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Abstract

Translating idiomatic expressions poses significant challenges for translators,
necessitating careful consideration of cultural context, semantic equivalence, and
pragmatic usage. This study aims to explore the complexities involved in translating
English idioms, with a focus on the intersection of translation and semantics. The primary
objectives are to identify the main challenges faced by translators, examine the impact of
cultural differences, and propose strategies to overcome these obstacles. Through an
analysis of translation choices and translators' notes, four main strategies are identified:
literal translation, paraphrasing, cultural equivalents, and adaptation. The findings reveal
that cultural differences and semantic obstacles significantly influence the translation
process. Furthermore, the study highlights the individual translation styles of the
participants, and the variations in the approaches adopted and decision-making processes.
The study found that the most important challenges in translating English idioms are:
cultural differences, semantic obstacles, and the unfamiliarity of some idioms. This study
also found that the most used strategies used in translating English idioms are: literal
translation, paraphrasing, cultural equivalents, and adaptation.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Translation is a complex and nuanced process that involves conveying the meaning of
words, phrases, and expressions from one language to another. Translation means to
transfer a written or spoken text from the original language to the target language and the
target audience, this is why it can be considered as "the base of all science in the world",
(Shareef and Sahyoun, 2023, p. 399).

Idioms, in particular, pose significant challenges to translators due to their inherent
linguistic and metalinguistic characteristics. English idioms, with their figurative and
metaphorical nature, present a rich tapestry of linguistic expressions that capture the
essence of the language. Particularly, among English idioms, those idioms that bear
historical and cultural connotations pose a graver difficulty for the translator as their
meanings cannot directly be understood relying only on the semantic features of their
separate words, due to the fact that the significance of these collocations cannot be
deduced from the literal meanings of their individual words, difficulties arise in both
comprehending and translating them (Shojaei, 2012, p. 1220). However, the translation of
idioms requires careful consideration of cultural context, semantic equivalence, and
pragmatic usage in the target language.

This study aims to explore the challenges faced by translators when translating English
idioms and the strategies employed to overcome these challenges, with a specific focus
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on the intersection of translation and semantics. By delving into the intricacies of
idiomatic expressions, we seek to shed light on the complex interplay between language,
culture, and meaning.

The findings of this study will have implications for translation theory, practice, and
pedagogy. By enhancing our understanding of the challenges and strategies in translating
English idioms, this study tries to improve the quality and accuracy of idiomatic
translations, thereby facilitating effective cross-cultural communication and promoting
linguistic richness in multilingual societies.

2. THE PROBLEM

Translation is a complex task that involves transferring meaning from one language to
another, taking into account cultural, linguistic, and contextual factors. An idiom is "an
ambiguous term, used in conflicting ways", (Moon, 1998, p. 3). This is why idioms, as
linguistic expressions peculiar to a particular language, often present significant
challenges for translators. English idioms, in particular, are known for their figurative and
metaphorical nature, making them inherently difficult to translate accurately while
preserving their intended meaning and cultural connotations.

The importance of translating idioms comes from the fact that idioms are an integral
component of language proficiency and serve as an inherent and significant aspect of
daily communication. They embody cultural and linguistic nuances, facilitating
intercultural exchange and fostering understanding across diverse societies (Howwar,
2013, p.1).

The translation of English idioms poses several problems that need to be addressed.
Firstly, idioms are deeply rooted in the cultural, semantic and historical context of the
source language, making direct word-for-word translations inadequate. Translators must
navigate cultural differences and find equivalent expressions or alternative strategies to
convey the idiomatic meaning effectively in the target language. This requires a nuanced
understanding of both languages and the ability to capture the essence of the idiom while
maintaining linguistic coherence.

Secondly, idioms often rely on specific semantic associations and metaphorical
interpretations that may not exist or have different manifestations in the target language.
Translating idiomatic phrases that rely on contextual knowledge or shared cultural
references can be particularly challenging, as direct translation may result in loss of
meaning or misinterpretation.

Furthermore, idiomatic expressions can vary in their degree of transparency and
frequency of usage. Some idioms may be widely known and used, while others may be
more obscure or context-specific. Translating idiomatic expressions that fall into the
latter category requires additional research, semantic knowledge and cultural sensitivity
to ensure accurate and meaningful translations.

