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Abstract: This study examines the strategies of translating English idioms into Arabic in
three of the most widely used general English-Arabic dictionaries. A total of fifty
English idioms have been selected by a panel of three professors of linguistics and
translation out of a hundred idioms culled from various English-Arabic translation
studies on idioms in the light of an operational definition of idioms attempted by the
researcher. It was found that of the five commonly used strategies of translating idioms,
paraphrase was the most dominant one counting for 73-87% of the renditions of the
idioms listed in those dictionaries.  The second commonest  strategy was "using
equivalent idioms that are dissimilar in words and structure to their English
counterparts", followed by "calquing”. The adequacy of the translation strategies
employed in rendering those idioms and the extent of appropriateness of the Arabic
renditions proposed in such dictionaries as equivalent to those idioms as well as their
usefulness to the translator are then discussed. The researcher concludes by making
some recommendations aimed at a more adequate handling of English idioms in
English-Arabic dictionaries and a more efficient utilization, by translators, of such
dictionaries in rendering English idioms occurring in different types of texts.

1. Introduction

An idiom is generally defined as a group of words that is recognized as a unit of
usage whose meaning cannot be deduced from its constituent words. For
example, the meaning of the oft-quoted idiom kick the bucket is not related to
the meanings of the individual words kick and bucket comprising it. The lack of
predictability of the meanings of idioms as well as a few other features thereof
discussed in Section 2 below make them particularly difficult for non-native
speakers of a language to master. Indeed, familiarity with a wide range of
idioms and their appropriate use in context are considered a major asset of native
speakers of a language. In the words of Cowie and Mackin (1975: vi) the proper
knowledge and use of idioms are ‘the distinguishing marks of a native-like
command of English.’

Although idioms are often associated with informal spoken language,
they are very common in several written forms. They are particularly pervasive
in stories, and in articles in journals and magazines as attested by the ample
evidence from the Bank of English reported in the Collins COBUILD Dictionary
of Idioms (1995:vi). Idioms are used specifically because, as noted in the
introduction to the Cambridge International Dictionary of Idioms (1998:1), they
are more colorful and forceful in meaning than non-idiomatic phrases. For
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example, the idiomatic expression look dagger at someone is much more vivid
and emphatic in meaning than look angrily at someone. Recognizing the
significance of idioms in language and their rather intricate features,
lexicologists (Makkai 1972; Fernando and Flavel 1981; Carter 1987; McCarthy
1990; Moon 1998, to mention a few) have accorded particular attention to this
lexical category. Meanwhile, a great deal of discussion of idioms is also found
in several sources in the area of translation studies (Newmark 1988, Baker 1992,
Wehrli 1998, etc.) albeit for a different reason, namely the special difficulties
encountered by translators in rendering idioms in the target language (Section
3).

This study investigates the strategies of translating English idioms in
general-use bilingual English-Arabic dictionaries. The rationale, objectives and
methodology of the study are discussed in Section 3 below. Prior to this, the
researcher will attempt a working definition of the term “idiom” and discuss the
strategies of translating idioms as revealed in relevant literature

2. Idioms: A working definition

In this section, the term “idiom” will be defined on the basis of a number of
criteria drawn from the available literature. This operational definition will then
be consistently applied in identifying the types of expressions that meet those
criteria and would therefore qualify as idioms.

An idiom, as used in this study, may be defined as an institutionalized
lexical phrase that acts as a single semantic unit and displays, to a greater or
lesser extent, the two main features of (a) semantic opaqueness, or non-
compositionality, and (b) lexical and syntactic fixedness. These two aspects of
idioms may be best viewed as a cline or continuum where idioms that allow
little or no semantic transparency and/or lexical and syntactic variation are
placed at one end, while those which reflect the highest permissible level of such
features are placed at the other end with the remaining idioms falling somewhere
between these two ranges. Thus, the meaning of such semantically opaque
idioms as jump the gun, bite the dust and go to the dogs cannot be elicited from
the denotative meanings of their constituent words. Meanwhile, it would be
much less challenging to guess the meanings of such semi-opaque idioms as
look for a needle in a haystack speak your mind and hold all the cards since
their literal and idiomatic meanings are related through figurative usage. As for
lexical fixedness, it may be noted that some idioms (Examples: bury the hatchet,
move heaven and earth and smell a rat) do not permit any of their lexical
constituents to be altered while others may allow two or more lexical variants to
be used (Examples: let / blow off steam, tread / skate on thin ice and not give a
damn / a toss | a hoot / a tinker’s cross) as revealed in the British National
Corpus. The same corpus provides evidence indicating considerable variation in
the syntactic behavior of idioms. Here, one may notice that only in a few idioms
(e.g. under the weather) no substitution, modification, transformations, or
deletion is permitted. Meanwhile, several idioms may allow only a single
syntactic transformation such as passivization (e.g. The beans were spilled), or
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inflection in the past tense (e.g. He kicked the bucket) while others (e.g. keep
tabs on) may tolerate different kinds of transformations and modification. A
further syntactic variation, pointed out by Pulman (1986:4) is that parts of some
idioms can serve as antecedents to pronouns (e.g. He turned the tables on me
and then [ turned them on him) and ellipsis (e.g. They said the tide would turn,
and eventually it did).

The careful application of our operational definition of what constitutes an
idiom would enable us to identify the lexical phrases that may qualify as idioms.
They include the following categories:

a. Lexical phrases that are totally opaque (Examples: bite the bullet, red
herring, bear the brunt)

b. Metaphor-based lexical phrases such as rain cats and dogs, spill the
beans and let the cat out of the bag.

c.  Semantically opaque and syntactically immutable pairs of words joined
by and / or. These may be nominal (e.g. huff and puff), adjectival (e.g.
alive and kicking), or adverbial (e.g. hammer and tongs; by hook or by
crook)

d. Restricted collocations in which each of their collocates has a figurative
sense (e.g. fat cat)

e. Dead and frozen metaphors that have gained currency among the
speakers of English and acquired conventionalized meanings (Cooper
1999). Examples: play with fire, light at the end of the tunnel and sail
close to the wind.

