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Abstract
This paper studies the translation of body part idioms (BPIs) from English
into Arabic regardless of their forms. It focuses on the importance of making
use of the native language resources in finding the dynamic (idiomatic)
equivalence as the best strategy provided that it is available in the TL.
Besides, the main concern of this study is also to provide some operational
definitions of idioms and trying to come up with a more comprehensive one.
In addition, it briefly identifies the challenges idioms pose during the
translation process and proposes a theoretical model for dealing with such
problems.
List of abbreviations
BPW: Body Part Word
BPIs: Body Part Idioms
SL: Source Language
TL: Target language

1.Introduction
No doubt that translation is not just a replacement of vocabulary or
sentences from one language into another. It is rather a communicative
operation that requires reproduction and recreation of the translated text.
Moreover, it is generally agreed upon that translating idioms is one of the
most challenging and complicated issues especially when the SL and TL
belong to different linguistic families, i.e. different cultures.
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Thus, a creative translation requires making use of the native language
resources during the translating operation. Native language resources
include: morphological, syntactic, stylistic and rhetorical resources.

As far as idioms are concerned, it becomes more demanding on the part of
a translator to try his best to find the right idiomatic equivalence in TL,
especially if available in TL lexicon. It is necessary that a translator should
be fully aware of the importance of the dynamic equivalence that produces a
translation similar in force to that of the original text. He should recode the
source message in the TL creatively with as well as literary conventions so
as to be as semantically accurate and aesthetically effective as the original.
Fortunately, it is found out that Arabic and English, despite the major
cultural, social, religious and political differences between them, have many
perfect or nearly perfect idiomatic equivalents.

On this basis, the present study stresses the fact that it is possible to furnish
the right Arabic idiomatic equivalents, to many English body part idioms,
derived from the said resources. It can not be denied that among the idioms
investigated, there are some idiomatic equivalents in both languages that
express the same meaning but use no body part words. This last group is
very limited in number.

2. Definitions of Idioms

Dealing with the translation of idioms requires agreeing first on what an
idiom is. The definitions given to this term and the areas it is said to cover
vary considerably from on reference to another.
They really "range from a word plus a particle to a full sentence-from what
is called phrasal verbs to sayings and proverbs". ( Sirriyya,1998:88)
The advocates of each definition have their own arguments which are
essentially based on the fact generally agreed upon that an idiom is a
"succession of words whose meaning is not obvious through knowledge of
the individual meaning of the constituent words but must be learned as a
whole." ( Hornby, 1991 s.v idiom)

It is worth noting that a distinction should be clearly made between
idiomaticity and idioms. Idiomaticty is regarded as an umbrella term since it
covers not only the expressions or phrases that are traditionally categorized
as idioms. Thus," idiomaticity is not confined only to those expressions
which are traditionally identified and classified as idioms" (Ghazala 2004:
8). It covers other types of categorizations such as proverbs, sayings, phrasal
verbs, restricted and open collocations. . .etc.*

In this regard, Hornby( ibid.:616) states that idiomaticity refers to " the use
of language that is typical of or particular to speakers of a particular
language."
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Longman Dictionary of English Idioms( 1992) defines an idiom as
"metaphorical rather than literal...also more or less invariable and fixed in
form and order".

Idioms, according to Ghazala( 2004:3), are “special , metaphorical, fixed
phrases whose meanings and forms are not negotiable. Their most special
and essential component is idiomatic, namely, their metaphorical aspect".

In this context, Ghazala (ibid.:7) redefines idioms simply as " those phrases
and expressions which are primarily fixed, and invariable in form, and
cannot be understood literally, only metaphorically™.

In A First Dictionary of Linguistics and Phonetics, Crystal defines idiom as :
" A term used in GRAMMAR and LEXICOLOGY to refer to a SEQUENCE
of WORDS which is SEMANTICALLY and often SYNTACTICALLY
restricted, so that they function as a single UNIT. From a semantic
viewpoint ,the MEANING of the individual words cannot be summed to
produce the meaning of the ' idiomatic' expression as a whole. From the
syntactic viewpoint, the words often do not permit usual variability they
display in other CONTEXT, e.g. It's raining cats and dogs' does not permit '
it's raining a cat and a dog/dogs and cats, etc.( Crystal,1980:179).