The problem of this study, therefore, is that there are challenges faced by translators
when translating English idioms and to identify effective strategies for mitigating these
challenges. By understanding the complexities of idiomatic expressions and the specific
difficulties they pose in translation, we can develop guidelines and recommendations to

337



Journal of Language Studies. VVol.8, No.3, 2024, Pages (335-347)

enhance the accuracy and cultural appropriateness of translated idioms. This study aims
to address these issues and contribute to the existing body of knowledge in translation
studies, with a particular focus on the intersection of translation and semantics.
3. THE AIMS

This study aims to:
1. Identify and analyze the main challenges faced by translators when translating English
idioms into the target language.
2. Investigate the different strategies that can be employed to overcome the challenges of
translating English idioms.
3. Examine the semantic obstacles encountered during the translation of English idioms
and propose strategies to ensure accurate and meaningful translations.

4. THE HYPOTHESIS

This research hypothesizes that translating English idioms into the target language poses
significant challenges for translators, particularly due to cultural differences and the need
to capture the figurative and metaphorical meanings of idiomatic expressions. The
research also hypothesizes that using particular strategies can aid the translators to
provide better translation of the designated idioms.

5. THE SIGNIFICANCE

This study of translating English idioms holds significant importance for several reasons.
Firstly, idiomatic expressions are a fundamental aspect of language and play a crucial
role in communication, adding richness, nuance, and cultural flavor to speech and
writing. Understanding how to accurately translate idioms is essential for effective cross-
cultural communication and localization of content.

The study addresses the challenges faced by translators when dealing with idiomatic
expressions and provides insights into various translation strategies employed to
overcome these challenges. By examining the translation choices of translators, the study
offers practical guidance and recommendations for professionals in the field of
translation, aiding them in making informed decisions when translating idiomatic
expressions.

Moreover, the study highlights the cultural and linguistic nuances associated with
idiomatic expressions. It emphasizes the significance of considering cultural differences
and finding suitable equivalents that convey the intended meaning and cultural
connotations in the target language. This aspect is crucial in maintaining the authenticity
and impact of idiomatic expressions in translated texts.

Additionally, this study sheds light on the cognitive processes involved in translating
idioms, exploring how translators navigate the figurative and metaphorical meanings of
idiomatic expressions. Understanding these cognitive processes can contribute to the
development of translation theories and practices, providing valuable insights into the
complexities of idiomatic expression translation.
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Furthermore, the findings of this study can have implications for language teaching and
learning. Educators can benefit from the insights gained regarding the challenges faced
by learners in understanding and translating idiomatic expressions. The study can inform
the development of pedagogical strategies and materials that facilitate the acquisition and
effective usage of idiomatic expressions in various languages.

At last, this study contributes to the broader field of translation studies by expanding our
understanding of idiomatic expression translation. It adds to the existing body of
literature on translation strategies, cultural adaptation, and linguistic coherence, providing
a nuanced perspective specific to idiomatic expressions.

6. THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS

This study tries to answer the following questions:

1. What are the main challenges faced by translators when translating English idioms into
the target language?

2. What strategies can be employed to overcome the challenges in translating English
idioms?

3. What are the semantic obstacles encountered when translating English idioms, and
what strategies can be employed to ensure accurate and meaningful translations?

7. LITERATURE REVIEW

For the sake of brevity, this section will provide the literature review in terms of the
findings of the previous studies according to the difficulties and strategies reported in the
translation process of English idioms.

7.1 DIFFICULTES in TRANSLATING ENGLISH IDIOMS

Translating idiomatic and culturally-bound expressions is a complex task that poses
significant challenges for both language learners and translators. These expressions
present difficulties in terms of style, culture, and even religious connotations, making it
challenging to achieve accurate and nuanced translations (Smadi, 2015, p. 124).

One of the primary difficulties in translating idioms lies in finding equivalent expressions
at the idiom level. Idioms vary across languages, and their meanings and forms often do
not have direct counterparts in other languages. This lack of equivalence creates a
substantial obstacle for translators, requiring them to navigate the subtleties and nuances
of idiomatic language (Baker, 1991, pp. 80-85).

A translator must, according to (Ibrahim and Shaban, 2023, p. 411), have the following
skills:

The ability to speak the language in which the text is written fluently.

The translator must also have the semantic knowledge that makes a listener who has
reached maturity able to transfer it to understanding.