3. Strategies of translating idioms: An overview

In translating idioms, translators would have to perform three interrelated tasks,
namely recognizing and interpreting the SL idiom and then finding an
appropriate equivalent for it in the TL. These aspects will be investigated in this
section with special reference to the translation studies involving English and
Arabic which have been conducted by a rather limited number of researchers
(Awwad 1987; Baker 1992; Kharma 1997; Bataineh and Bataineh 2002;
Ghazala 2004; Abu-Ssaydeh 2004, 2006).

Recognizing that a certain group of words constitutes an idiom would be
fairly easy in the case of some idioms (e.g. jump down somebody’s throat) that
‘violate truth conditions.” (Baker 1992:65). Likewise, idioms which are
grammatically idiosyncratic (e.g. ‘blow someone to kingdom come’) or totally
opaque (e.g. white elephant) will not pose a serious challenge for the translator
to recognize as idioms. Having recognized that a certain lexical phrase
constitutes an idiom, the translator will then attempt an interpretation of that
idiom. In some cases, the translator will succeed in their attempt even if they are
unfamiliar with that idiom by processing it as a metaphor (Pulman 1986:2).
This would be the case, for example, of the English idiom skate on thin ice in
such a sentence as We feel that they are skating on thin ice with that project.
However, translators would face a great challenge in interpreting culture-
specific idioms. Problems of interpreting idioms will be further augmented if
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the cultures of the SL and TL are far apart from each other as in the case of
Arabic and English. For example, the translator’s familiarity with the culture-
specific Arabic item > (A tool that consists of two circular mill-stones used
for grinding up something such as beans or peanuts into small pieces) is quite
essential for them to correctly interpret such an idiom as =~ &4 on (lit.
‘between the two parts of hand mill’) in order to provide its translational
equivalent in English: between the devil and the blue deep sea.

Following the correct interpretation of an idiom, the translator proceeds to
find its translational equivalent in the TL by employing certain strategies. In
this paper, the term ‘strategy’ is used, following Loescher (1991:8), to refer to ‘a
potentially conscious procedure for solving a problem faced in translating a text
or any segment of it”  Other translation scholars (Vinay and Darblent
1958/1995; Newmark 1988) use the term ‘procedure’ to designate the same
concept. Five strategies for translating idioms are often discussed in translation
studies. These are as follows:

(a) Translating an SL idiom by an equivalent TL idiom that is identical or
similar in both words and structure.

This strategy would perhaps be considered the most appropriate one for
translating idioms. However, such a strategy would not hold in most cases
especially when the two languages involved in the translation are culturally
divergent and have different linguistic and historical origins. Indeed, there are
only a few equivalent idioms that are similar in their structural and lexical make-
up in such pairs of languages as English and Arabic whose cultures and
linguistic affiliations are disparate. Examples:

English Arabic

save somebody’s skin salay gaiy (lit. “save his skin”)

wash his hands of (something) (s) 0o 4n Juiy (lit. ‘wash his two
hands of something’)

I am all ears dela oI JS(lit. ‘T am all ears’)

(b) Translating an SL idiom by an equivalent TL idiom that uses different words
and structure

Although this strategy is less acceptable than the first one, it may be considered
more feasible since many idioms that have the same semantic content but
different forms and lexical items would be available across languages. The
following examples illustrate the use of this strategy for translating some
English idioms into Arabic:

English Arabic
have somebody in the palm of your hand <) 4 & (lit. 'a ring on my finger')
a thorn in your side Glall 838 54 (1it. 'a thorn in the throat")
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eat dust LY «liy (lit. 'swallow the insult')

sit on one's hands Cpadl <o giSa agy (1it. 'stand with his hands
tied up')

(c) Paraphrase

A paraphrase may be defined as an expanded target text version of a source text
lexical unit written in the translator's own words in order to reproduce the source
text author's meaning as closely as possible (Mundey 2009:214). Using
paraphrases in translating idioms would be the safest and most appropriate
strategy in cases where no idioms that correspond to SL ones are available in the
TL. It must be pointed out that employing the strategy of paraphrasing for
translating idioms would entail that the rhetorical effect and cultural
implications of the SL idioms will be dispensed with thus leaving the reader of
the TL text with much to be desired. Examples of possible paraphrases in
Arabic that may fit as translational equivalents for English idioms are given
below:

English Arabic

dry behind the ears <lisa 'experienced’

raise eyebrows 4daall sau 'show great surprise’
hammer and tongs iz 'violently'

spill the beans o=l 2dy 'disclose a secret!
feast one's eyes on 43,kU ey 'enjoy the sight of
(d) Calque

A calque or, to use Newmark's 1988's terminology, a 'loan translation' is a
translation strategy whereby the individual elements of an SL item are translated
literally to reproduce a TL equivalent (Shuttleworth and Cowie 1999:18). The
dominance of English worldwide due to political, economic and historical
factors has led, among other things, to the spread, mainly through the media, of
expressions and phrases including idioms borrowed from English to several
languages. The borrowed idioms correspond both literally and figuratively to
their English counterparts. In Arabic, a number of English calques are currently
in frequent circulation among native speakers of the language. Such calques
have become part and parcel of the Arabic lexicon and have even found their
way into some monolingual Arabic-Arabic and bilingual English-Arabic
dictionaries. For example, the Arabic idiom )l 28 )} S /ca i which is
borrowed from English break a record is found in Al-Mu'jam Al-Wajeez
(2007:378) - an Arabic-Arabic dictionary published by the Arabic Language
Academy in Cairo- and Ba'albaki's Al-Mawrid: a modern English —Arabic
dictionary (2000:766). Examples of some English calques that appear in spoken
and/or written forms in Arabic are listed below:
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English Arabic

twist his arm ac) )0 s shy

tighten the belt Oshall e da3aY) ag
strike a (sensitive) chord (b)) s e
get the lion's share 2 Cuas e Jasy

(e) Literal translation

In both calques and literal translation, a word-for-word correspondence exists
between the SL idioms and their TL counterparts. However, unlike calques
which have been transferred from the SL to the TL through borrowing and ‘may
over time become fixed” (Munday 2009: 171), literal translation reflects the
attempts made by individual translators to produce what they would perceive as
correct renditions of the SL idioms. It should be pointed out that since idioms
primarily convey figurative meanings, they would not be expected, in the
overwhelming majority of cases, to lend themselves easily to literal translation.
Hence, using literal translation as a strategy for translating idioms will be always
fraught with problems. It is for this reason that translation scholars often caution
translators against the use of literal translation in rendering idioms into the TL,
although they do not rule it out completely. In this respect, Newmark (1998:73)
states that ‘idioms cannot be translated literally ... unless they have a perfect
literal equivalent in the TL.” Thus, translators may attempt a literal translation
of an SL idiom only as a last resort when the four translation strategies discussed
above cannot be employed.

