieve true cultural mediation.

2.5. The role of pragmatics in culture-bound expression translation

The difficulties associated with translating CBEs are clarified by Austin's (1975)
theory of speech acts. Translators must identify the implicit pragmatic intentions in
indirect speech acts, exemplified by the English euphemism "kick the bucket”, which
serves to avoid direct conversations about death. In Arabic, this euphemism could be
translated as "< ("he died") or the culturally nuanced "4/ 4es_ J/ il ("he passed to
God's mercy™). Pragmatic failure may result from misinterpreting such actions, in which
the translation is culturally inappropriate but linguistically accurate (Baker, 2018).

2.6. Addressing the research gap

Although current research (e.g., Zughoul & Hussein, 2003; Badawi, 2008)
emphasises collocations and idioms, there is a notable lack of exploration regarding
broader categories of CBE—such as metaphors, proverbs, and socio-cultural
references—within the Iragi context. This study explores the existing gap by analysing
student performance within the five Newmarkian categories and linking errors to
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pedagogical shortcomings. It synthesises empirical evidence with theoretical constructs to
suggest practical approaches for improving cultural fluency in translator education.

3. METHODOLOGY OF STUDY

3.1. Sample and population of the study

The data represents five English culture-bound expressions (CBEs). The five CBEs,
as displayed in table 3.1 below, comprised an idiom ("hit the hay", yellow), dictum (*"you
are what you eat", green), proverb (“putting all his eggs in one basket", red), metaphor
("blood is life", blue), and simile ("life is like a box of chocolates"”, brown). Each CBE
was provided with a specific context and was distributed to 20 subjects (S1...S20) in the
form of a test. The subjects—senior undergraduates enrolled in the Department of
Translation, College of Arts, University of Mosul—were each handed a sheet that
accommodated the five English CBEs with the following instruction: "Translate the
following English extracts into Arabic". The subjects were given 30 minutes to finish the
test; they were not allowed to rely on dictionaries or mobile phones, and none of them
had undergone a similar test before.

We selected the 20 participants based on their enrolment in the senior year of the
translation program at the University of Mosul. All subjects were required to have
completed foundational courses in both English language and translation studies,
ensuring a baseline proficiency for the test. We documented additional demographic
details such as age range and previous exposure to intercultural content to contextualise
the results.

Table 3.1. The five English CBEs used in the study.

Id|om It has been a Iong night. | think I'll hit the hay early tonight.

3.2. Analytical framework

In a convergent mixed-methods design, errors were coded thematically and
quantitatively using a translation accuracy rubric. The study applied Newmark’s (1988)
functional categorisation of CBEs and Baker’s (2018) theory of pragmatic equivalence.

3.3. Statistical framework

Data from 20 participants (senior translation undergraduates at the University of
Mosul) were analysed using qualitative thematic analysis in NVivo 12 (QSR
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International Pty Ltd., 2018). The coding process was conducted in two phases. Initially,
an inductive approach was used to identify emergent themes from the data. Subsequently,
these themes were cross-referenced with established frameworks from translation studies
to ensure consistency. It was made even more reliable by having calibration sessions
between different raters. This led to a Cohen's k value of 0.81 (Cohen, 1960), which is
called the inter-rater reliability coefficient.

While the primary focus was on descriptive statistics to outline general trends, the
decision to forgo inferential statistical tests was based on the exploratory nature of the
study and the limited sample size. Subsequent investigations involving more extensive
cohorts may utilise inferential methodologies to enhance the validation of these results.

4. DATA ANALYSIS

4.1. Case study 1: Idiom: “Hit the hay”

« Literal translations: 14 out of 20 participants used “/Sw. oLl (1 will sleep
early), reflecting direct lexical mapping.

« Culturally appropriate alternatives: three out of 20 opted for “/sk ~L L (1 will
rest early).

