
9201-21No.- 2vol.  University Journal of Hama 

 

 

 



9201-21No.- 2vol.  University Journal of Hama 

 

 

Dealing with Idiomatic Expressions in Translation: A Case Study 

Khadija Zeino

(Received: 7 March 2019, Accepted: 3 September) 

Abstract: 

Idiomatic expressions raise many challenges for translators. The importance of idioms, 
generally in language and particularly in translation, as well as the way(s) in which they are 
translated, is investigated in this paper. Within the process of translation, idiomatic 
expressions are subject to different approaches opted for by translators when they transfer 
them from the source text into the target text. 

The present paper is a brief descriptive qualitative study of the translation of idiomatic 
expressions in literary texts from Arabic into English. The study is an attempt to investigate 
how translators deal with idioms when transferring them to the target language, and to 
determine whether the target text fulfills the lexical and pragmatic characteristics of the 
idiomatic expression or not. The subject of the analysis is a novel, 

, by the Syrian author Ulfat Idilbi translated by Peter Clark. Two questions are 
investigated: How does the translator deal with these idiomatic expressions when translating 
them into English? And how can we achieve acceptable equivalents of idiomatic expressions 
in the novel under study? To achieve these objectives, the study relies on the principles of 
the approach proposed by Baker (1992) which are reflected at a number of levels within 
the text, from the word up through the components of texts to the worldviews that underlie 
cultures and languages. 
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1.Introduction 

Speakers from different cultures do not always share the same values and attitudes (Valdes 
1986). They express themselves in different ways, convey different views, value different 
principles, and adopt different convictions. Throughout these processes, they use different 
idioms and idiomatic expressions to express different situations. The role of the process of 
translation is to bridge the gap between the two languages (i.e. the source language (SL) and 
the target language (TL)) in an attempt to find out the best solutions conveying both the 
denotative and connotative meanings of each expression. 

Translating idiomatic expressions has always been a difficult and demanding process for 
translators. Even skillful and qualified translators, who are familiar with  the target language and 
its cultural characteristics, cannot rival native speakers in deciding the meaning and appropriate 
usage of some idiomatic expressions, in addition to determining their appropriate equivalents in 
the TL. 

It is the objective of this paper to shed the light on the notion of idioms and idiomatic expressions 
and to examine the frequently-used linguistic choices, strategies and techniques adopted by 
translators in dealing with idiomatic expressions to reach a target text (TT) that conforms to the 
linguistic and discoursal norms of the TL. The subject of analysis is the novel 

by the Syrian author Ulfat Idilbi and its English translation by Peter 
Clark. The paper is also concerned with the problem of equivalence in translation since 
equivalence is regarded as a tool for detailed comparison. 

2. The Notion of "Idioms" and "Idiomatic Expressions" 

An idiom is strictly defined by the Longman Dictionary of Language Teaching and Applied 

meaning 
term to encompass any fixed expression that does not necessarily get its meaning from its 
individual lexical items and that does not always conform to the syntactic and semantic rules, 
applying to a wide range of phraseological structures, such as collocations, formulaic greetings, 
clichés, proverbs, sayings and other conventionalized expressions which, although idiomatic to 
some extent, are not idioms in the strict sense of the word (Malmakj r, 2010: 266). However, 
this definition is too broad that is truer of formulaic expressions than of idioms. The present 
study adopts the strict sense of idioms.  
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Idioms can be classified in different ways. According to grammatical function, idiomatic 
expressions can be  classified into five types: 

 

 

3) Verbal idioms, which function as predicators or verb  

 

 

Idiomatic expressions can be further classified into seven extra groups according to their form. 
The following classification is adapted from McCarthy (1998: 130-131): 

 

2) Binomials and trinomials, which are irreversible combi  

 

4) Possessive    

 

6) Idiomatic speech routines, gambits and discourse markers, which are very frequent in 
 

7) Cultural allusions, including some quotations, slogans, sayings and proverbs which are all 
identified by those who share the cultural context  

Both classifications, whether according to function or form, will be used in the present study 
throughout the analysis of data. 

3. Features of Idiomatic Expressions 

Idiomatic expressions are linguistic sequences that could be long or short. They have special 
features that all idiomatic expressions share, which makes them distinctive. These features 
have to do with three aspects: construction, meaning and usage. These idiomatic expressions 
are distinctive in the way they are normally constructed or produced, the way they convey 
meaning and the level of difficulty associated with their use. 
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The first feature is related to the structure of these expressions as they are not usually built up 
word-by-word. They are non-compositional phrases with a degree of fixedness at the lexico-
grammatical level. However, this feature is not an absolute characteristic; this degree of 

and 

(1998: 130) reports a degree of syntactic flexibility in some expressio

at the extreme end of the scale from collocations in one or both of these areas: flexibility of 
patterning and transparency of meaning. They are frozen patterns of languages which allow 
little or no variation in form and, in the case of idioms, often carry meanings which cannot be 
deduced from their individual components."   

