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DIFFICULTIES AND STRATEGIES IN TRANSLATION
IDIOMS AND FIXED EXPRESSIONS

The article highlights the main problems that idiomatic and fixed expressions pose in trans-
lation. All the available data permit to say that the way in which an idiom or a fixed expres-
sion can be translated into the other language depends on many factors. Various strategies in
translation idioms and fixed expressions are briefly considered.
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A person’s competence in actively using the idioms and fixed expressions of a foreign lan-
guage hardly ever matches that of a native speaker. The majority of translators working into a
foreign language cannot hope to achieve the same sensitivity that native speakers seem to have
for judging when and how an idiom can be manipulated. This lends support to the argument
that translators should only work into their language of habitual use or mother tongue.

Assuming that a professional translator would, under normal circumstances, work only
into his/her language of habitual use, the difficulties associated with being able to use idioms
and fixed expressions correctly in a foreign language need not be addressed here. The main
problems that idiomatic and fixed expressions pose in translation relate to two main areas: the
ability to recognize and interpret an idiom correctly; and the difficulties involved in rendering
the various aspects of meaning that an idiom or a fixed expression conveys into the target lan-
guage. These difficulties are much more pronounced in the case of idioms than they are in the
case of fixed expressions.

As far as idioms are concerned, the first difficulty that a translator comes across is being able
to recognize that s/he is dealing with an idiomatic expression. This is not always so obvious.
There are various types of idioms, some more easily recognizable than others. Those which are
casily recognizable include expressions which violate truth conditions, such as /¢ s raining cats
and dogs, throw caution to the winds, storm in a tea cup, jump down someone's throat, and food

for thought. They also include expressions which seem ill-formed because they do not follow the
grammatical rules of the language, for example #rip the light fantastic, blow someone to kingdom
come, put paid to, the powers that be, by and large, and the world and his friend.

Provided a translator has access to good reference works and monolingual dictionaries of
idioms, or, better still, is able to consult native speakers of the language, opaque idioms which
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do not make sense for one reason or another can actually be a blessing in disguise. The very
fact that s/he cannot make sense of an expression in a particular context will alert the translator
to the presence of an idiom of some sort.

There are two cases in which an idiom can be easily misinterpreted if one is not already
familiar with it.

Some idioms are “misleading”; they seem transparent because they offer a reasonable lit-
eral interpretation and their idiomatic meanings are not necessarily signalled in the surrounding
text. A large number of idioms in English, and probably all languages, have both a literal and
an idiomatic meaning, for example go out with (have a romantic or sexual relationship with
someone) and lake someone for a ride (deceive or cheat someone in some way). Such idioms
lend themselves easily to manipulation by speakers and writers who will sometimes play on
both their literal and idiomatic meanings. In this case, a translator who is not familiar with the
idiom in question may easily accept the literal interpretation and miss the play on idiom.

An idiom in the source language may have a very close counterpart in the target language
which looks similar on the surface but has a totally or partially different meaning. Instances of
superficially identical or similar idioms which have different meanings in the source and target
languages lay easy traps for the unwary translator who is not familiar with the source-language
idiom and who may be tempted simply to impose a target-language interpretation on it.

Apart from being alert to the way speakers and writers manipulate certain features of idi-
oms and to the possible confusion which could arise from similarities in form between source
and target expressions, a translator must also consider the collocational environment which
surrounds any expression whose meaning is not readily accessible. Idiomatic and fixed expres-
sions have individual collocational patterns. They form collocations with other items in the
text as single units and enter into lexical sets which are different from those of their individual
words. Take, for instance, the idiom fo have cold feet. Cold as a separate item may collocate
with words like weather, winter, feel, or country. Feet on its own will perhaps collocate with
socks, chilblain, smelly, etc. However, having cold feet, in its idiomatic use, has nothing neces-
sarily to do with winter, feet, or chilblains and will therefore generally be used with a different
set of collocates.

The ability to distinguish senses by collocation is an invaluable asset to a translator work-
ing from a foreign language. Using our knowledge of collocational patterns may not always
tell us what an idiom means but it could easily help us in many cases to recognize an idiom,
particularly one which has a literal as well as a non-literal meaning.

Once an idiom or fixed expression has been recognized and interpreted correctly, the next
step is to decide how to translate it into the target language. The difficulties involved in trans-
lating an idiom are totally different from those involved in interpreting it. Here, the question is
not whether a given idiom is transparent, opaque, or misleading. An opaque expression may be
easier to translate than a transparent one. The main difficulties involved in translating idioms
and fixed expressions may be summarized as follows:

a) An idiom or fixed expression may have no equivalent in the target language. The way
a language chooses to express, or not express, various meanings cannot be predicted and only
occasionally matches the way another language chooses to express the same meanings. One
language may express a given meaning by means of a single word, another may express it by
means of a transparent fixed expression, a third may express it by means of an idiom, and so
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on. It is therefore unrealistic to expect to find equivalent idioms and expressions in the target
language as a matter of course.

b) Like single words, idioms and fixed expressions may be culture-specific. Idioms and
fixed expressions which contain culture-specific items are not necessarily untranslatable. It is
not the specific items an expression contains but rather the meaning it conveys and its associa-
tion with culture-specific contexts which can make it untranslatable or difficult to translate.

