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Abstract

Idioms are specific expressions or phrases whose meaning cannot be predicted
easily from literal interpretation. The translator should be aware of the cultural norms
and social attitudes of both source and target language. However, idioms range in
opacity from literal, semi-opaque to complete opaque expressions. The last two
categories are very dangerous in interpretation because the translator had to be
acquainted with the social competence of the two cultures. The present study focuses
upon one important field of knowledge i.e. the translatability of food idioms because
they are culturally bound and need much concentration from the translator. The present
paper attempts to find out the suitable strategies involved in translating food idioms
from English into Arabic. It proposes a number of equivalences for the investigated
food idioms taking into account all perspectives and shades of meaning in these two
cultures.
Keywords: types of idioms, strategies of translation, food idioms, cultural recognitions.

1. Idioms: An Introductory Background

Idioms are linguistic items which are expressed as figures of
speech, representing objects, concepts or phenomena of material life
particular to a given culture. They, generally, preserve the local and
cultural colour of that language through observing the figurative sense
of the society. Larson (1984:20) defines an idiom as "a string of words
whose meaning is different from the meaning conveyed by the
individual words" . Then an idiom bears certain emotive connotations
which are not revealed in other lexical items.

Idioms are fixed group of words which have a different meaning
from their separate words. They are translated non-literally because
their meaning cannot be predicted from their constituents. Baker
(1992: 63) elaborates on this point saying that idioms are frozen
patterns of language which have little variation in form and their
meanings cannot be deduced from their components. In more precise
way, Richards and Schmidt (2002: 246) define an idiom as "an
expression which functions as a single unit and whose meaning cannot
be worked out from its separate parts."
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Though, idiomatic expressions look natural to native speakers,
they are very confusing for non-native speakers because the words do
not mean what they say. This means that idioms of any language
cannot be literally translated into other languages. The following
examples explicate some of the encountered difficulties in translation:

Source Idioms Literal Target Strategy
Translation Equivalence | adopted
It runs in the aditall b jaady Sy silly Strategy (B)
family.
under the uhal) U2 4 oA Strategy (C)
weather

In this context, word-for-word translation into Arabic will be non-
sense. People use idioms not only to make their language richer and
more colourful but also to convey shades of meaning or intentions. For
example, the proper translation of the third idiom * it runs in the
family" is 4,8 which is more succinct than saying "4lilall 3 jasdy'. In
order to understand any idiom, one should be totally engaged in the
intertwined process of cultural concepts and social attitudes of SL and
TL.

Cultural idiomacity is deeply inherited in language to the extent
that most native speakers are rarely aware of this colloquialism. In
other words, the idioms of a language are culture-specific which
differentiate one society from another. Thus, outsiders or foreigners
cannot decipher an idiom from their native perspectives. As such
idioms are often the most difficult aspect of a foreign language to be
learned, comprehended and translated. Glucksberge (2001: 87) states
that "familiar idioms in one language community would be utterly
opaque to people from a different community."" Also, idioms whose
meanings could be inferred literally are generally better known for
second-language learners than those that are either opaque or semi-
opaque.

Fraser (1970: 22) refers to an idiom as ""A constituent or series of
constituents for which the semantic interpretation is not a
compositional function of the formatives of which it is composed."
Idioms are often used to replace a literal word because they describe
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the full nuance of meaning i.e. they are more precise than literal words
because they have fewer words and reveal much.
2. Categorization of idioms:

There is a sort of typology proposed by Fernando (1996:35) ,who

distinguishes three sub-classes of idioms ; pure idioms ,semi-idioms
and literal idioms.
1. Pure idioms (opaque phrases) are "'a type of conventionalized, non-
literal multiword expressions™ (ibid: 36). They are fossilized, non-
compositional expressions which are impervious to any morphological,
semantic or syntactic changes as they result in the loss of their unitary
meaning. Palmer (1981: 88) cites 'kick the bucket' as a pure idiom
because it is semantically opaque and lexically fixed expression.
Another example is ' spill the beans * which has nothing to do with the
beans. Pure idioms are not translated literally because their sense
should be predicted from the implied meaning of the SL.