Cultural disparities further complicate the translation process. Idioms and culturally-
bound expressions are deeply rooted in specific cultures and may contain elements that
are unique to those cultures. This cultural specificity can make translation challenging; as
certain concepts or references may not have direct equivalents in the target language. For
instance, the idiom "feels blue" has a cultural association with sadness or depression in
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American culture, but this association may not exist in the same way in other cultures,
such as Arabic-speaking cultures (Al-Shawi & Mahadi, 2012, pp. 141-146).

Additionally, the distinction between written and spoken discourse poses another
difficulty. Idiomatic expressions are commonly used in spoken language and often reflect
colloquial or informal speech patterns. However, written language tends to adhere to
more formal conventions, which may exclude the use of idioms. This divergence in usage
between spoken and written language can create challenges in finding appropriate
translations that maintain the intended meaning and style of the original idiomatic
expression (Baker, 1991, p. 84).

7.2 STRATEGIES for TRANSLATING ENGLISH IDIOMS

Translating idiomatic and culturally-bound expressions requires careful consideration and
the implementation of various strategies. Baker (1991) defines one such strategy as
finding an idiom in the target language that not only shares similar meaning but also has a
comparable form, although this approach may not always be feasible (p. 72). Loescher
(1991) describes translation strategy as a conscious procedure used to address translation
challenges. Building on these ideas, Baker (1991) proposes four main strategies that
translators can utilize when translating idiomatic and culturally-bound expressions: total
equivalence, partial equivalence, paraphrasing, and omission (pp. 85-93).

The first strategy, total equivalence, involves finding idiomatic expressions in the target
language that possess the same meaning and form as those in the source language.
However, achieving total equivalence is often limited to cases where the source and
target languages share a common linguistic and cultural background. For example,
certain English idioms may have direct equivalents in present-day Arabic that exhibit
transparent meanings and similar linguistic structures.

The second strategy, partial equivalence, entails translating the source language idiom
into a target language idiom that conveys the same meaning while differing in form. This
strategy necessitates the translator's cultural competence and awareness to identify
idiomatic expressions in the target language that capture the essence of the original
idiom. For instance, when translating the English idiom "to carry coals to Newcastle" into
Avrabic, the resulting idiom may have a different form but retains the intended meaning
and function.

Paraphrasing is another strategy employed when translating idiomatic expressions. In this
approach, the translator provides a concise explanation of the underlying meaning of the
idiom in the source language. This allows for a more explicit translation that conveys the
intended meaning effectively.

Furthermore, translators may employ the strategy of omission, which involves
intentionally excluding the translation of an idiom if an appropriate equivalent cannot be
found in the target language. Omission is often utilized when idiomatic expressions are
deeply rooted in the source language's cultural context and lack direct equivalents in the
target language.
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8. METHODOLOGY

This study adopts a mixed-methods approach to investigate the challenges and strategies
in translating English idioms. By using both the qualitative and quantitative data, this
study aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of the challenges and strategies in
translating English idioms.

The methodology consists of two main phases: data collection and description.

8.1. DATA COLLECTION and DESCRIPTION

a. Participant Selection: A total of 20 fourth-year students majoring in English
translation, in the English department in Takreet university in the academic year 2023-
2024, were recruited as participants for this study. These students were selected based on
their academic background and on the basis of their willingness to participate in this
study .

b. Translation Task: The participants will be given the 10 sentence samples. They will
be instructed to translate the sentences into Arabic language while aiming to capture the
idiomatic meaning accurately.

c. Translation Notes: Participants will be encouraged to provide notes explaining their
translation choices, highlighting any challenges they encountered, and describing the
strategies they employed to overcome these challenges.

8.2. DATA ANALYSIS

a. Qualitative Analysis: The translations provided by the participants will be analyzed
qualitatively. The analysis will focus on identifying common challenges encountered
during the translation process, such as cultural differences, semantic obstacles, and issues
related to transparency and frequency of idiomatic expressions. The strategies employed
by participants to address these challenges will also be examined.

b. Quantitative Analysis: In addition to qualitative analysis, quantitative measures will
be employed to identify patterns and trends in the translations as well as the notes
provided by the participants. This includes assessing the frequency of specific translation
choices or the effectiveness of certain strategies in conveying the idiomatic meaning.

c. Thematic Coding: The qualitative data obtained from the translations and notes will
be subjected to thematic coding. Themes and categories will be derived from the data to
capture the recurrent challenges and strategies employed by the participants.