As far as the translation of English idioms into Arabic is concerned, Abu-
Sayyideh (2004:125) points out that only in a few cases literal translation may fit
snugly in the idiomatic system of Arabic. The most significant requirement that
must be fulfilled in translating an SL idiom literally is that the TL items must
have the literal and figurative potential of that idiom as in the case of the literal
Arabic rendition of the English idiom broaden his horizons as 434l g s,

Before concluding this section, it is worth mentioning that the translator’s
selection of specific strategies for translating idioms in a certain text will be
determined by several factors including the source-text type, its genre, style and
rhetorical effect, the context in which the SL idiom is used, the purpose of the
translation and its target readership.

4. The Study
4.1 Objectives
The present study aims at (a) investigating the accuracy of the Arabic

translational equivalents proposed in general-use bilingual (English-Arabic)
dictionaries for their corresponding English idioms, (b) assessing the extent of
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usefulness of such translational equivalents for translators while translating
English texts in which those idioms may occur, and (c) identifying the strategies
employed by the compilers of those dictionaries in translating idioms and
examining the extent of adequacy thereof. Some implications and
recommendations will be made by the writer for the purpose of achieving a more
adequate handling of English idioms in English-Arabic dictionaries and an
efficient utilization, by translators, of such dictionaries in their translation of
English idioms occurring in different types of texts.

4.2. Rationale

Idioms occupy a significant position in both spoken and written forms of
English (Section 1); hence, they are expected to occur in various types of texts.
From the translator’s perspective, English idioms pose a serious challenge in
terms of recognition, interpretation and identification of their proper equivalents
in the TL (Section 3). As such, translators would often rush to search for the
translation equivalents of those idioms in a bilingual dictionary which is 'the
translator's single, first and foremost important aid.! (Newmark 1998: 29) A
study of the Arabic translational equivalents of English idioms presented in
English-Arabic dictionaries would therefore be justified to determine the extent
to which the translator’s needs in this specific area of lexis are catered for in
such dictionaries. Since the Arabic translational equivalents proposed in those
dictionaries are the product of the types of strategies employed in the translation
of their corresponding English idioms, an investigation of such strategies would
be necessary to assess their appropriateness and explore possible means for
improvement. The paucity of research on this particular subject further
enhances the need for such studies as the present one.

4.3 Methodology

4.3.1 Data collection

In collecting the data for this study, the researcher followed a 4-step procedure.
The first step involved selecting a hundred English idioms, on the basis of the
writer’s working definition of “idiom” in Section 2 above, culled from several
English-Arabic translation studies on idioms ((Awwad 1987; Kharma 1997,
Bataineh and Bataineh 2002; Ghazala 2004; Abu-Ssaydeh 2004, 2006). In the
second step, the writer presented the 100-idiom list to a panel of three native
Arabic-speaking professors of linguistics each of whom has compiled at least
one English-Arabic / Arabic-English dictionary. These scholars, who hold
doctoral degrees from British and American universities and have taught
translation to both undergraduate and graduate students for more than twenty
years, were asked to select from the 100-idiom list a total of fifty idioms which
they strongly believe should be included in general — use bilingual English-
Arabic dictionaries. In the third step, the writer made the final list of the fifty
English idioms that constituted the data for the study: 29 idioms were
unanimously selected by the three members of the panel while the rest were
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selected by two of them. The writer then proceeded to the fourth and last step in
which he selected three bilingual English-Arabic dictionaries which are widely
used among translators. These are Al-Karmi's (1987) Al-Mughni Al-Akbar, A
Dictionary of Classical and Modern English, English-Arabic, Ba'albaki's (2000)
Al-Mawrid, A Modern English-Arabic Dictionary and Atlas Encyclopedic
Dictionary (2002). A list of the fifty English idioms investigated in this study
and their Arabic counterparts proposed in those three English-Arabic
dictionaries are provided in Appendix 1.

4.3.2 Limitations of the study

The present study suffers from the limitation pertaining to the rather small size
of its data i.e. 50 idioms. It was thought that in addition to space limitations, the
analysis of the Arabic translational equivalents of a greater number of English
idioms as well as the strategies employed in their renditions in three English-
Arabic dictionaries would be too cumbersome to handle in a single study.
Further research involving a greater number of English idioms may be
conducted along the lines of this study to confirm or refute its findings.

4.3.3 Data analysis

A careful look at the three English-Arabic dictionaries surveyed reveals that the
number of English idioms listed varies from one dictionary to another.
However, no specific criteria have been stated, in any of the three dictionaries,
or, for that matter, can be inferred regarding the inclusion or exclusion of certain
idioms. This issue, it appears, has been determined on the basis of the personal
judgments of the compilers of those dictionaries. It may be noted that all the
fifty idioms investigated in this study have been listed in such general-use
monolingual dictionaries as Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English —
LDCE- (1999). As far as the bilingual dictionaries under study are concerned,
the highest number of idioms (38) is listed in AI-Mughni Al-Akbar followed by
Atlas (31) and Al-Mawrid (29) — See Table 1. In each of these dictionaries, the
idioms are listed at the end of each entry and are even labeled as such in At/as.
However, no indication has been given in any of the three dictionaries regarding
the exact location of such idioms. In fact, idioms have been listed in those
dictionaries in a rather inconsistent manner: some idioms have been listed under
the first content word in the idiom (e.g. Al-Mawrid: 91; Al-Mughni Al-Akbar:
110; Atlas: 103 not bat an eye) while others have been listed under the second
(e.g. Al-Mawrid: 760 smell a rat) or even the third one (e.g. AI-Mughni Al-
Akbar: 598 skate on thin ice). Thus, for some idioms such as take something
with a grain of salt, one has to look at three entries i.e. take, grain and salt, in
order to find that idiom. By contrast, the compilers of LDCE, which is a user-
friendly dictionary, have indicated in “The Guide to the Dictionary, p. xv” that
an idiom will be listed under the main word in it, and they have consistently
applied this guideline throughout the dictionary. In addition, LDCE provides
cross-references to the idioms listed. For example, the meaning of the idiom
beat about the bush is given at beat (p. 98); if the reader looks at this idiom at
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bush (p. 171), they will find a cross-reference note at the end of the entry telling
them where to find it. No cross-references to the idioms listed in the three
English-Arabic dictionaries surveyed have been provided. As for the level of
usage of an English idiom, this has been occasionally indicated in At/as and al-
Mawrid. For example, Atlas: 1047 uses the Arabic word 4xle "colloquial” as in
dwle — 3,0y Hhdi "rain cats and dogs" while Al-Mawrid: 502 uses the contracted
form ¢ as in & — <2 se"kick the bucket". This is however rather confusing to the
dictionary user who is led to believe that the equivalent Arabic expression is
colloquial. It would have been more appropriate if the level of usage of the
English idiom (informal, formal, humorous, etc.).