¢) An idiom or fixed expression may have a similar counterpart in the target language, but
its context of use may be different; the two expressions may have different connotations, for
instance, or they may not be pragmatically transferable. An idiom may be used in the source
text in both its literal and idiomatic senses at the same time. Unless the target-language idiom
corresponds to the source-language idiom both in form and in meaning, the play on idiom can-
not be successfully reproduced in the target text.

d) The very convention of using idioms in written discourse, the contexts in which they can
be used, and their frequency of use may be different in the source and target languages. English
uses idioms in many types of text, though not in all. Their use in quality-press news reports is
limited, but it is quite common to see idioms in English advertisements, promotional material,
and in the tabloid press.

Using idioms in English is very much a matter of style. Fernando and Flaveli discuss the
difference in rhetorical effect of using idioms in general and of using specific types of idiom in
the source and target languages and quite rightly conclude that “Translation is an exacting art.
Idiom more than any other feature of language demands that the translator be not only accurate
but highly sensitive to the rhetorical nuances of the language” [1: 85].

The way in which an idiom or a fixed expression can be translated into another language
depends on many factors. It is not only a question of whether an idiom with a similar mean-
ing is available in the target language. Other factors include, for example, the significance of
the specific lexical items which constitute the idiom, i.e. whether they are manipulated else-
where in the source text, as well as the appropriateness or inappropriateness of using idiom-
atic language in a given register in the target language. The acceptability or non-acceptability
of using any of the strategies described below will therefore depend on the context in which
a given idiom is translated. The first strategy described, that of finding an idiom of similar
meaning and similar form in the target language, may seem to offer the ideal solution, but
that is not necessarily always the case. Questions of style, register, and rhetorical effect must
also be taken into consideration.

Using an idiom of similar meaning and form. This strategy involves using an idiom in
the target language which conveys roughly the same meaning as that of the source-language
idiom and, in addition, consists of equivalent lexical items. This kind of match can only oc-
casionally be achieved.

Using an idiom of similar meaning but dissimilar form. It is often possible to find an
idiom or fixed expression in the target language which has a meaning similar to that of the
source idiom or expression, but which consists of different lexical items.

Translation by paraphrase. This is by far the most common way of translating idioms
when a match cannot be found in the target language or when it seems inappropriate to use
idiomatic language in the target text because of differences in stylistic preferences of the source
and target languages. You may or may not find the paraphrases accurate.
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Translation by omission. As with single words, an idiom may sometimes be omitted al-
together in the target text. This may be because it has no close match in the target language, its
meaning cannot be easily paraphrased, or for stylistic reasons.

One strategy which cannot be adequately illustrated, simply because it would take up a
considerable amount of space, is the strategy of compensation. Briefly, this means that one
may either omit or play down a feature such as idiomaticity at the point where it occurs in the
source text and introduce it elsewhere in the target text. This strategy is not restricted to idi-
omaticity or fixed expressions and may be used to make up for any loss of meaning, emotional
force, or stylistic effect which may not be possible to reproduce directly at a given point in the
target text. Mason (1982:29) explains that, because they were unable to translate specific puns
at the points at which they occurred in the text, the translators of Astérix “have sometimes
resorted to inserting English puns (of equivalent impact rather than equivalent meaning) in dif-
ferent frames of the cartoon” [2:29].

Using the typical phraseology of the target language — its natural collocations, its own fixed
and semi-fixed expressions, the right level of idiomaticity, and so on — will greatly enhance the
readability of your translations. Getting this level right means that your target text will feel less
“foreign” and, other factors being equal, may even pass for an original. But naturalness and
readability are also affected by other linguistic features.
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Crarrs Hagiinnia go pegaxmii 12.08.14

I'. Ky3enko, kanj. ¢ginon. Hayk, 10LeHT
YopHOoMOpChKHii iepkaBHui yH-T iM. [lerpa Morumm, Mukonais

TPYIHOIII I CTPATETTi ¥ ITEPEKJAI IIIOM TA CTAJINX BUPA3IB

Y ecmammi posensoaromucs ocHo6HI npodreMu, wo eUHUKAIOMb NpU nepexadi idiow ma
cmanux eupasis. Bci HaAeHi 0ani 003601A10Mb CMEEPOAHCYBAMU, WO nepekaad idiow ma cma-
JIUX 8UPA3I6 HA YiNbOBY MOBY 3aNeACUMb GI0 PIBHOMAHIMHUX (axmopie. Y cmammi cmucio
P03210aromuCsl pizHi cmpamezii nepekaady i0ioMamuyHux ma Cmaiux eupasis.