The second feature of idiomatic expressions is the degree of transparency that the expression 
possesses in regard to meaning. Though some of these expressions are transparent in the 
sense that their meaning can be figured out from the individual words, most of these expressions 
are opaque where the meaning of the expression is treated as a holistic unit. Most of these 
expressions are treated as single chunks "whose meanings are accessed directly" (Malmakj r, 
2010:266). This could be explained in the semantic pragmatic fixedness associated with the 
use of these expressions. 

The third feature of idiomatic expressions is that there is a level of difficulty some non-native 
speakers of English encounter while using idiomatic expressions (Maisa & Karunakaran, 
2013:118). This is most evident when there is a mismatch between the idiomatic expression 
used in the SL, which is Arabic in the case study in this paper, and the one used in the TL, 
which is English in our case study. Therefore, idiomatic expressions are socio-linguistic chunks 
that are in most cases culturally-bound.  

4. Idiomatic Expressions in Translation 

Several scholars and researchers in the field of translation studies have investigated the 
treatment of idiomatic expressions in translation. In fact, they reveal different challenges 
associated with the translation of idiomatic expressions. Baker (1992) is the most notable 
researcher to discuss this issue in relation to English and Arabic. One challenge in dealing with 
idiomatic expressions is the ability of the translator to recognize idiomatic expressions as they 
are not always obvious. When an idiom is recognized, problems of interpreting it arise. Some 
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idioms are 'misleading'; they may appear obvious because they have a logical literal 
interpretation. However, they have also an idiomatic meaning. There are also situations when 
an idiom in the SL has a clear counterpart in the TL but it has a totally or partially different 
meaning.  

Moreover, there are the challenges of translating idioms. The first problem is that an idiom or 
a fixed expression may have no equivalent in the TL. Some idioms are culture-specific items 
which are untranslatable. Moreover, an idiom or fixed expression may have a similar counterpart 
in the TL, but its context of use may be different. On the other hand, an idiomatic expression 
may be used in the ST in both its literal and idiomatic meanings. Therefore, the play on idioms 
cannot be successfully achieved unless the TL idiom corresponds to the form and meaning of 
the SL idiom. The last difficulty is the variation between SL and TL regarding the use of idioms, 
the context of usage and the frequency of use. 

To meet these challenges, Baker (1992) offers several strategies. Initially, she recommends 
using an idiomatic expression of similar meaning and form. If such an expression is not available 
in the TL, it is recommended to use an idiom of similar meaning but dissimilar form. If both 
strategies are not possible, the translator can resort to paraphrasing, and in some cases to 
omission.   

5. Analysis of Idiomatic Expressions in  

As mentioned above, the objective of the present paper is the analysis of idiomatic expressions 
in the novel by the Syrian novelist Ulfat Idilbi and the 
investigation of the techniques followed by the translator Peter Clark in translating these terms 
into the English language. In the analysis of the translation procedures used in translating these 
expressions, Baker's (1992) strategies are used. Translated idiomatic expressions are classified 
into two categories: idiomatic expressions translated appropriately and those translated 

 

5.1. Idiomatic Expressions Translated Appropriately 

In the novel under study, the translator managed to convey the meaning of some expressions 
within the context. This section deals with the appropriately translated expressions with a brief 
description of the techniques employed by the translator. In fact, context, with its three 
components: the communicative, the pragmatic and the semiotic (Hatim & Mason: 1990), plays 
a role in determining the appropriateness of each expression discussed. behind the utterance. 

ons which are performed when a language user 
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produces an utterance are taken into consideration. These acts are the locutionary, illocutionary, 
and perlocutionary acts. 

An instance of the appropriate translation occurs in example (1), where two different idioms are 
used in both the ST and TT conveying the same illocutionary act and attitude by the use of the 
same form.  

 (1)  

People have become tight with their money, putting pennies aside for a rainy day. 
Another example of the usage of an idiom with a similar form and meaning in both the SL and 
TL is the following one: 

(2)  

      Bitch! What have I done to her that she wants me to die? 

(3)    

Give it a rest woman
talk only of that son of yours, Raghib. 

component words are different from those used in the ST utterance, it conveys the same 
illocutionary act and meaning intended by the ST producer. 

(4)  
 

Marriages are made in 
heaven  

In example (4), both ST and TT utterances are well established idioms. They convey  the same 
attitude in different structures. Therefore, the translator resorted to the strategy of using an 
idiom with a similar meaning and a dissimilar form. 

(5)  
 

Nirmin suddenly looked at her watch. 
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 Time has flown by  

Example (5) is an explicit case of the usage of an idiom with the same message but by the 
and time has flown by consist of 

different forms; the transitive verb is translated into an intransitive verb. However, both of them 
are idioms which have the same pragmatic value and convey the same illocutionary act.  

 (6)  

 

Good riddance  

 (7) 
 

to get it all out of my system  

and get it all of my system in example (7) use different 
stylistic and structural methods, they both convey the same pragmatic value and attitude. 
Therefore, as it is apparent in examples  (6) and (7), the translator substitutes an idiom with 
another idiom using different component words but conveying the message intended by the ST 
producer in a way that fits within the context.  

(8)  

the size of a mule. 

-up and mature man. Though the idiomatic connotation 
is lost, denotative and connotative meanings are preserved. 