8.3 THE SAMPLE

1. "He offered me a free vacation, but | should Beware of Greeks bearing gifts".

2. "The politician knew that he would be crossing the Rubicon."

3. "Despite the reassurances, the employees saw the writing on the wall and feared
layoffs were imminent"

4. "1t was like having the sword of Damocles hanging over me"

5. "The enormous legal fees made it a Pyrrhic victory for the plaintiff.”

6. "He tried to pass the buck to his subordinates."

7. "In his speech, the politician threw down the gauntlet in the face of his opponents”.

341



Journal of Language Studies. VVol.8, No.3, 2024, Pages (335-347)

8. "He accidentally let the cat out of the bag."

9. "While revising the book, the editor cautioned the author not to throw the baby out
with the bathwater.”

10. "She presented her groundbreaking research to the committee, feeling like she was
casting pearls before swine."

9. ANALYSIS and FINDINGS

For the sake of brevity, the analysis and the findings will be presented together for each
of the tasks discussed in section 6.1 namely the translation choices task and the
translators' note task.

1. Challenges and Strategies in Translation Choices

- Literal Translation: 40% of the translations involved a literal translation approach,
aiming to preserve the original wording of the idiomatic expression.

- Paraphrasing: 30% of the translations used paraphrasing, where participants rephrase
the idiom using equivalent expressions or alternative wording to convey the intended
meaning.

- Cultural Equivalents: 20% of the translations have used cultural equivalents, where
participants replace the English idiom with a similar idiom or expression in the target
language that carries a similar meaning.

- Adaptation: 10% of the translations used adaptation strategy, where participants
modify or adjust the idiomatic expression to fit the target language while maintaining the
idiomatic sense.

2. Challenges and Strategies in Translators' Notes

- Cultural Differences: 50% of the participants' notes mentioned challenges related to
cultural differences, such as finding appropriate cultural equivalents or adapting idioms to
the target culture.

- Semantic Obstacles: 40% of the notes mentioned difficulties in dealing with the
figurative or metaphorical meanings of idiomatic expressions and the need to find
suitable equivalents in the target language.

- Less Familiar Idioms: 30% of the notes highlighted challenges encountered when
translating less familiar or context-specific idioms, requiring additional research or
consultation.

- Figurative vs. Linguistic Coherence: 20% of the notes discuss the trade-off between
preserving the figurative nature of idioms and ensuring linguistic coherence in the target
language, mentioning different strategies employed by the participants.

- Individual Translation Styles: 60% of the notes reflect the individual translation styles
of the participants, showcasing variations in their approaches, preferences, and decision-
making processes.

10. CONCLUSION

This study has found that translating English idioms indeed presents numerous challenges
due to the complexities arising from style, cultural connotations, and the lack of direct
equivalents in other languages. The analysis of translation choices reveals that translators
employ various strategies such as literal translation, paraphrasing, cultural equivalents,
and adaptation to tackle these challenges. However, the selection of a suitable strategy
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depends on factors such as linguistic and cultural similarities between the source and
target languages.

This study found that the most important difficulties, research question 1, that face the
translators in translating English idioms are: Cultural Differences; 50% of the
participants' notes mentioned challenges related to cultural differences, Semantic
Obstacles; 40% of the notes mentioned difficulties in dealing with the figurative or
metaphorical meanings of idiomatic expressions and the need to find suitable equivalents
in the target language, and the Unfamiliarity of some Idioms; 30% of the notes
highlighted challenges encountered when translating less familiar idioms.

The study also found that, in terms of the strategies used in translating English idioms as
stated in research question 2, the most recurrently mentioned strategies are: Literal
Translation; 40% of the translations involved a literal translation approach, Paraphrasing;
30% of the translations used paraphrasing, where participants rephrase the idiom using
equivalent expressions or alternative wording to convey the intended meaning, Searching
for the Cultural Equivalents; 20% of the translations have used cultural equivalents,
where participants replace the English idiom with a similar idiom or expression in the
target language that carries a similar meaning, lastly, Adaptation; 10% of the translations
used adaptation strategy, where participants modify or adjust the idiomatic expression to
fit the target language while maintaining the idiomatic sense.

