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Abstract: 
   Translation is the process of rendering the meaning of the source 
text semantically, culturally, and grammatically into the target text. 
However, translating idiomatic expressions has been a challenge for 
students as it involves many cultural elements. This study aims to 
investigate the difficulties which encounter Libyan EFL students when 
they translate idiomatic expressions from English into Arabic and vice 
versa. It also attempts to know the students' skills in English 
language, particularly those who will become EFL teachers and 
translators. Moreover, the study endeavors to identify and 
demonstrate some of the strategies that are  used by these students 
to translate and overcome such difficulties and suggest what could 
be done to help them handle such challenges and improve their 
translation skills and competencies. To collect the data of the study, 
fourteen EFL students studying at Department of English were given 
two English texts which include idiomatic expressions. Then the 
students were asked to translate these texts into Arabic. After that 
the students translations of the texts were collected for analysis. The 
results demonstrate that the students' level of English language is 
weak, and they need to improve their comprehension of the English 
texts, specifically the English idiomatic expressions, to be good 
translators. The study ends with recommendations and suggestions 
that might help students to handle the challenges they encounter in 
translation. 
Keywords: Idiomatic Expression, cultural Elements, Strategies, 
Difficulties. 
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    : ملخص الدراسة

اٌرشجّح ٟ٘ ع١ٍّح ٔمً ِعٕٝ إٌض اٌّشاد ذشجّرٗ دلا١ٌا ٚ ثماف١ا ٚ ٔح٠ٛا ِٓ ٌغح اٌٝ 

تإٌغثح ٌٍطلاب لأٔٙا اخشٜ . ِٚع رٌه فإْ ذشجّح اٌرعث١شاخ الاططلاح١ح ذعرثش ذحذ٠ا 

ذرضّٓ اٌىث١ش ِٓ اٌّىٛٔاخ اٌثماف١ح. ٘زا اٌثحث ٠ٙذف اٌٝ اٌرعشف عٍٝ اٌظعٛتاخ اٌرٟ 

ِٓ اٌٍغح الأج١ٍض٠ح اٌٝ اٌٍغح اٌعثاساخ الاططلاح١ح  فٟ ذشجّح ا١ٌٍث١١ٓ ذٛاجٗ اٌطٍثح

سج اٌطلاب فٟ اعرعّاي اٌٍغح ااْ ٠عشف ِذٜ ِعشفح ِٚٙاٌعشت١ح. اضافرا ٌزٌه فٙٛ ٠حاٚي 

ِرخظظْٛ ف١ٙا تح١ث ع١ظثحْٛ  الأج١ٍض٠ح ٚخظٛطا ٘ؤلاء اٌز٠ٓ ٠ذسعٛٔٙا وا

ذحاٚي ٘زٖ اٌذساعح اْ ذٍمٟ اٌضٛء عٍٝ تعض الاعرشاذ١ج١اخ ِذسع١ٓ ٚ ِرشج١ّٓ. وزٌه 

اٌرٟ ٠غرعٍّٙا اٌطٍثح فٟ اٌرشجّح ٚ اٌرغٍة عٍٝ ِثً ٘زٖ اٌظعٛتاخ ِٚا ع١ٍُٙ اْ ٠رثعٖٛ 

 غاعذذُٙ فٟ اٌرعاًِ ِع ٘زٖ اٌرحذ٠اخ ٚاٌشفع ِٓ وفاءذُٙ ٚذط٠ٛش ِٙاساذُٙ فٟ اٌرشجّح.ٌّ

اعطٝ لأستعح عشش طاٌثا ٔظاْ تاٌٍغح الأج١ٍض٠ح ٠رضّٕاْ عثاساخ اططلاح١ح ذجاس٠ح 

. تعذ رٌه جّعد إٌظٛص اٌرٟ ذشجّٙا اٌطٍثح اٌٝ ٚطٍة ُِٕٙ ذشجّرّٙا اٌٝ اٌٍغح اٌعشت١ح

. ٚ لذ ت١ٕد ٔرائج إٌماػ ٚ اٌرح١ًٍ اْ اٌطٍثح ٠عأْٛ ضعف لشرٙا ٚذح١ٍٍٙإٌّااٌٍغح اٌعشت١ح 