Idioms are considered as " frozen pattern of language which allow little
variation in form and, often carry meanings which cannot be deduced from
their individual components”( Baker,1992:63).

Having pointed out all the above definitions of idioms, it would be possible
to identify the following main characteristics idioms often have.

1. Idioms are fixed(frozen) in form and order.

2. They carry meaning that cannot be understood literally in that 'they do
not normally mean what we expect them to mean.( al-Sha'lan,
2007:46)

3. They are culture-based expressions.

3. Difficulties with translating idioms

According to the definitions presented above, it is obvious that the critical
factor in translating idioms is really meaning since they convey various
aspects of meaning. Baker (ibid..65) identifies that the main problems
iIdiomatic and fixed expressions pose relate to two main areas :

1. The ability to recognize and interpret an idiom correctly.

2. The difficulties involved in rendering the various aspects of meaning

an idiom or a fixed expression conveys in the target language.
Similarly, Waard and Nida (1986:139) believe that an idiom has its own
internal meaning, with their literal significance in addition to its figurative
external meaning (the meaning of the unite as a whole) . The last type of
meaning, they believe, can not be easily derived from the meaning of the
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constituent parts. In other words, idioms usually yield a literal meaning but
are not easily understood, since they do not seem to reflect the intended idea
in a straight forward manner.’

In this context, the main difficulty idioms pose lies in the fact that they are
peculiar to a given language and consequently express connotative meaning
rather than a denotative one. In other words, idioms are more semantically
opaqgue than transparent and thus translating them becomes more difficult
because it will not be an easy task to guess the intended meaning.
Additionally, Nida and Taber ( 1974: 106) state that " too often translators
are not sufficiently sensitive to the possibilities of idiomatic expressions, and
hence the end result is a weakening of the figurative force of the translation,
since they do not compensate for the loss of certain idioms by the
introduction of others".

Among the main problems encountered in translating idioms is the

grammatical ones. It is common that idioms usually violate the established
grammatical rules. Seidle and McMordie( 1978:4) say that " the way in
which the words are put together is often odd, illogical or even
grammatically incorrect.”
On the whole, any translator, regardless of proficiency, will not be able to
render idiomatic meaning properly in the TL unless he is fully aware of two
important things, namely: the importance of context and the cultural
background .*

Most importantly, it is sometimes possible to provide an idiomatic
equivalence if a translator has a mastery of his native language and can make
the full use of its unlimited resources, be it morphological, syntactic or
stylistic...etc. In this context, Nida and Taber (ibid.) emphasize the fact that
"whereas one inevitably loses many idioms in the process of translation, one
also stands to gain a number of idioms™
4. Correspondence of Body Part Idioms in SL and TL

Body Part Idioms (hence BPIs) are idioms where a certain body part
word(BPW) is used figuratively to convey an idiomatic meaning. BPIs are
of two kinds: common BPIs and language specific. This paper is going to
study the common ones since it is noted, on many occasions, that English
and Arabic tend to use a particular BPI to express more or less the same
ideas. It is also clear that the two languages mainly use the same form of
idioms in this respect.”

In spite of the fact that every language reflects reality in its own way,
English and Arabic, when using certain BPIs figuratively, have too much in
common. For instance, English 'hand' and its Arabic counterpart' % ' are both
used , among other things, to express ' power', ‘authority’ , support' and '
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role'...etc. Similarly, English 'face' ,for example, and Arabic ' 4> ', are used

to convey notions as ' fame' , importance' , ‘distinction’, ‘prominence’, and the

like. Consider the following examples:

- Television face = 5 4 4> s means a 'remarkable famous person'

- salll o a5 <Y 58 = remarkable personalities .°
The strategies followed in translating English BPIs, into Arabic idiomatic

(perspective) equivalences, are mainly based on possible ways (strategies) of

translating idioms identified by Baker(1992:71-78). Most important, out of

the four strategies mentioned in Baker(ibid.), the first two are basically
adopted. They are as follows:

(a) Using an idiom of similar meaning and form.

(b) Using an idiom of similar meaning but different form.

It is worth mentioning, in this regard, that when expressions and
functions correspond, the resulting translation will be the best one especially
when idiomatic equivalences are found in the TL. In this context, Gazahla
(2004: 31) admits that idiomatic equivalent is the most recommended
translation technique since it provides creativity that "should be the core of
any translation procedure of idiomaticity, if to be faithfully retained in TL at
all".