« Errors: three participants retained the English metaphor literally, e.g., &/ ¢ sl
or (ddl awsile, meaning "I’1l hit/rest on the hay", failing to culturally adapt it
(Newmark, 1988). Furthermore, three subjects misconstrued "hay" as pertaining
to "hay fever" (c44/ .—s), highlighting a pragmatic comprehension disparity.

4.2. Case study 2: Proverb: “Putting all eggs in one basket”

o Functional equivalence: four out of 20 used “as/y s i <lidi K ca5 ¥Y” (Do not
place all your trust in one thing).

o Literalism: 12 out of 20 maintained the egg metaphor “s2s/s 4w 4 aul aa g
which does not resonate culturally in Arabic. The translations that were left were
either unfinished or only somewhat captured the intended meaning of the proverb.

4.3. Case study 3: Dictum: “You are what you eat”

o Successful adaptations: 9 out of 20 translated it as “<e/ic (wSai &lina™ (Your
health reflects your food).

« Over-literalism: seven out of 20 used “JSG L <, which is syntactically correct
but semantically incomplete in Arabic.

4.4. Case study 4: Metaphor: “Blood is life”

e Cultural misalignment: 14 out of 20 combined literal and figurative meanings,
utilising the phrase “sbsf/ s 220" (blood is life).
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o Contextualised alternatives: three out of 20 utilised “slal s p 22" (blood
symbolises life), in accordance with Arabic rhetorical conventions (Zughoul &
Hussein, 2003).

4.5. Case study 5: Simile: “Life is like a box of chocolates”

e Dynamic equivalence: five out of 20 successfully adapted the simile by
translating it as <l Llial 4iude sLaJ/ (Life is full of surprises). A few others partially
recognised the intended metaphor (e.g., adding explanatory notes like <islis ().
However, most students (13 out of 20) rendered the simile literally by utilising
LY &l e Ll 4uii sLad) which directly retains the English metaphor without
appropriate cultural adaptation (Newmark, 1988).

o Literal retention: 12 out of 20 retained the box metaphor “4¥sSsi 4.e” which
lacks cultural relevance (Newmark, 1988).

5. FINDINGS

Tables 5.1 and 5.2 below summarise the outputs of analysing the translations of
five English CBEs for 20 subjects. Table 5.1 illustrates the accuracy rates by CBE type;
the high prevalence of literal translations indicates a significant reliance on direct lexical
mapping, suggesting insufficient cultural adaptation strategies among participants. On the
other hand, table 5.2 illustrates error types across translations of CBEs. It shows that
metaphors and similes are more often translated literally. This could be because they are
more difficult to understand and because students do not have much experience with real
cultural situations. This discovery indicates that, beyond theoretical understanding,
engaging with real-world cultural contexts may be crucial for improving translation
precision.

Table 5.1. Accuracy rates by CBE type.

CBE ACCURATE LITERAL CULTURAL
TYPE TRANSLATIONS | TRANSLATIONS | SUBSTITUTIONS
Idioms 3/20 (15%) 14/20 (70%) 3/20 (15%)

Proverbs 4120 (20%) 12/20 (60%) 420 (20%)
Dictums 9/20 (45%) 7/20 (35%) 420 (20%)
Metaphors 3/20 (15%) 14/20 (70%) 3/20 (15%)
Similes 5/20 (25%) 13/20 (65%) 2/20 (10%)
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Table 5.2. Error patterns across CBEs. Percentages represent the proportion of
total errors identified [n=79: 54 (literal) + 17 (cultural) + 8 (pragmatic)], not total
translation attempts.