فٟ اٌٍغح الأج١ٍض٠ح ٚ ٠حراجْٛ اٌٝ اٌّض٠ذ ِٓ اٌجٙذ ٌرط٠ٛش ٚ ذحغ١ٓ لذساذُٙ ٚوفاءاذُٙ 

حرٝ ٠ظ١شٚا ِرشج١ّٓ ج١ذ٠ٓ. ٚ لذ خرُ ٘زا اٌثحث تٕظح اٌطلاب ٌثزي اٌّض٠ذ ِٓ اٌجٙذ ٚ 

                               زٖ اٌظعٛتاخ                        .          غاعذج لإ٠جاد حٍٛي ٌٙاٌّ

1.  Introduction: 
Idiomatic expression is a term used in grammar and lexicology to 
refer to a sequence of words which are semantically and often 
syntactically restricted, so that they function as a single unit Crystal 
(1980). They are viewed as one class of figurative expressions that 
occur in all expressions which cannot be understood literally and 
which functions as a unit semantically (Beekman and Callow 1974). 
They are also considered "as part of mastering any language, and 
they are a prominent natural part of everyday discourse because 
they reflect cultural and linguistic boundaries and enabling 
communication between different cultures" (Hawwar, 2013, p.1). 
These idioms are cultural-bound expressions and most of them are 
related to culture, and this makes their comprehension and 
translation a major problem for EFL students Howwar (2013). Baker 
(1991) argued that the main challenges of translating idioms are 
related to two main fields: the capacity to identify and to translate an 
idiom appropriately, as well as the complications in translating 
several aspects of meaning that an idiom or a fixed expression carries 
into the target language. Mollanazar (2004) maintained that that the 
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first step in rendering idioms is to identify them. Thus, the pitfall for 
translators is to decipher the idioms accurately. Nida (1964:13) also 
clarified that "the role of translator is to facilitate the transfer of the 
message, meaning, and cultural elements from one language into 
another and create an equivalent response to the receivers."  
     Despite the development in the field of translation, translating 
idiomatic expressions is still considered as a serious challenge for 
translators as well as for EFL learners (Hawwar, 2013, p.1). Idioms are 
difficult to learn because they cannot be translated literally, and they 
do not mean what they say (Mcpartland, 1981). A translator has to 
convey the meaning of an idiom over and above the words that 
forming it. Translator's awareness of the idioms meaning and the 
translation strategies used for them are important and necessary. 
They usually enable translators and students to overcome the 
difficulties that might be encountered by  when they translate such 
idioms. 
    Thus, finding equivalents to the idiomatic expressions is a hard task 
for students because they need competence in using these idioms 
(Baker, 1991; Newmark, 1988). As there are many differences 
between English and Arabic cultures, idiomatic expressions cannot be 
translated literally because their translation will be incorrect. 
Therefore,  students should be aware of the correct meaning of these 
idiomatic expressions and know the intended meaning of these 
expressions. This indicates that translating English idiomatic 
expressions into Arabic is a demanding task for students. 
    It is necessary to find methods and strategies to assist students 
overcome such emerging problems and difficulties in translating 
idiomatic expressions. Baker (1991) mentioned two main prominent 
difficulties have been frequently in the translation. The first difficulty 
is that there is lack of idioms equivalents in the target language. The 
second one is that the existence of idioms which have similar form 
but different meaning in two languages might be a source of difficulty 
in translation. The difference between English and Arabic also could 
be one of the factors that contributes to the problems in translating 
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idiomatic expressions as Arabic is a Semitic language that is quite 
distant from English which is an-Indo-European language. This might 
hinder effective rendering of meaning. However, if the students have 
solid foundation in both cultures and languages they will be able to 
catch the implied meaning of idiomatic expressions. As translating 
idiomatic expressions is hard task for EFL students, the present study 
attempts to investigate the difficulties that encountered Libyan EFL 
students in translating texts that involve idiomatic expressions from 
English into Arabic at one of the Libyan universities. It also endeavors 
to identify the strategies that EFL students use to respond and handle 
such difficulties.  
2.  Methods:  
    Randomly, 14 fourth year students studying at the Department of 
English, University of Zawia were selected to participate in this study. 
All of them are Libyan. 7 of them were males and the rest are 
females. They have been studying English since their primary 
schooling. The tool which was used to collect the data foe this study 
was a translation test. This test was created by the researcher to 
specifically examine students' difficulties with idiomatic expressions 
and to identify the strategies that they used to handle these 
difficulties. The data which will be collected by this test might be 
helpful to improve their translation skills and competencies to 
overcome such challenges. The test consists of 2 texts which contain 
different types of idiomatic expressions. The texts were related to 
business translation. They carry metaphorical senses that could be 
not known by through literal meaning of the idioms. Students were 
asked to translate these texts and report the difficulties that they 
faced and strategies that they used to handle these difficulties. Three 
students' translation of the test texts were selected to be discussed . 
The test texts were administered by the translation teacher who 
explained the purpose of the study and responded to all the 
questions raised by the student participants regarding the test 
instructions and items.  
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3.  Notes on Idiomatic Expressions 
    One of the major difficulty when translating English idioms into 
Arabic is not the lack of equivalence, but it is the linguistic ability that 
enables a student to find a suitable equivalent. The following idioms 
are some examples of English idioms and their literal translation into 
Arabic which were given to students who participate as samples of 
English idioms:  (tall order) cannot be translated into Arabic as ( اِش