Consequently, BPIs, to be translated, are found to fall into three main

categories , in terms of the said two strategies:

4.1 Similar meaning similar form ( both use the same BPW)

In most cases of the data collected, both languages use exactly the same
BPW to express exactly the same notion. Out of ( 124) BPIs, there are 83
idioms that have the same meaning and form. Let us consider these
examples:

- When doing something without someone's knowledge or approval |,
English ' behind someone's back' and Arabic' > ek ¢35 0« " are used.

- In English, wanting to revenge is expressed through using ' blood' in
'want someone's blood', which is the same in Arabic ' (2 s cllay ',

- 'blood' is also employed in English to indicate that a person becomes
very angry when saying ' it makes one's blood boil'. The same is true in
Arabic, ' S A A pdll Jaa a8l

- When a person is said to 'admit something that one has wanted to say for
a long time, is 'to get something off one's chest' in English. The Arabic
counterpart is exactly the same : "o e Gl 7 gu ',

- To wash one's hands off a matter' in English means to give up trying or
have anything more to do with the matter. The same notion is expressed
in Arabic excepting the fact that the verb in English is ' wash' but in
Arabic is 'u=iy ' meaning ( to dust off something' as in :
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DY) (e oy -
el Q5 e JaliY) (s gagla Ly (g (ualiD

The following examples from (gLl | 2008:46-48) will be more illustrative:

- He has spent his life unemployed...but in the twinkling of an eye he
has become rich.

it el sl gl (3 4sly | Janll (e Slble atla o -

- | taught them how to program the computer, but my words went in one
ear and out of the other.

alS ) 5 AY) Ga iy G el IS 815 ¢ e oS (s g RS pgtadf -

(At la 13 a5 4l

- The manager usually turns a blind eye to those who arrive late.

oAl (g mng ol e diphl) ) aky Lesdle -

Examples of this category will be shown later in appendix(l).

4.2 Same meaning different form (different BPWSs)

There are cases where the two languages express the same notions or
feelings; but by reference to different parts of the body.

- In English, ' to put one's finger on sth." is to identify or discover
something. The idea is similarly conveyed in Arabic but by use of
another body part word, namely ' ' (hand): 'zoal (e ox puiay' |

- When something, say a poem, is very much better than a collection of
other poems, it is ' head and shoulder above them' in English. Arabic
uses ' o= ' (eyes) instead to express the same idea: ' =il (s (a7

- " with open arms' is used to mean ' welcoming sb. with enthusiasm' in
English. Arabic uses 'Gsas/obasl’ instead of an 'arm’. So Arabs say: '
u\.;a;‘}“-’ aJ;La ! .

- When a person does something willingly with special intention and aim,
iIs one who does something ' with an eye' in English. The Arabic
counterpart idiom employs other two different body part words, namely:'
N or'dsyasin:

gl QUSH ()5S Al
"woe salddl e Vydan el i e oha ol il

- A person who is being talked about by everyone, is one whose name is '
on everyone's lips' in English, but 'on everyone's tongue( lisan) in
Arabic:

too worse to be borne. Arabic uses ' ~=c ' (bone) as well as a non-BPW
like '02Sw" to denote the same situation:
9 alaall (Sl &Ly -
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- When expressing that someone's speech is just nonsense, English uses
lip" in " His speech is just a lip service", whereas Arabic employs
oLal'lisan’ to express the same meaning:

Note: more examples are shown in appendix (2)

4.3 Same meaning different form (one language uses no BPW)

In some other cases the two languages express the same idea where one
of them employs certain body part word but the other one does not. The
following examples may be illustrative:

- In English, it is said that something or somebody is ' under one's nose'
meaning that something or somebody is very close. The same notion is
found in Arabic but the word ' &«58 ' ,which is not a BPW, is used
instead. Thus, we say: o

) ) G 8 QB S8

- Things ' come to a head', in English means that things getting too worse
to bear. Such a situation is described in Arabic by using non-BPW like '
<" the plural of ' 4u ' meaning ' top of mountain®. Thus, Arabs say in
a situation like this:

OV ol &l -

- In English, something is ' like getting blood from or out of stone ' means
that something is impossible. Arabic uses ‘fire' and ‘water' , both are not
BPW, to express the same idea. Consider the following example:

Mdsiaslall A Glkia  Leeld 358 a0Y) Jasay -

- 'He returned empty-handed, in English, means he returned zero-handed.
The same idea is expressed in Arabic but by using the word ' i
(slipper) instead ,as in :*

(o=l (B an ) Ois (A s -

- When someone is too old to live, English uses that he/she is ' at the
death's door' where as Arabic expresses the same meaning saying ' 4l
ol & Jaior ' all dds e Consider the following example:*

- He is still cracking the same old jokes despite being at the death's door.

el 4lSs 20 JI ke 3l W) ¢ ) A N Ada o) Geat )l e -

- To 'pick someone's brains' is to find out what someone knows/thinks
about in English, but <8 (' ideas/notions) are used in Arabic. Thus we
say:

u)ﬁ JISST i .... -

- Oh, please tighten your belt. That’s enough.

A4Sl ey iS5 A -

5. Conclusions
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It is obvious that the present paper arrives at the following conclusions:

1. The critical problem in translating idioms is really meaning since they

convey various aspects of meaning, i.e. they do not seem to reflect the
intended idea in a straight forward manner.

. Arabic and English, despite the major cultural, social, religious and

political differences between them, have many perfect or nearly
perfect idiomatic equivalents when using PBIs.

. If a translator is fully aware of his native language resources besides

bearing in mind the context of occurrence and the cultural background
of the SL idioms, she/he will be able to furnish the idiomatic
equivalences to the said idioms.

. It is found out that BPIs in SL and their idiomatic equivalents in the

TL fall into three main categories: (a) Function and form correspond
in both languages.(b) Functions correspond but forms differ slightly,
l.e. one language uses certain BPW whereas the other one uses
another BPW. (c) Functions correspond but forms differ completely,
1.e. one language employs BPW but the other one doesn’t.

. When both form and meaning (function) are similar, the resulting

translation will be idiomatic in both languages. Such kind of
translation is regarded the best one since it reproduces in the receptor
language the closest natural equivalent of the source language
message , first in terms of meaning and secondly in terms of style.

APPENDICIES:

Appendix (1)
BPIs that have the same meaning and same form

BPW English Idioms Meaning Arabic Equivalence
arm
(1) Give one's right arm Be willingly/ ajad) & iy
prepared to make
great sacrifice to
do/get something
(2) Twist someone's arm A forceful persuasion & LAl “ij_;
back
(3) Stab someone in the Be disloyal to a ekl b dieks
back friend when does not )
expect it.
4) Turn one's back to Refuse help when VAl gl )

someone. needed




Bt le <) daa

blood

(5) In cold blood Calmly and without | _j_.f 3555/ A
feeling

(6) New blood Someone who is 3a0a e lad
expected to bring o
new ideas,
innovations ...etc

(7) Bag of bones If someone is a bag alie dag€ (Db
of bones, he is very
underweight.

brain

(8) One's brain-child One's own ideas o )\Sal il

9) The brain drain Loss of a country's | 5501 5,aa
best-qualified
academics

(10) Rack one's brain Think very hard to |, satic Jads
find a solution to a )
problem ...

ear

(11) Turn a deaf ear to Deliberately ignore | 45wl (31 _Las

something/ fall on deaf | something (colloquial)"
ears unwelcome by

pretending not to
have heard it.

(12) Be all ears Listen attentively el o] 4K
with keen interest

(13) Be up to one's ears Be extremely busy | u¥y) s ()le)Jsiiia

(colloquial)