Knrwuosi cnosa: ioiomu, cmani éupasu, Oykéanvha inmepnpemauyis, Mo8a nepexiady, ioio-
M@ I0eHMUYHA 3a 3HAYEeHHAM Ma POopmMor0, GI0N0GIOHU PiGeHb [0TOMAMUYHOCTII.
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I'. Ky3enko, kanj. ¢puinos. HayK, A0LeHT
UYepHomopckuii rocyaapcTBeHHbli yH-T uM. [lerpa Moruiel, Hukonaes

TPYJHOCTHU U CTPATEI'MU B NIEPEBOJAE UINOM
U YCTOSIBIIMXCS BBIPAYKEHUI

B cmamve paccmampusaiomes ocnosnvle npobiemul, o3HUKAIOWUE NPU NEPEBOOe UOUOM
U ycmosasuiuxcs gvipadicenuti. Bce umerowuecs oannvle no3eonaionm 2080pumb, 4mo nepesoo
UOUOM U YCIOAGUUXCS BbIPANCEHUL HA YeNleOll A3bIK 3A8UCUIN OM MHOJICecmea Gakmopos. B
cmamuve 8Kpamye paccmMampugaloncs pasnudtble Cmpamezuu nepesooa UOUOMAMU4eckux u
VCMOABUUXCS BLIPANCEHU.

Kniouesvle cnoga: uouomvi, ycmossuwuecs uipajdcenuss, OYK6ANbHAs UHMEPNpemayus,
A3BIK Nepesood, UOUOMA UOEHMUYHASA NO 3HAYEHUIO U (hopme, COOMBEMCMBYIOUUL YPOBEHD
UOUOMAMUYHOCTIU.

VK 81°25:340.113:[811.111+811.161.2]
A.C. 3aropoaHIOK, acmipaHTKa
YopHOMOpPCHKHI iepkaBHUI yHIBepcuTeT iMeHi [lerpa Moruan, Mukonais

CIIOCOBH IMEPEKJIALY AHITIOMOBHUX IOPUANYHUX
TEPMIHOCHOJIYYEHb MOBH ITPABA €C YKPAIHCBKOIO MOBOIO
(Ha marepiaJi 3BiTy rpoMagCcbKOro MOHITOPMHI'Y BUKOHAHHSA MOPAAKY
neHHoro Acouianii Ykpaina-€C)

Y emammi eucsimneni 3acanvui numanns nepexaady mosu €C, pozenanymi ckiaoHowi ma
WAAXU Nepexaady mepmiHOCnOyYeHsb puoudHoi mosu €C na npuxnadi 36imy epomadcvoroeo
MOHIMOPpUHEY 8UKOHAHHS NOPAOKY 0enHoeo Acoyiayii Yxpaina-€C.

Knrouosi cnosa: mepminonoeiumne cnosocnonyuents, mosa €C, opuouuna mepminonoi.

IMocranoBka npodaemu. CydacHi iHTerpaniiiai Ta mrobanizaniiiHi nporecu Ha €eBporeii-
CHKOMY IIPOCTOPI CTaIN HOBUM BHUKIIMKOM SIK JUISL YPSIIOBIIB, TAK 1 IS IPaBO3HABIIIB Ta TIepe-
knanayis. [lizBumenns inTepecy 10 ropuanaHoi MoBu €C, BUBYEHHS 11 TEpMIHOJIOT1YHOI 0a3u
Ta CTBOPEHHsI BIACHHX II0CapiiB Ha 11 OCHOBI € pe3yJIbTaTOM CHCTEMAaTHYHHX CIIPOO a/lanTyBa-
TH HalliOHAJIbHE 3aKOHOJIABCTBO JI0 €BPOINEHCHKUX MPABOBUX CTaH/IAPTIB.

AHaJIi3 0CTaHHIX HAYKOBUX JOCTIKeHb i mMyOaikamiii cBiUUTH IIPO Te, IO IOPHIHY-
HUI nepexiiaz OyB 00’ €KTOM HAayKOBO-TEOPETHYHOTO aHANi3y TaKUX BUCHHX, sK: 1. Bopomm-
noBoi, O. Kuisenp, O. [1la6miit, B. 11labyninoi Ta iH. Benuky yBary po3nisiay ocoOauBocTen
moBu €C, ii TepMiHOJIOTIYHOTO anmapary Ta nepekiIagy Ha pisHi MoBH npucBstuian . Kacs-
HeHko, JI. KopobGeitnikoBa, B.Ctpenbios, B.MypasiioB, O. Uepenuuuenxo, I. JIpy3enko, T.
Kauka, 0. MoBuan Ta ixmii.
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