 You scratch my back and) .(ِّٙح شالح) but should be translated to (ط٠ًٛ
I'll scratch yours), the  literal translation into Arabic is ( ٚ حه ٌٟ ظٙشٞ 

 but we should to understand the idiom from the ,(احه ٌه ظٙشن
context. If we understand the context, then we will get the correct 
meaning of the idiom. Thus, we should translate it as (ًوً ٚ ٚو). 
Another example is (Between the devil and the deep blue sea ), its  
literal translation into Arabic is should be as  ( ت١ٓ اٌش١طاْ ٚ اٌثحش الاصسق

 Another .(ت١ٓ فىٟ وّاشح) but the suitable function meaning is ,(اٌع١ّك
example, the idiom (forbidden fruit is sweet). The literal translation 
of this idiom in Arabic is ( ٍٛجاٌفاوٙح إٌّّٛع ح ), but the suitable function 
meaning is (وً ِّٕٛع ِشغٛب). The previous examples show that literal 
translation lead to incorrect meaning. Therefore, students should 
have good controlling of both languages and cultures.  Furthermore, 
they should have deep understanding and awareness of both 
languages and cultures. However, students without being erudite in 
both cultures they will find themselves render incorrect translation 
which is extremely difficult if not possible to understand. 
4.  Idiomatic Expressions Related to Business 
   The following are some idiomatic expressions which used in 
business. They show students that there are different idiomatic 
expressions which used in different fields. The idiom (to keep 
something under wraps), means to keep something secret, to not let 
anybody know about a new project or a plan. For example, I am 
sorry, I cannot tell you anything about the project I'm working on. My 
boss told me to keep it under wraps The idiom (to keep it under 
wraps), its literary translation into Arabic is ( طاءاذشوٗ ذحد اٌغ ). The 
idiom (nothing ventured nothing gained), means if you do not try to 
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do something , you will never succeed. The literal translation of idiom 
into Arabic is (لا شٟء ِجاصف لا شٟء ِىرغة), such as    (it is risky to spend 
so much money developing a new brand but, nothing ventured 
nothing gained). The previous examples of idioms are not difficult to 
translate because their literal translations are not different widely 
from their meaning in Arabic. Therefore, you can say that there is not 
big difficulties in translating these idioms, but in the following 
idiomatic expressions there will be difficulties to translate them. If we 
translate these idioms literally, we will get incorrect or meaningless 
translation. However, to translate the idiomatic expressions 
correctly, students should use specific techniques. The following are 
some idiomatic expressions and their literal translations, (to throw 
cold water over an idea or plan). The literal translation of this idiom 
in Arabic is    ( ِااْ ذمزف ِاء تاسد عٍٝ خطح  ), but this literal translation is 
meaningless translation. Another idiomatic expression, (through the 
roof!). This idiomatic expression translate literally into Arabic as ( ٝحر