(14) Walls have ears Be careful oAl haall

(15) Lend me your ears Listen attentively t0 | wiuaf i
me

eye

(16) doesn't bat an eyelid If someone doesn't Ois 4l Gy Y

bat an eyelid, they
don't react or show
any emotion when
surprised, shocked,
etc
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(17 Catch someone's eye Attraqt someone's o e
attention i
(18) Have got an eye for sth. | Be a good judge of it o DB e
(19) Keep an eye on Observe carefully Lole B oS
something/someone
(20) A smack in the eye A sudden and ol G
unexpected setback, )
loss, failure...
(21) Be all eyes Look attentively and | .suiq g 4k
keenly
(22) Give someone the evil Dyandl cpall 4y
eye (colloquial)
(23) Under someone's eyes | In someone's N e sl e
presence
(24) Cry one's eyes out Cry very much Sliadl gl Sl
(25) Look at things with a Look at things from a | sy e sl
fresh eye new perspective
(26) The apple of someone's | The dearest thing/ O e b8
eye person to someone
(27) Open someone's eyes Make someone iaiall e dige i
realize the truth
(28) Pull the wool over Deceive someone aseall 8 ale )l
SOMeone's eyes )
(29) Private eye A secret spy angd e e oDl
face
(30) Face to face Person to person Al leag
(31) Lose face Be humiliated, lose | .5, (sL) Jaw
the respect of others
(32) Show one's face appear, come. .. (ool dgns sela
(33) A slap in the face A sudden and anglly Amiia b
unexpected rejection,
defeat,
disappointment...etc.
finger
(34) Point the finger at some | accuse ) pals iy
foot

AR
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(35) Feel/find one's feet Become self- laca go 4] 2ay
confident
(36) Pull the carpet/ rug Stop giving one's Cand pe Jalud) Consy
from under someone's | help suddenly and e
feet unexpectedly A ol
(loan translation)
(37) Stand one one's(two) Be self-supporting (aals ) 4nedd o iy
feet and independent (Iragji colloquial)
hand
(38) At hand Near, close by ) Jyliia
(39) Bite the hand that feeds | Incredibly unfaithful | L .is ) o s,
i S :
(40) Bound/tied hand and Powerless to act Salalls ) Jslaa
foot o
(41) His left hand does He behaves top diay it Lo 4llad oAbt Y
know what his right secretly '
hand's doing
(42) Wash one's hands of Feel totally S e oy Sk
sth.or somebody. disappointed
. ;.n
(colloquial)
(43) Live from hand to Live only for his day | .a s oye (iny
mouth _
( colloquial)
(44) Force someone's hand | Force someone to act | -y &3 sk
(45) Gain/ get the upper Win an advantage skl /Ul a4
hand over
someone/something
(46) Give / lend someone a | Help someone o5l X
hand physically )
(47) Give someone a free Give someone a Oy sl
hand (in sth.) permission to do as
he wishes
(48) have a hand in be involved in AV RN
something something )
(49) In hand Under control Al
(50) Out of hand Out of control s o L

AR\
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2aad) | gawd

Bt le <) daa

(51) Someone's right hand Sor_neone's closest G e b)) 4
assistant )
() (9 Jae lia g lae L
(52) Take a hand in Intervene D) ey g
(53) Take Take control of PRUPESPLRN RN
something/someone in
hand
(54) Light-handed Well-experienced Al Cags s
thief
(55) Having someone in the | Having influence b3 Fuad 3 4l
palm of one's hand Over someone )
(56) To ask for her hand Willing to marry her (zls3l ) by by
head
Bury one's head inthe | Refuse obstinately to | ju i, 4., ;8
sand accept or face fact
(57) From head to toe all over one's body oaedl ga Ll A e
|
(58) Keep a cool head Remain calm not (colloquial) 3l 4
panic
(59) Head over heels e e L,
(60) Cannot make heads or | Completely stupid alsy e audy G ¥
tails of something
heart
(61) Bare your heart tell someone _ O li iy
personal and private
feelings
(62) Break someone’s heart | Make someone very | .5 ,.<,
unhappy or sad
(63) By heart From memory i als e
(64) Have a heart Show some S Wl 5 gmdll 028 JS o
feeling/pity — be able i
to give someone bad M
news. axlll (f B8 i sty ol
Al e
(65) In one's heart of the Deep inside, inone's | _y Calidfe |y e 3

hearts

innermost feelings

Yy
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(66) One's heart is in one's Sudden feardue toa | lal) il cualyy !
mouth/ throat terrifying situation
"my heart was in my
mouth”
(67) Sick at heart terribly sad M5il) (g e/l s e
hide
(68) Save one's hide/ skin of | Escaped with loss of | a1y, 4y,
one's teeth everything but life
lip
(69) One's lips are sealed 48 iy iy Y
(70) Look at things with G |yl Oyl
mind's eye
Jall
Mouth
(71) Put words in one's ailyfasd 8 L)) oy
mouth )
DI
nose
(72) Pay through the nose Doing )t ye
sth.unwillingly
(73) Pick one's nose into Interfere in private e Al ey
matters that do not )
concern one.
(74) Bad taste in your mouth | If som_ethmg leaves | . sl o
you with a bad taste
in your mouth, you
feel there is
something wrong or
bad about it
Thumb
(75) Under someone’s thumb | Under his/her control | .. ., SRS 4
She has got him ’
under her thumb.
tongue
(76) Be on the tip of the Be on the point of Sl Gl e
tongue remembering but not |