In relation to semantic obstacles, research question 3, this study found that semantics also
posed a difficulty in translating English idioms, as 40% of the notes mentioned
difficulties in dealing with the figurative or metaphorical meanings of idiomatic
expressions. Additionally, figurative coherence was an obstacle to 20% of the
participants as 20% of the notes discussed the trade-off between preserving the figurative
nature of idioms and ensuring linguistic coherence in the target language.
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Appendix I: The Most Recurrent Errors in the Participants Answers:
1. "He offered me a free vacation, but | should Beware of Greeks bearing gifts."
MUl ¢ steny Gaailigal) 3l o aag (ST dilas dllae (e -
- Translation 2
Mg 0 sih Gl sl sl o a1y dilae dllae e (e
2. "The politician knew that he would be crossing the Rubicon.”
M OS5 N e 4l sl G e
- Translation 2
MO sSasl slaiae 4l uland) Ca e

3. "Despite the reassurances, the employees saw the writing on the wall and feared
layoffs were imminent.”

- Translation 1:
NSy 0S8 sl Ol | pEA g Jailal) e AU ¢ sih gall (sl ool (g a2 N et

- Translation 2
&k 5 8 inla Sl Jeail) ()5 Tl e I ¢ il sall (515 Sl o o Sl e

4. "It was like having the sword of Damocles hanging over me."”

- Translation 1
M Gl Gl saly Can  ga g i Yl IS

- Translation 2

Mol (s GBla Gl sald G 3 g5 Jie eI OIS
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5. "The enormous legal fees made it a Pyrrhic victory for the plaintiff."”
- Translation 1
M el &y bl Lgilea dadiall slelaall a su )"

- Translation 2

oo el el Al 15 Lgilan Aadall A gl o gua )"

6. "He tried to pass the buck to his subordinates."
- Translation 1
Mgy e A Al g el Ji o J sl
- Translation 2
Magmssa ) DY sl e of Jgla
7. "In his speech, the politician threw down the gauntlet in the face of his opponents.”
- Translation 1
Mae gead da g 8 O bl e caglad S
- Translation 2
Mdapad da g B il ubul) e caddas AT
8. "He accidentally let the cat out of the bag.”
- Translation 1
" agiadl e i sl (3l 8 i e 4 sl
- Translation 2
Maall e el AT B3 peala e A8 Yl

9. "While revising the book, the editor cautioned the author not to throw the baby out
with the bathwater."

- Translation 1
."eLa;S.mY\ ela & Jakalf Sy Qi sl Has (UK dxal ya R
- Translation 2

M e\.aaj\ uﬁ Jaall =Sy Gl el Has (U Aaal ga S

345



Journal of Language Studies. VVol.8, No.3, 2024, Pages (335-347)

10. "She presented her groundbreaking research to the committee, feeling like she was
casting pearls before swine."

- Translation 1

AT I i LS g e pas dall) ) 5 pSiiaall Ll cuasd™

- Translation 2

Mol Aa s 8 ) B LS o e daalll ) A ) s Ll s

Appendix I1: The Typical Translation:

1. "He offered me a free vacation, but | should Beware of Greeks bearing gifts."

MUl O sleny Ladie a0l sl e o3l o s 081 a3 3l e (e
2. "The politician knew that he would be crossing the Rubicon."

Maa M b e 4l ) G e

3. "Despite the reassurances, the employees saw the writing on the wall and feared
layoffs were imminent."”

MKy 05SE 3B agilE) () ) gl s Tsnd) (0 sida gall @B 5 e Cpalaill (e a2 Il e
. "It was like having the sword of Damocles hanging over me."
M) (358 S sald Can 3 ga g Jia e IS
. "The enormous legal fees made it a Pyrrhic victory for the plaintiff."”
M5l il 5 Al el | jlatil diles dedicall slelaall o s
. "He tried to pass the buck to his subordinates."
Mgy e Ge A gl oy Jgls
. ""In his speech, the politician threw down the gauntlet in the face of his opponents.”
Maapad bl (gaa8 cajllas 8
. "He accidentally let the cat out of the bag."
MAdaall dcodll e S adl

9. "While revising the book, the editor cautioned the author not to throw the baby out

with the bathwater."

Mgl e LY ae dagall LusY) Caday VT (il ) sl jas (S daal e L
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10. "She presented her groundbreaking research to the committee, feeling like she was
casting pearls before swine."

MLl IO aa LalS 5y ST ciadll ) il Lgiag caed M
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