is provided in English while that of its Arabic equivalent is given in Arabic.

In rendering the English idioms surveyed into Arabic, the compilers of the
three English-Arabic dictionaries have employed five strategies. Table 1 lists
those translation strategies and indicates the frequency of use of each strategy in
the three dictionaries:

Table 1. Frequency of the strategies of translating idioms in English-Arabic
dictionaries

Translation Frequency

strategy Al-Mawrid Al-Mughni Al-Akbar | Atlas

1. Equivalent | No. of | Percentage | No. of | Percentage | No. of | Perce
TL idiom | Idioms idioms idioms | ntage
using similar | 1 3.5 0 0 1 33
words and

structure to
those in the
SL idiom

2. Equivalent | 1 3.5 7 18.4 0 0
TL idiom
using
dissimilar
words and
structure to
those in the
SL idiom

3. Paraphrase | 24 82.7 28 73.7 27 87

4. Calque 3 10.3 2.6 2 6.4

—

5. Literal | 0 0 2 5.3 1 33
translation

Total number | 29 100 38 100 31 100
of idioms
listed in each
dictionary

Total number of idioms investigated in the study: 50
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As shown on Table 1 above, paraphrasing is by far the most frequently used
strategy for rendering the English idioms into Arabic, with Atlas recording the
highest percentage (87%) followed by Al-Mawrid (82.7%) and AI-Mughni al-
Akbar (73.7). There is however some variation in the second highest strategy of
translating idioms. While A/-Mughni al-Akbar tends to employ the strategy of
"providing an equivalent Arabic idiom using dissimilar words and structure"
(18.4%), both A/l-Mawrid and Atlas have opted for the use of "calquing" with the
former recording a slightly higher percentage (10.3%) than the latter (6.4%).
Literal translation into Arabic has been attempted in the three dictionaries in
rendering three English idioms only and even a smaller number of idioms i.e.
two have been translated by "providing Arabic equivalents that are similar in
both words and structure to their English counterparts."”

5. Discussion of results

This section discusses the extent of adequacy of the strategies employed in the
three general-use bilingual English-Arabic dictionaries for translating, into
Arabic, the English idioms under study and the accuracy of the resultant Arabic
renditions of those idioms.

5.1 Adequacy of the strategies used in translating idioms in the dictionaries
surveyed

As indicated in Section 5.3.2 above, there has been a high incidence of the
strategy of paraphrasing in translating idioms in the three dictionaries. It must
be pointed out that the provision of Arabic paraphrases as equivalent to their
corresponding English idioms would not be very helpful for the translator who
would often search for precise, brief and compact renditions that would fit neatly
in a given target text. As stated in Burkhanov (1998: 249), the bilingual
dictionary "should offer not explanatory paraphrases or definitions, but real
lexical items of the target language which can be inserted in the context and
produce a smooth translation." Two possible explanations may be offered by
the writer of this study for giving priority, by the compilers of the three
dictionaries, to the strategy of paraphrasing over the other strategies in rendering
English idioms into Arabic. First, the compilers' major concern might have been
to provide explicit meanings of the English idioms, through paraphrases, to the
users of those dictionaries. This concern overrides, from the compilers'
perspective, the particular needs of any specific category of dictionary users,
such as translators. Second, the compilers might not have been aware of the
special preferences given by translators to equivalent idioms in the TL over
paraphrases in rendering their SL counterparts. Support for this explanation is
evidenced in the presence of eight English idioms included in the study which
could have been more appropriately rendered by employing the strategy of
"providing equivalent Arabic idioms that are dissimilar in forms and lexical
items" than the strategy of "paraphrasing" employed in the three dictionaries
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(Appendix 1). Table 2 below lists those English idioms and their Arabic
equivalent idioms proposed by the writer of the present study.

Table 2: Arabic idioms proposed by the writer as equivalent to their English
counterparts

English Idioms Arabic equivalent idioms proposed by the writer

kick the bucket UL/ g5 (lit. see somebody off / rest)
(lit. get transferred to Allah’s mercy / the vicinity
of his God)

bury the hatchet 2 e gt 350 A dle (lit. the rope of cordiality
between them is back again)

smell a rat o5 Sa dad) ) 23y (1it. smell something fishy)

leave no stone unturned 48,k Y) L & i Bl (lit. knock on every door)

move heaven and earth laaedl 5 Lall 260 (it. make the earth stand and sit
down)

wild-goose chase Lall & Gl Jal (lit. the hope of Satan to be in
paradise)

wet behind the ears el A/ 1,6 Jy W (lit. he is still a baby / in the
cradle)

break new ground 333 WUl <4 (1it. open new horizons)

hit the roof adbac) 38 / zlas zla / 2505 2 (lit. act furiously /
lose his nerves)

It has been further observed that in several cases where more than one Arabic
rendition is proposed in those dictionaries as equivalent to their corresponding
English idioms, the renditions resulting from the utilization of the strategy of
“paraphrasing” have been listed ahead of those involving the use of the strategy
of "providing equivalent Arabic idioms that are dissimilar in forms and lexical
items". For example, AI-Mughni al-Akbar: 1638 has proposed, as a first option,
the paraphrase <ue 83 Uas (lit. futile chase) followed by the equivalent idiom (S
b esds eldl Gl (1it. like someone looking for amber inside water) as
equivalent to the English idiom wild-goose chase. Likewise, in rendering the
English idiom smell a rat into Arabic, Al-Mawrid: 760 gives precedence to the
paraphrase <Ll o &5 (1it. have doubts) over the equivalent colloquial idiom <=l
4 b W (lit. a hidden rat is moving inside somebody).