(loan translation)

Y¢
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able to do so
(73) Give full rein to one's Allow feeling to be bl il Bl
tongue expressed fully )
oyelia o i)
(74) Hold one's tongue Say nothing il Gloay
(75) A slip of the tongue A mistake made Sl 45
when speaking
(76) Tongue-tied Not being able to SLalll 3 giaa
speak due to
emotional
disturbance
Appendix (2)
BPIs that have the same meaning but different form
BP English Idioms Meaning Arabic translation
back
(1) Turn one's back to Refuse help when | i agagy e
someone. needed
Chin
(2) Take it one the chin To accept Gl 7o e iy
something (usually
difficult to
bear)open-
mindedly
ear
(3) still wet behind the ears | criticizing a person S abaall g5h Ji L
as being N
inexperienced, or | ¢b e
has a little
experience of life
finger
4) SI’—J:ﬁve(got) a finger in Be involved insth. | PEPSIAPY
Work with one's he exerts the Goe i foden (gl Jiy
fingers to the bone utmost of his .
efforts o
foot

Yo
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2aad) | gawd

Bt le <) daa

(5) Have a foot in both Be invo_lv_e_d with Cija 3 JS b al
camps two activities ’ )
(6) Put one's best foot Do one's best DA b 4w (e Jiy
forward
(7) Not to let grass grow Most caring and Cind e g sl g Y
under one's feet. confident L
4a)28)
(8) Put one's foot in one's | Said something Al oy el 8
mouth stupid or
embarrassing and
did not realize until
it was too late.
hand
9) took the law into his achly 4ia 2al
hands (colloquial)
(10) Rule them with an iron 23n (e Ay agaSa
hand
head
(11) he is off his head/ lose | Lose control i /4y sa 34
one's head
(12) Use one's head Use one's lic Jeds
intelligence .
lip
(13) Bite your lip/ tongue to make a bl e jany
conscious effort not
to react about
something that
displeases you.
mouth
(14) Shoot off one's mouth | Being too talkative | - asll i)
(15) Take my life in my Most willing to Sl Lo agy dealu
hands sacrifice ) )
nail
(16) He hit the nail on the Jemiall iy Gl day
head
(17) Lose one's head Lose control alic iy

A\
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(Iragi colloquial)
neck
(18) A pain in the neck Avery annoying 5yl 458
person, thing or
task.
nose
(19) Lead someone by the Influence someone | s il JeallS aliy
nose to do as one wants(
control a person
completely as if he
were a camel being
lead by a rope)
(20) Under someone's nose | Very close Ayl Jia e 4l gl
Shoulder
(21) To put your shoulder to | Start working with | \y selu e jas
the wheel great effort and
determination
(22) To pull one's socks = =
(23) Bite one's tongue off regret sl @Lai Cany
teeth
(24) In the teeth of ... Doing so_mething in | e o
" The parliament open defiance of
passed a law in the someone
teeth of public protest”.
(25) Armed to the teeth 2ol e
wing
(26) Spread one's wings Spread his O JS 3 ac )il ey
power/authority i
(27) To clip the wings of... | To limit t'he POWErS | -Ma i, iy
or authority of a
person
Glossaries:

! See Ghazala( 2004: 3,7)

2 Also see Lyons(1969:177-78).
® . See Sirriyya ( 1999:89)

* . See Baker(1992:66)
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. See Ali( 2003:167).
. see Al-Utbi(2001: 93)
. See (1ibid.178)
. see =il (1n.d.1:320)
. See <l ((ibid.1:220)
19 See Awwad( 2009:58)
el (2008:46)
. This image indicates the camel that is usually guided by nose.
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