kick the bucket 4olal) 4sd) g
spill the beans sl (didy
hit the sack il _AN caaly

As shown in the translation above, the Arabic version ' 4y

41" js totally different from the literal meaning of "Jdhedl JS,". The
second example ‘spill the beans' is better translated into figurative
sense "l s ' than the literal meaning "oeeadl b @ ', The resultant
translation implies the same sense of the SL because literal translation
will be misleading.
2. Semi- idioms (pseudo-literal translation) have one or more literal
constituents and another non-literal one. They comprise at least one
literal and one figurative component, which give an overall partial
compositional meaning. This partial opacity is explained in the
following two examples:

make up one's{ mind } DA Jua s

foot the bill 8 5LA aday

It's raining cats and dogs. A o) g8lS jaat Lgd)

The idioms above are semi-opaque because the first part 'mind’

and ‘'foot’ are opaque while the rest 'make up' and ' bill * are
transparent. For this reason, the translator confronts little difficulty in
translation.
3. Literal Idioms (transparent expressions) are collocations of
expressions whose meaning can be easily predicted from their
components. These expressions are not problematic because the
translator does not pay any effort in finding a TL equivalence.

of course bkl
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in any case Jda 4 e
for certain st Iy

3. Difficulties in Translating Idioms:

Translating an idiom is a risky task because they should be
translated with great care. Only by having a solid foundation and a
deep knowledge of both cultures, the translator can catch the implied
meaning. This needs full awareness of alien attitudes and specific
cultural implications of SL as well as TL. Cultural and even religious
implications may raise great difficulties for translators and
interpreters especially with regard to traditional and innovating
idioms. The following English idioms cannot be translated literally
without violating the cultural conceptions and conventional attitudes of
the community. So, they are best translated into their idiomatic
equivalences in the target language:

Shut your cake hole Sl lle il
Forbidden fruit is sweetest & a £ giaa JS

There are many problems which confront the translator because
of stylistic, cultural, and even religious reasons. The wider the gap
between the SL and the TL, the more difficult the task will be for the
translator to transfer the message. However, not all idioms are easily
recognized because some are easier to recognize than others.
Translating and interpreting an idiom are totally different tasks and
the question is whether a given idiom is transparent or opaque.

4. Strategies for Translating Food Idioms:

The strategies for translating idioms from SL into TL depend on
many factors in which culture plays a significant role, for idioms are
culture-specific. The translator should pick out the most suitable
strategy which helps the readers in the process of comprehension. In
other words, the translator may use his communicative competence in
order to reflect the real sense of the TL.

For instance, if the original idiom does not have an equivalent,
the translator should make his attempt to clarify the real sense
properly. There is *'strong unconscious urge in most translators to
search hard for an idiom in the receptor language, however
inappropriate it may be" (Fernando and Flavell, 1981:82). The
researchers have chosen their food idioms from some important
dictionaries: Idioms Organizer (2002) and Mac-Graw Hill's Dictionary
of Food Idioms (2005). For Arabic dictionaries, 'Mu¢dzam ?lameal
Algrabia' (1993) has been consulted throughly. Following Baker
(1992), there are four strategies for translating idioms ;
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a. Using Equivalent Idioms in the TL.:

In this strategy, the translator should be resistant to dig out
idioms of similar form and meaning. According to Newmark ( 1981:
123), there is correspondence in functions and expressions of both
languages and the translator can manage the situation by providing
the exact equivalence in the TL. This may be done through
consultation and negotiation with specialists and linguists in both
languages. However, the translator should find out the approximate
lexical item which explicates the sense of the SL idioms as in the
following example:

fast food day yu S
salt and pepper Jild g 7l
dried broad beans ddiaa ¢
not worth a hill of beans (8L i@ Aa oS (g gloss ¥
sweet and sour sauce 483a g 5 gla dualia

b. Using an Idiom of a Correspondent Function but Dissimilar
Expressions :