The foregoing discussion highlights the need to involve translation
scholars, among other specialists, in the process of compiling and editing
general-use bilingual English — Arabic dictionaries. Apparently, this group of
scholars who are expected to be well versed in identifying the translator's needs
and preferences in translating idioms have not been involved in the compilation
of the dictionaries under study. In fact, two of these dictionaries i.e. Al-Marid
and Al-Mughni al-Akbar, have been produced by individual compilers who are
mainly linguists. As for the third English-Arabic dictionary i.e. Atlas, it has
been compiled, as stated in the "Introduction" (p. vii), by ‘a team of language
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specialists’. It should be emphasized that the present writer's call for involving
translation scholars in the compilation of bilingual dictionaries by no means
underrates the great merits of the dictionaries surveyed and the valuable
contribution they have made in meeting the needs and requirements of their
users, including translators.

The strategy of providing equivalent TL idioms dissimilar in structure and
words to their SL counterparts has been employed in rendering twelve English
idioms into Arabic (Appendix 1). It has been used as a first-choice strategy in
rendering eight idioms (See Table 1 above) and as a second option, following a
paraphrase, in the rest. Of these, nine equivalent Arabic idioms have been
proposed in Al-Mughni al-Akbar, one i.e. 4= & J& sl (lit. a hidden rat is
moving inside somebody) — English smell a rat, is found in Al-Mawrid: 760, and
another i.e. 3l A 4xad / 4l b (1it. put an end to something in the cradle) —
English nip in the bud, and another is provided in both 4/-Mawrid: 614 and Al-
Mughni al-Akbar: 866. The nine Arabic idioms attempted in A/-Mughni al-
Akbar are listed in Table 3 below.

Table 3: Arabic idioms used as equivalent to their English counterparts in A/-
Mughni al-Akbar

English idioms Arabic equivalent idioms Page
number
kick the bucket abl, o= A (lit. die because of hunger | 677
and thirst)
rain cats and dogs Ll <els (lit. when it rains, the | 1106
clouds spread and cover the sun and
the moon)

rain cats and dogs oAl ol e cihal (lit. rain water | 1106
pours as if from the mouths of water

skins)
bury the hatchet | slalai =) 53813 ([it. become friends again) | 170
bear the brunt 48 j2all aa Iglesd (lit. bear the intensity | 163
of the battle)

with flying colors Gudl sty (S (lit. precede other | 457
runners in a race and pull up a post
usually put at the end of the

racecourse)

wild-goose chase Db oesa el G4 llh oS (1§t like | 1638
someone looking for amber inside
water)

fish in  troubled | «iSew U & 55 (lit. grill his fish on | 442
waters fire)

in the same boat el g 5 96d) A (lit. in love we are equal) | 142

wet behind the ears | 2 e (lit. on the blessing of God) 373
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A close examination of the Arabic idioms listed in Table 3 above reveals that all
of them except the last two are rather archaic. In fact, most of those idioms
appear in classical Arabic dictionaries such as Al-Qamoos Al-Muheet and Lisan
Al-Arab (See: o)) &all) at http://www.baheth.info/index.jsp). However, it
would be difficult to ascertain, in a reliable and objective manner, the circulation
of those Arabic idioms in current usage among native speakers of the language
due to the lack of Arabic lexical corpus similar to the British National corpus
(BNC) or the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA). Meanwhile,
a search made by the writer of the present study in Hans Wehr’s (1980)
Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic which is considered an authoritative
source on Modern Standard Arabic has yielded only two of those idioms i.e.
4kl ) o= (lit. die because of hunger and thirst) “kick the bucket” and i i
Gl (lit. precede other runners in a race and pull up a post usually put at the end
of the racecourse) cited on pages 757 and 766 respectively. It appears that the
circulation of those Arabic idioms in current usage has been determined by the
compiler of Al-Mughni al-Akbar on the basis of his personal judgment,
something which would be, in our viewpoint, difficult to justify. Having said
that, one would not embrace the idea of dropping those idioms altogether as they
might be useful to translators in specific settings such as translating an English
literary text to postgraduate students in a literary translation course. A more
feasible is to include, alongside those rather infrequent Arabic idioms, some
commonly used equivalent expressions in which a more appropriate translation
strategy is employed. For example, a plausible Arabic equivalent of the English
idiom fish in troubled waters would be the loan translation or calque & Jawa
JSall cWll, Similarly, the paraphrase 3! s sk« (lit. it is raining heavily) would be
appropriate to include, as equivalent to the English idiom rain cats and dogs.
Both the calque and paraphrase just mentioned are, in fact, available in A/-
Mawrid (pages 350 and 158 respectively). Apparently, the compiler of A/-
Mughni al-Akbar, which was produced some twenty years following the
publication of Al-Mawrid, had not looked up the renditions of those English
idioms in the latter or had opted to stick to his own renditions. It would be,
therefore, worth stressing that the compilation of English-Arabic dictionaries
should be viewed as a cumulative process in which the compilers of newly
produced dictionaries benefit from and build on previous publications rather
than starting the whole process anew. In this way, appropriate renditions that
are found in previously published dictionaries would be retained in new ones,
errors and deficiencies could be avoided and improvements may be made.

Two other idioms which, rather surprisingly, belong to the colloquial
variety of Arabic i.e. ¢! 5l & (lit. in love we are equal) and 4S_d) e (lit. on
the blessing of God) have been used in Al-Mughni al-Akbar as equivalent to
their English counterparts in the same boat and wet behind the ears respectively.
The inclusion of such Arabic idioms might be beneficial to the translator who
could use them in the context of, for example, translating a dialogue in an
English play that would be translated into Colloquial Arabic and acted on stage
or shown on television.
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With regard to the translation strategy of "calquing", it has been employed, in
the dictionaries surveyed, in the rendition of four English idioms listed in Table
4 below.