Error Type Frequency Examples
el an/y S aull s 5 (Eggs in one basket)
Translation 69% LY S e e 45 L)) (Life is like a box of chocolates)
Adll o uals (Hit the hay literally)
Cultural 0 . e
slndl 8 2l
Misalignment 21% L/ s )/ (Blood is life literally)
PragmatiC 0 23l ‘_’L‘A/‘ H T " n n
Misinterpretation 10% il sy alal (Interpreting "hit the hay" as "hay fever™)

6. DISCUSSION

The findings align with Badawi’s (2008) observation that Arab learners prioritise
form over cultural nuance. The high literalism rates (69%) reflect a lack of training in
dynamic equivalence, as emphasised by Newmark (1988). This high literalism rate
suggests pragmatic comprehension failure: students often grasped literal semantics but
misunderstood pragmatic intent, evident in idiomatic misinterpretations like confusing
"hit the hay" with "hay fever" il <s. The misrepresentation of metaphors, exemplified
by "blood is life", supports Zughoul and Hussein’s (2003) assertion that Arabic prioritises
symbolic expression over literal interpretation. Proverbs like "eggs in one basket"
illustrate deficiencies in cultural adaptation strategies, as noted by Bahumaid (2010).

Out of the five forms of CBEs, idioms and metaphors were the most difficult to
translate, with an accuracy rate of only 15%. Proverbs and similes were second and third,
respectively, with 20% and 25% accuracy. The handling of dictums was somewhat more
accurate, at 45%.

This study presents valuable insights; however, it is subject to several limitations.
The limited sample size of 20 students from a single university restricts the
generalisability of the findings. Despite strong inter-rater reliability, qualitative coding
entails subjective interpretation. The context of the study, i.e., one Iragi institution, may
not fairly represent more general regional tendencies. Larger, more varied samples and
experimental evaluation of immersive cultural training efficacy could form part of future
studies.

7. CONCLUSIONS

To sum up, idiomatic, metaphorical, and simile expressions proved to be the
hardest CBEs for Iragi students, mostly because they were translated literally and did not
have much cultural exposure. Iraqgi translation students demonstrate insufficient
proficiency in navigating CBEs, highlighting the necessity for curricula that incorporate
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cultural immersion and comparative linguistics. We propose the following
recommendations:

1. Introduce contextualised translation exercises using parallel texts.

2. Incorporate modules on Anglophone cultural schemas (e.g., idioms tied to
historical events).

3. Conduct workshops on pragmatic adaptation strategies.

The results highlight how urgently curricular adaptations for translation courses are
needed. Advice includes designing courses stressing pragmatic adaptation strategies;
including contextualised translation activities using parallel texts; and building modules
investigating Anglophone cultural schemas. The aims behind such anticipated
interventions would be to enhance comprehension of cultural nuances and elevate overall
translation proficiency.

This research enhances the field by integrating both quantitative and qualitative
approaches to deliver a thorough evaluation of translation challenges within a culturally
diverse setting. The mixed-methods design not only identifies critical gaps in current
pedagogical approaches but also offers practical solutions that can be adapted for use in
similar educational settings worldwide.

Appendix

The following 20 tables represent the Arabic translations of the five English
culture-bound expressions (CBEs) rendered by 20 subjects (S1...S20). The five Arabic
translations in each table below, rendered by each of the 20 subjects separately,
demonstrate the outputs of the five English CBEs: an idiom (yellow), dictum (green),
proverb (red), metaphor (blue), and simile (brown), respectively. To preserve
authenticity, we preserved the original spelling and phrasing of student translations,
which sometimes included colloquialisms or errors.

S1
ALY [ S Ules i) die ) I3 Al oo AL CiilS i

S2
S ill ) A3 L i) e ] ok L] S

e e e < e —

S3
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AL 038 Gars bl | i) adic) ¢ 4L oo 4L CilS
L o plib L ob 4L

AL | Saa o gill ) catilos 2y oo ] LS

AL s alils il adie | 4y ol 4] ilS
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8L il ) A8 L ALy p e L S i

S Se pliles i) die | Al oo Ll S i

ALY il Lin o i) G o ddic | cdly oo LI L/
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ALY 238 Ailia o SLa aiie) Lo e Ay oo 4L uilS ]

ALl o8 | Sw oo il 5 L o ] S il

T Kse il any bl i g Adie ) U odl ol LT CilS 28] Jesll

Sl o pill it il ) adie ) (Al ko AL LS i
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