 whereas, its correct translation and meaning is (very high, higher (اٌمّح
than expected). The previous examples of idiomatic expressions 
mentioned above show students the problems and difficulties which 
encounter them in translating such idioms, they should be aware of 
them and they have to be capable to deal with these problems and 
difficulties by being good bilingual and bicultural. 
5.  Findings and Discussion  
    The analysis of data has given the researcher useful insights into 
the type of difficulties that Libyan students faced when translating 
English idioms. The data also provide the researcher with some of the 
translation strategies the students used to handle these difficulties. 
Lack of equivalence constitutes one of the main difficulties in 
translating idioms  (Baker, 1991). However, the findings of this study 
reveal that the major difficulty when translating English idioms into 
Arabic is not the lack of equivalence, but it is in the linguistic ability 
that enable a student to find a suitable equivalent. Here are two 
English texts involve idioms were given to fourteen students to 
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translate them into Arabic, but the following analysis and discussion 
of the data focus on three student' translation for these texts.  
 a. First English source text. (Ahmed presented his manager a plan to 
expand their business into Africa, but  he threw cold water over his 
plan and told him to just focus on developing business in Libya. 
The First Student's Translation of the First Text 
   The first student translated the English idiomatic expression "threw 
cold water over" into Arabic as ( ١ٗ اٌّاءعىة عٍ ). It is literal translation, 
concerned the whole first student's translation of the text which was 

ٌمذ لذَ اٌغ١ذ احّذ اٌٝ ِذ٠شٖ فٟ اٌعًّ خطح ٌرٛع١ع ِجاي اٌعًّ فٟ افش٠م١ا ٚ ٌىٓ ِذ٠شٖ (

عٍٝ  ٠شوض وً ذفى١شٖفٟ اٌعًّ ٌُ ٠شضٝ تٙزٖ اٌخطح ٚ عىة ع١ٍٗ اٌّاء ِثاششج ٚ اِشٖ اْ 

 .(و١ف١ح    ذٛع١ع ِجاي اٌعًّ فٟ ١ٌث١ا

    As we can see in the target text that the student did not 
understand all the whole text, but he/she understood just part of it. 
He/she did not understand the idiomatic expression, his translation 
was (عىة ع١ٍٗ اٌّاء), but in the fact the boss did not threw cold water 
over him. He told him/her to just concentrate on developing business 
in Libya. So, the student used literal translation in translating the 
idiomatic expression, that gave misinterpretation and meaningless 
translation because his boss did not threw cold water on him. Also, 
the student used the addition such as the word (ِثاششج). This word 
does not existed in the source text, also the words (ٖوً ذفى١ش) and the 
word (ٌمذ), all these words do not exist in the text. 
The Second Student's Translation of the First Text 
  The second student's translation of the first text was as the 
following:  

)لذَ احّذ ٌّذ٠شٖ خطح ٌرٛع١ع اعّاٌٗ فٟ افش٠م١ا ٚ ٌىٓ اٌّذ٠ش اًّ٘ خطرٗ ٚ لاي ٌٗ ع١ٍه    

 ذط٠ٛش اٌعًّ فٟ ١ٌث١ا (. اْ ذشوض فمظ عٍٝ

   It is clear that, the translation of second student was not exactly 
correct because he/she translated the idiom as ( خطرٗ ًاّ٘ )  . The text 
which means that Ahmed's boss took his plan, but he neglected it 
later. The text states that Ahmed's boss did not encourage him/her 
as it is mentioned in the explanation of  the idiom which is existed in 
the previous explanation of the meaning of the second text. So, the 
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second student understood the idiom, but he presented it in 
unsuitable way. This indicates that the student did not translate the 
text precisely. For example, his translation of  the ( ٟ خطح ٌرٛع١ع الاعّاي ف

 ,was vague, we did not know his work. Hence (اعّاٌٗ) The word .(افش٠م١ا
the student understood the idiom, but produced the text into Arabic 
incorrectly and the equivalent of the idiom was unsuitable. 
The Third Student's Translation of the First Text  
   The third student translated the idiomatic expression almost 
correct. He translated it into Arabic as ( اٞ ا٘رّاٌَُ ٠ع١ش  ) which is nearly 
the same meaning as it is mentioned in the previous explanation of 
the original text above. It seemed that the student had understood 
the meaning of the idiom and comprehend the source text and he 
succeed in choosing the translation techniques.  
b. Second English Source Text 
   "No wonder Libyan people are complaining about the cost of food. 
Food prices have gone through the roof!" This is the second text 
which is translated by the students and some of their translations to 
this text as follow. 
The First Student's Translation of the Second Text 
The translation of the first student of the second text into Arabic was 
as  