Table 4: English Idioms translated into Arabic by means of calquing

English Idiom | Arabic calque Page Number

Al-Mawrid | Al-Mughni Atlas

Al-Akbar

fish in troubled | sl & alaas | 350 - 484
waters S
storm in a tea | Olad Aday) - 1377 1261
cup
behind the | ol SI ala 817 - 1134
scenes
food for | _Sall ¢lae - 460 -
thought

The above calques may be considered, from the writer’s point of view, the most
appropriate renditions of their corresponding English idioms as they seem to
occur fairly frequently in various Arabic texts, in particular journalistic ones,
and have become part of the educated Arabic speaker’s repertoire. Three more
English idioms investigated in this study i.e. a nail in somebody's coffin, make
your blood boil and the ball is in somebody’s court could have been more
appropriately rendered into Arabic by means of the calques s (it (& Hlosse
liale & ¥ 3 Sl adllrespectively than by using paraphrases as is the case in the
three English-Arabic dictionaries surveyed (Appendix 1).

Proceeding to the translation strategy of "providing Arabic equivalents
that are similar in both words and structure to their English counterparts", one
may note that such a strategy has been employed in two cases only:

English Arabic

not bat an eye / eyelid Ot Al aeny Y faie ks Y (al-Mawrid: 91; Al-
Mughni Al-Akbar: 110)

poke your nose into & 4l g (AI-Mughni Al-Akbar: 1018)

The extremely few renditions in which this strategy has been employed may be
ascribed to the great linguistic and cultural disparities between English and
Arabic (Section 3).

As for the "literal translation" strategy, it has been employed in
rendering two idioms followed by paraphrases:

English Arabic

burn somebody's boats g sl @b 4nds o adad = 4S) jo 3
(lit. burn his boats =

cut the way of return for himself) — /-Mughni Al-Akbar: 169
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leave no stone unturned B3l ASaal) 5kl JS padlll J gl Ladie (4B Y) | jaa &l 5 Y
Lo Caaa

(lit. Ieave no stone unturned: when somebody tries all possible means to achieve

a goal (4tlas: 1259)

The two literal Arabic renditions are, in the present writer's opinion, rather
unacceptable. A plausible alternative is to retain the explanatory phrases and
drop the literal renditions altogether. Better still is rendering the second idiom
by using the equivalent Arabic idiom 48,k ¥) L &y o1 (lit. knock on every door)
which is dissimilar in structure and words to its English counterpart.

5.2 Erroneous, Imprecise and Inappropriate renditions
Several English idioms have been incorrectly, imprecisely or inappropriately
rendered into Arabic in the three English-Arabic dictionaries surveyed.

There are five incorrect renditions of English idioms in those dictionaries.
One of these is break new ground for which an erroneous literal rendition is
proposed in Al-Mughni Al-Akbar: 535 i.e. Ll 4iles S L )i Lal (lit. cultivate a
plot of land that was uncultivated) instead of the optimal Arabic idiom i.e.
33 WUl (lit. open new horizons). A further erroneous rendition, provided in Al-
Mughni Al-Akbar: 1377, involves the use of the Arabic proverb g Juall =i
1 (lit. a mountain shakes and brings forth a mouse) as equivalent to the English
idiom storm in a tea cup instead of the Arabic calque s & 4x)  The
proposed Arabic proverb describes a situation in which a person keeps making
great promises and raises high hopes but with only a little achievement. In a
third case, the meaning of English idiom mend fences i.e. to talk to someone you
have offended or argued with, and try to persuade them to be friendly again
(LDCE: 894) is incorrectly rendered into Arabic as (- sl s &3 ,ll oy lall cuny
4.l (lit. improve bad conditions especially in politics) -Atlas: 784. The
Arabic paraphrase UM (s would fit nicely in this context. A similar
instance involving the incorrect Arabic rendition of the English idiom skate on
thin ice as A8l e S ) zlisy ¢ sia 50 e Saady (lit. speak about a topic that
requires a lot of tactfulness) is found in 4/-Mawrid: 1344. Finally, the English
idiom jump the gun has been incorrectly translated as sl las Sae JSy (o8 Jany oy
S slaaiul (lit. start doing something too soon or by making sufficient
preparation for it) — Atlas: 688. Here, a printing slip might have occurred as the
compiler must have intended to use <AS L& slasiuly (lit. by making insufficient
preparation for it).

Seven cases of imprecise Arabic renditions have been noticed; these are
listed in Table 5 below.

Table 5: Imprecise Arabic renditions of the English idioms

No. | English idioms Imprecise Arabic renditions Location
1 [the ball is in | (4 sf) & Gl o2 &) N o | A-Mughni Al-
somebody's court (alaall o LSl) 22N & (Tt is now | Akbar: 103
your / his turn in speech -
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during communication)

2 | jump the gun O J8 G e g | Al-Mughni Al-
(start Akbar: 699
racing ahead of time)

3 kick the bucket wké  (die  because  of | AI-Mughni Al-
unapparent cause) Akbar: 677

4 bury the hatchet Judl) e 88 54 (stop fighting) | Atlas: 170

5 in the same boat AY Al 5 oy i A (in the | Atlas: 137
same situation as that of other
people)

The Arabic renditions proposed in Table 5 above are considered, in the writer's
opinion, rather imprecise because they convey incomplete or inaccurate
meanings of the corresponding English idioms. Thus, the Arabic renditions of
the English idioms 1 and 2 unjustifiably restrict the context of usage of these
two phrases to "communication" and "racing" respectively. Such idioms could
have been more appropriately rendered by means of the Arabic calque ¥ 3
éale i and the paraphrase _s<¥! Ja=xi (lit. rush things) respectively.
Meanwhile, the Arabic lexical item i.e. s+ké used as equivalent to English kick
the bucket means, according to Al-Mu'jam Al-Wajeez: 476 — a monolingual
Arabic — Arabic dictionary, s sl de e e &G ga (lit. die because of unapparent
cause), whereas its English counterpart has the general sense of "dying" under
any circumstances. The meaning of the fourth idiom i.e. to agree to stop arguing
about something and become friends again (LDCE: 171), is not precisely
reflected in its Arabic rendition. Likewise, the fifth English idiom refers to
someone in the same "unpleasant" situation as someone else (LDCE: 132), yet
this specific meaning is not accurately reflected in the Arabic rendition. One
may suggest that the latter two English idioms should be rendered into Arabic as
| sallal (become friends again) and 4l / A5l Luéd A (in the same problem)
respectively.