(9)  

We thank Allah that he died while his children were still living. He who leaves children never 
dies. 
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In example (9), the translator uses paraphrasing because an equivalent idiom in the target 
culture is not available. However, the TL expression conveys the notion of immortality which is 
the purpose of using the idiom; thus, it is considered acceptable. 

(10)  
. Death means less to me than to bear 

 
In example (10), paraphrasing conveys the meaning although the utterance loses the idiomatic 
force it carries in the SL. 

(11)  
My mother named you Fruit of a Barren womb 
In the previous example, the idiom is about a myth widely known in the SL culture. It is about 
the only child who is born after many years of sterility. The idiom is rendered into the TL by 
paraphrasing where the translator deviates from the form of the ST message because of the 
lack of a parallel myth in the TL culture. 

(12)  
Why is it my fault when he has not been endowed with learning? 
In example (12), the idiomatic expression is translated by the translator by the adoption of the 

by an 
explanation with a variation of the form and point of view of the message.  
Likewise, the same situation applies to example (13), where the translator resorts to 
paraphrasing in translating an idiomatic expression. 

(13)  
Speak my good man. . 

(14)  
 

Allah will bring compensation  
Example (14) demonstrates the usage of paraphrasing to translate idiomatic expressions as the 
translator changes the form of the message in the ST. 

(15)  
 Raghib and I tried to make it seem less important.  
It may happen that you hate a thing which is good for you  
In example (15), the religious connotative meaning is conveyed by the addition of the 

 
(16)  
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She who trusts a man is like 
one carrying water in a sieve  
The idiomatic expression is rendered into the TL by the usage of paraphrasing where the 
translator successfully conveys the message intended by the ST producer by changing the form 
of the ST message. 

(17)  
I can then feed them as a result of my own efforts
room?  
In the examples of paraphrasing above, the translator explains the idioms rather than gives the 
exact equivalent of the Arabic utterance. However, though they lose some of their global cultural 
connotation which is normal when we deal with as distinctive cultures and languages as Arabic 
and English, they convey the pragmatic value within the textual context given for each idiom.  
5.2. Idiomatic Expressions Translated Inappropriately 

In some instances in the Arabic novel, the idioms are translated into English inappropriately; 
the translator resorts to one technique where another can serve better by conveying the 
intended meaning within the context where the utterance occurs. In other words, 
inappropriateness, may not mean wrong translation; there might be a better choice to be used. 

) 18(

I can then feed them as a result of my own efforts, my girl, and they are still flesh and blood, 
my h they need a crust of bread
at the end of the month. 

In example (18), the usage of paraphrasing is faulty conveying a different denotative and 
connotative meaning.  

) 19(

Did they call me Sabriya because it means long-suffering? I am long-suffering, what is there 
left but the undertaker and the tomb? 

In examples (18) and (19), the idioms are translated literally by the usage of paraphrasing 
because there are no equivalent idioms available in the TL. However, this omits the intended 
meaning and gives ambiguous sentences within the local context. The translator could have 
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used clearer expressions to convey  the intended message more accurately. For example, the 
translator could use "They are still young. It takes a lot of effort to get them brought up.." and 
"Patience does not get you anything; it only gets you more waiting." respectively. 

(20)  

Tomorrow is 
another day. 

) 21(

May Allah have mercy on her soul. 
In examples (20) and (21), though the use of paraphrasing  conveys the meaning and gives 
an intelligible equivalence, there is a better choice. There is an equivalent idiom in the target 
culture which conveys the same message; thus, paraphrasing is not the best choice. Equivalent 
idio
to keep the idiomatic force of the expressions. 

(22) 
 

I can then feed them as a result of my own efforts, my girl, and they are still flesh and blood, 
my he
at the end of the month. 

Here, the translator resorts to paraphrasing. However, the TT expression does not convey the 
same meaning. Therefore, though paraphrasing can be appropriate, the way the expression is 
paraphrased is considered inappropriate within the global context of the Syrian culture; this 
idiom is used to show that days pass quickly. A better translation can be "A month follows 
another and the salary in not enough."  

6. Conclusion 

The analyzed data is examined adopting Baker's model with the aim of preserving the pragmatic 
and the semiotic specifications of the idiomatic expression. Whenever an idiomatic expression 
is to be translated, it is recommended at the beginning to search for an idiom which has the 
same form and meaning which means the same denotative and connotative meanings or the 
same locutionary and illocutionary acts within the context of the utterance. 
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If the idiomatic expression does not exist in the TL, the translator can look for another idiomatic 
expression in the TL that helps relay the same attitudinal meaning that has been relayed in the 
ST by using different words from those used in the ST idiom. Thus, the equivalent idiom can 
have an effect similar to that conveyed by the sign in the SL. Yet, if both techniques cannot be 
applied and the culture-specific item does not exist in the TL and there is no way to replace it 
by another one, the translator may try to preserve the pragma-semiotic specifications of the 
sign through paraphrasing. Thus, context and availability of an equivalent in the target culture 
of an idiom in the ST is an important factor of the appropriateness of translation. 
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