)١ٌظ ِٓ اٌعج١ة اْ ٠رزِش ا١ٌٍث١١ٓ ِٓ اسذفاع اععاس اٌّٛاد اٌغزائ١ح فالأععاس اسذفعد اٌٝ    

 حذ وث١ش ( 

   The student's translation shows that the student understood the 
meaning of the idiom. He/she gave the correct equivalence because 
the original meaning of the idiom as mentioned in the explanation of 
the second text above which was "very high". The student chose the 
suitable equivalent and gave the correct translation. Libyan people 
complaining from the high prices of the food not they complaining 
from the general prices of the food. 
The Second Student's Translation of the Second Text 
 The second student translated the second text into Arabic as the 
following 

  )لا عجة اْ ا١ٌٍث١١ٓ ٠شرىْٛ ِٓ غلاء الاععاس فمذ اسذفعد وث١شا اععاس الاغز٠ح(
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It is clear that this student understood the meaning of the idiom, and 
he gave the correct translation of the text. This means that the 
student did not face difficulties to translate the text. This means that 
he/she used the suitable techniques in translating the text . 
The Third Student's Translation of the Second Text  
The third student's translation of the second text into Arabic was  

 )لا عجة اْ إٌاط فٟ ١ٌث١ا ذشرىٟ ِٓ اٌرىٍفح اٌّشذفعح ٌٍطعاَ فالأععاس فٟ اسذفاع دائّا(.

    The translation indicates that the student did not understand the 
idiom and he/she did not comprehend the text. The word "high" was 
translated by the student into Arabic as (ذىٍفح), whereas the correct 
translation of the word "high" into Arabic is (اسذفاع) not (ذىٍفح). 
However, there is a big difference between the word (ذىٍفح) and the 
word (اسذفاع) in Arabic. Thus, the student translated the text 
incorrectly and his/her translation was meaningless translation. In 
addition, he/she translated the idiom "through the roof!" as ( اسذفاع

 whereas the correct translation of this idiom is existed in English ,(دائّا
Idiomatic Dictionary as "very high". This means that the translation of 
the idiomatic expression is incorrect. This indicates that the student 
did not comprehend the text and he/she did not recognize the 
meaning of the idiomatic expression. This led him/her to 
misunderstand and mistranslate the text. 
6.  Conclusion and Recommendations 
     Although the context is extremely important for interpreting the 
meaning of idioms, it is not enough to rely on it as it might lead to 
misinterpretation . Some students mentioned that they relied on 
context and that explains why several of them paraphrased 
inaccurately the meaning of some idioms. In addition, teachers need 
to raise students' awareness that idioms are culture-bound. 
Moreover, students need to know that although paraphrasing is a 
good translation strategy, providing an idiom of similar meaning and 
form can be more effective in conveying the meaning. Since literal 
translation can sometimes convey the meaning of the idiom, 
teachers need not to discourage them from using it in the absence of 
equivalents. However, Libyan students might use their knowledge of 
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their mother tongue to judge if the translation is intelligible or not. 
For example, the literal translation of the idiom "scratch my back and 
I will scratch yours" does not lead to unintelligibility while a literal 
translation of "it rains cats and dogs" does. Finally, although omitting 
some parts of the idiom may be desirable in certain situations, the 
meaning should be compensated somewhere else in the text in order 
to avoid abridged and mutilated translation. 
     It could be recommended that culture translation should be 
taught to undergraduate students to expose them to the cultural 
differences between languages which could translate significantly. 
First, students should avoid using paraphrasing techniques as much 
as possible. This is only recommended when there is no equivalent in 
the target language. Second, students should be trained to use the 
effective strategies usually used for translating idiomatic expressions. 
Third, students should avoid using literal translating idiomatic 
expressions, and they should use specialized dictionaries in idiomatic 
expressions. 
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