Inappropriate Arabic paraphrases of some English idioms have been
further observed. An inappropriate paraphrase may be defined, following
Delisle, Jahnke and Cormier (1999:1460), as 'a translation error that ... consists
of translating a text segment from the source text using an inappropriately long
target text'. Examples of inappropriate Arabic phrases provided in the
dictionaries surveyed are listed in Table 6 below.

Table 6: Inappropriate Arabic paraphrases of the English idioms

No. | English Inappropriate Arabic renditions | Location
idioms
1 leave no | o Alwslls Aball e oxie W ¢ i) | AI-Mughni  Al-Akbar:
stone sl V) Al ¥ ddaul 5 &% (he | 1376
unturned | exhausted all tricks; he tried
every means)
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2 fish  in | = 4udld &l jad o e ibas oty | 41-Mughni  Al-Akbar:
troubled | 4wl Nilsall dal caall gty (take | 442

waters advantage of the misfortunes of
others for his own interest; wait
anxiously for misfortunes to
happen to take advantage of

them )
3 wild- S e Y s e = Cue 83 )as | Al-Mughni Al-Akbar:
goose Gyl g o Y 25 A 2w 25| 1638
chase Al an ¥ 8 o (a futile

chase; a chase that ends in
nothing; seek something that is
not worth the effort; seek
something unattainable)

4 break the | (e wlii IV @lhdly A | Al-Mawrid: 126
ice Cuall Jeis A5V Glseall
(take the initial steps; overcome
initial  obstacles and start
talking)

Apparently, the above paraphrases are "too long" and therefore too cumbersome
for the translator to use while translating a given source text. More appropriate
Arabic equivalents could have been attempted such as the idiom ¥} LL &l ol
48 )kl (lit. knock on every door), for the first idiom, the calque Sall elll & dUaiay
for the second one, and the paraphrase 4ie (s siue i (lit. a futile matter) for the
third one. A plausible rendition of the fourth idiom is the Arabic paraphrase g
<uwaall (1it. pave the way for talking) or even the literal equivalent sl Sy,

6. Implications for Translators and Translator Trainers

The extensive discussion, made in Section 6 above, of the strategies employed in
English-Arabic dictionaries for translating the English idioms under study and
the Arabic renditions offered therein have some important implications for
translators and translator trainers.

First, practicing freelance translators as well as translation trainees should
be cautioned against the blind acceptance and outright copying of the Arabic
renditions proposed in those dictionaries as equivalent to their corresponding
English idioms. Rather, such Arabic renditions should be simply used as a
stepping stone in the quest for the most acceptable equivalents of those idioms.
After all, the translator's selection of a certain translation strategy for rendering a
specific English idiom into Arabic will be determined on the basis of several
criteria including such macro-factors as the type of source-language text they are
translating, its genre and style, the purpose of the translation and its target
readership, as well as micro-factors in particular the specific context in which an
idiom occurs.
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Second, in cases where several Arabic expressions are proposed in those
dictionaries as equivalent to the same English idioms, translation trainees should
be trained on how to weigh the pros and cons of each expression vis-a-vis its
context of usage and the perceived rhetorical effect of that expression on the
target readership, and how to make the ultimate decision on which of those
expressions to select. Besides, sufficient and interesting class exercises and
home assignments on this specific aspect should be provided for translation
trainees in relevant translation courses.

Third, translator trainees should be particularly alerted to the fact that
bilingual English-Arabic dictionaries may occasionally provide incorrect,
imprecise and inappropriate renditions of English idioms. Some of those
trainees may hold the rather naive view that those dictionaries will never contain
errors on account of their compilers' high qualifications and enormous
experience in the field. As this study has revealed, idioms are a rather intricate
category of lexis and their translation into another language such as Arabic
constitutes a serious challenge, hence erroneous, imperfect and inappropriate
renditions thereof are quite possible.

7. Recommendations

A number of recommendations may be made by the writer on the basis of the

results of this study.

7.1 It would be most beneficial to translators if general use bilingual English-
Arabic dictionaries incorporate, on the basis of some sound criteria, as
many English idioms as possible.

7.2 English-Arabic dictionaries need to be made user-friendly by listing idioms
in a systematic manner that should be explicitly stated in the "Introduction"
or “Guide” section and consistently used throughout, and providing cross-
references to those idioms.

7.3 The inclusion in English-Arabic dictionaries of appropriate expressions
which belong to the standard and colloquial varieties of Arabic, and that
stand as equivalent to their English corresponding idioms would be most
beneficial to translators who often have to translate a range of texts of
different types and genres. However, archaic Arabic equivalents, if used,
should be accompanied by expressions that are in current circulation among
native speakers of the language.

7.4 In proposing Arabic equivalents of English idioms, compilers of newly
produced English-Arabic dictionaries or edited versions of current ones
need to search for plausible renditions that may have been used in
previously published lexicographic works.  This will enable those
compilers to benefit from and build on the experiences of their colleagues
and eventually include the most appropriate Arabic equivalents of the
English idioms in their dictionaries.

7.5 Researchers in the area of translation studies who are presumably well
versed in the strategies for translating idioms should be involved, along
with other specialists, in the compilation of English — Arabic dictionaries.
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7.6 The process of determining the appropriateness of current Arabic renditions
and exploring fresh ones would be enhanced by establishing effective
networks that utilize various means, in particular online resources (emails,
discussion forms, etc.) among dictionary compilers, as well as researchers
in this important area of lexis especially linguists and translation scholars.

7.7 There is a dire need in Arabic lexicography for the creation of an electronic
Arabic lexical corpus similar to the British National Corpus (BNC) and the
Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA). This type of corpus
will be a great boost for research on Arabic as it will provide compilers of
dictionaries, including bilingual English-Arabic ones with valuable
information on, among other things, the currency and frequency of
occurrence of Arabic lexical items including idioms. Pertinent Arab
institutions in particular the Arab League Educational, Cultural and
Scientific Organization (ALECSO) and the Arabic Language Academies
are urged to take the initiative in launching this enormous project and pool
their resources for its accomplishment.