Here, the translator may maneuver through observing functions
but flouting out expressions. Some idioms are highly cultural-specific
and fossilized in sense and it is the job of the translator to manipulate
his linguistic facilities in order to find out a TL idiom which has the
same meaning but different lexical items. For example, the translator,
in the following idioms, preserves the Arabic sense through replacing
the SL idioms with TL idioms which have the same functions:

not one’s cup of tea R s
piece of cake sla oy
a couch potato Jull
someone’s bread and butter ISR
in a pickle (informal) uan pan 4
cool as a cucumber (L) Saba pa 2 0 ) i) (e 3 )
the salt of the earth A gan oyl
cherry-pick something cudall fpa il jaan
take something with a grain of salt d3) A dpas
have one’s cake and eat it too budall gaidd) A4
shut your cake hole! and Shut your pie hole! il dile el
the apple of someone’s eye Ound) 38
forbidden fruit oaly) 3y
apples and oranges ikl g daad) Jia
bread and water e haluy
bread is the staff of life. Bl <y JS)
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break bread with someone A3 g
cast one’s bread upon the waters. YME) (i pad) (g3 (e AT Y g ()
know which side one’s bread is buttered on aicl) JsU ol ¢ ale)
one’s (butter and) egg money saad) Cadi gadi
pass the buck aSuadi] ) gaglg A gasli
the bread always falls on the buttered side. Y Guilaall S Y
butter wouldn’t melt (in someone’s mouth). p sl (e (5l 54
fine words butter no parsnips. PR ETr
separate the wheat from the chaff ulall fpa Ewdl) jaan
doesn’t know beans (about something) A g3 (pa AS S L s La
down to chili and beans syaali o Uasal
full of beans; full of bull; o A ) oA

c. Translation by Paraphrasing:

This is the most common strategy where the translator cannot
find out an equivalent for the source idiom. Here, he may opt to new
expressions which reflect the same idea of the TL idiom. The proposed
expressions in paraphrasing may not have the same idiomatic quality
of the SL idioms as shown in the examples below:

food for thought s <8l agla
go 'pear-shaped 4y cpdal) 33
junk food S plak
convenience food fuhll Al alak
cheese someone off Ll Ada v

a slice of the cake ageudall (pa daa
bread-and-butter letter Olita) g 8% Ay
Variety is the spice of life. Slatl daia il
food bank s) Al laa aalaa

d. Translation by Using Notes:

This strategy is used when no close match between the SL and
TL exists or when the translator fails to find any equivalent. The
translator resorts to writing notes because there is no correspondence
in function and expression between the TL and SL. So, he should be
aware of the cultural and social attitudes in the two languages. This is
quite obvious in translating religious subjects from the Bible or the
Glorious Quran. Eftekhari (2008: 5) states that "employing 'notes" in
the translation, both as a translation strategy and a translation
procedure, seems to be essential so that the foreign language
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readership could benefit from the text as much as the ST readers do".
The following proposed translations of food idioms explain this idea

clearly;

stew in one’s own juice (450 53 ) bl Gl e
don’t put all your eggs in one basket. (slas Y ) B) f JS cadsi Y
nutty as a fruitcake (G@aal) 8 Jih
apple-polisher (ke ) GLSY) 7 la
let them eat cake. (pnad) ) 1 saadad) ¢ a ) slshy
have egg on one’s face (Cad 4gay g 4add o 4y La
cake someone or something with something (il el (s gf) Cplally fdal
spill the beans (o) Ahy) P& Biay L JL S

Conclusions

The present study has come up with the following conclusions;
1. Some food idioms cannot be translated literally because their
meanings cannot be predicted easily from their constituents.
2. The translator should be completely endowed with the social and
cultural knowledge of each society in order to reflect the exact function
of food idioms. He should be highly sensitive of the rhetorical and
artistic features of idioms in both languages.
3. He ought to make fine consultation with Arab linguists in order to
have the exact equivalence of idioms. This can be supported by holding
direct meetings in order to enhance confidence in the proposed
translations.
4. He may hold a corpus study by conducting a questionnaire expecting
the right choice of idioms. He, later on, may evaluate the answers in
terms of the strategies of translation.
5. The study shows that most of food idioms have been translated
through strategy B and C because Arabic has similar idioms of the
same sense. Few other food idioms have been translated through
strategy A and D i.e. Arabic has no equivalences for some English food
idioms. To conclude, Arabic is rich of food idioms because they have
counterparts in English.
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