8. Conclusion

This study has investigated the adequacy of the translation strategies employed
in some of the commonly used English — Arabic dictionaries for rendering a
carefully —selected sample of English idioms into Arabic and the extent of
appropriateness of the proposed renditions. Certain deficiencies and pitfalls
have been identified in both the translation strategies used in those dictionaries
and the Arabic renditions offered. Meanwhile, specific alternatives have been
suggested by the writer of this study to tackle such defects. The study has
concluded by highlighting the implications of the study findings for translators
and translator trainers. Several recommendations aimed at a more adequate
handling of English idioms in English-Arabic dictionaries have been made. It is
hoped that this study will contribute towards a more efficient treatment of
English idioms in English —Arabic dictionaries.
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Appendix 1: Translational Equivalents of the English Idioms in English-
Arabic Dictionaries

S.N. | English Idioms English-Arabic Dictionaries
Al-Mawrid | Al-Mughni Atlas
Al-Akbar
1 kick the bucket Gigay G (puhad (ila | gy
adly
2 jump the gun NA e Ol Gaul | i Jem Tay
Vg cdlad) | laa Sae JSG
JE ol ey | iy
B LS
3 rain cats and dogs B el Ll e Cels | ) e ha
gl e skl
< Al
4 have an axe to grind P CTY V5 OV T RV I BT N
- 3 . « o . .o
j "‘ &J @
el alaiay)
5 bury the hatchet [ENENE | slalai =) gidlai e iy
Jual)
6 pass the buck A all Josy | anst e ady | A ) Jay
SOASW | el Al | e Al
< Jaddl | Al Je Al padd
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Al padd

7 throw caution to the | NA NA NA

wind

8 skate on thin ice e daaty | phd @ A NA
zlhisy ¢ siase | Osala L (4
e S G| s (o))
aaLy

9 burn somebody’s boats | 4uil e adaly | aki=as) jo Goa | Dllais) aly
Al Gk | due 4 e | sl
latas &}A)S‘ c;\)ﬂ\

10 | smell arat Al o jalay | kil e Sy
UL e S I
de (Bl

11 bear the brunt NA 48 peall aa slaad | NA

12 | give somebody the sack | oo iy | sl dasll o a5k | 5 Cajeay
4exall Aah gl O Jm

UREN|
13 go to the dogs NA Qlall 4 da ey (Jay
14 | mend fences NA NA hghll g
ala A )
) &
15 with flying colors mbie ~lay Caady S| gy
il gl | Wl alS
&b 5 (5
16 | take something with a | «olijlb iy | o aldS &) bl el
grain of salt Lasay L e l) idle | Laiasy
(Aadls o Lt

17 make your blood boil NA Cuac .GN NA

18 a nail in somebody’s | NA o8 s | NA

coffin PRt A sf=as
4l 3 o yad
19 leave no stone unturned | JS Jslas | (eodic Lag fin) | ) jaa & i Y
ASae Al A Al gl s Alall | Laxie 140 )
Yy ddauly &y | pasdll Jalay
WisH Yy | GRS
Lo
20 foot the bill s ady o) Glaall x| NA
(e ol

21 alive and kicking NA NA NA

22 not bat an eye ey Y (1) | S ddpan bl | Gl
Y (2) i A A e ki e Aalag
! sehn | A e Ak A | Jledil g Al
Sl () Wosis) 2y
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Lias
23 | food for thought NA oSl s 4| NA
il ol
24 | stormin a tea cup NA O B A |l aad cume
Af dall adai | dss 80
| Ja SECRP
& Amg))
(Ul
25 move heaven and earth | lase> Q| dadedl sl | dadisal Jady
S EVER 5 FEN R R DU NG AV G £ 0 PEN
4y 5l JO [ dyn Al amg
AiSan s
26 let off steam ool (1) | asae e ol o iy
gkl s dunc
os ol (2) O paldig
o yeliia Ll o pelin
Adyiall
27 fat cat NA NA NA
28 | wild-goose chase dae Ugae | = Cue 33jlas | pali 5 Gy
Y eal g g e | e Y 3aUae | Ade g Y
il Jitk e S S
X BT
os Gyl
Al a0 Y b
JU 3‘5:}; sLall
29 | eat somebody alive NA NA Gamn 5 el
LIS & sl
30 beat about the bush dss psm | Aalle 3 31| dss o
g s sall Bk Y| s geasd
45ike Al goky o
5 il
31 a hard nut to crack Some  AKGa | gadd (Bl) el [ NA
laa Jeara (5l) e
e ()
32 lock horns with NA NA = Aidy
gl
33 bite the dust b e s B el (1)
Jyaaia dadw @ Lals
() U | Ju S AS e
s (3) aiek (2)
34 | nip something in the | (& 4de =i | Il Y 545 42d | NA
bud 24l Al Al
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aga 8 Lle
35 wet behind the ears NA Coae pe = e | 3 pd Al G
W
AL e
36 red herring 4 Ay b PN
oyl & pa oLty &y
Al =) Aadl) e
(Aaasl) A )l
37 | speak your mind aly e e | 4wt e mail [ NA
Al pa
38 | have cold feet NA Gl = o | e e Gsa
- deladll i | L dee
ol = ?M‘
39 | poke your nose into aly ey | pa (5)) GRET | NA
Yl & daay | = (ol 05l )
Aiay PR R
40 be a hot potato NA NA NA
41 break new ground NA Qi€ Lyl Lal | NA
o1l .CJSA\ Ailaa
laas UL
42 break the ice Wil g | Cajlaall QU =8 | (2) law (1)
Glshally oy | ualdly Bas B
Gty o Y 3san sl gl
Clgmall e elaial (il s
Jeiuns s )
Caaall
43 fish in troubled waters sl (A alauay | Ul 8 (ool | B oy
<l Ay = Aaw | Sall )
‘)*ﬂ o e laa | (3o Ay
ety = Al il | LS il e
R PUPEEN RN
4ai]
44 light at the end of the | NA NA NA
tunnel )
45 |the ball is in|NA 238 ) oY) sl | NA
somebody’s court (& 5 A (s
i) Lo 8
(Al
46 hit the roof NA NA o B
By gpay Anad
47 hold all the cards NA NA NA
48 time bomb NA NA NA
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49 in the same boat NA ol Apadl | aay di
&) g (5 9¢d) (A OAY) Ala
50 | behind the scenes EEN (1) | Sl ey on | oS als
ABTRE™ PN P B )
comall i | dgs clal)
o~ (2)

S.N.: Serial Number

NA: Not available
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