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The Effectiveness of Machine Translation Systems in Translating
English Fixed Phrases into Arabic

Abstract

The purpose of this study is to investigate the effectiveness of machine
translation systems in translating English fixed phrases into Arabic. The study
uses a qualitative approach to translate 25 English fixed phrases into Arabic
using four machine translation systems. The translations are then compared
and analyzed along with four well-known sources: Al-Mawrid Dictionary by
Baalbaki (1993), Dictionary of Comparative Proverbs by Mourad (2006),
Dictionary of Common English Proverbs by Attia (2004), and Ghazala’s
(2008) translations. The study found all systems struggled with accuracy.
The main problems were poor translations, loss of figurative meaning,
inappropriate equivalents, and the Arabic sentences seemed to be distorted
in terms of forms and contents. The study indicates that adding cultural
knowledge bases into translation systems can greatly improve their ability to
understand and translate complex fixed phrases.

Keywords: Effectiveness of MT systems, English fixed phrases, idioms,
proverbs, phrasal verbs.
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1. Introduction

Translating fixed phrases i.e., idioms, proverbs and phrasal verbs from
English to Arabic needs careful consideration due to linguistic and cultural
differences. Understanding context and intended meaning is crucial to
finding the closest Arabic equivalent. In some cases, direct translations may
not exist, and translators may need to paraphrase or use other expressions to
convey the original message. For example, the English idiom ‘second hand’
in the sentence ‘My car is second hand’ translated into Arabic as (. ateaiws).
The English proverb ‘Don’t count your chickens before they’re hatched’
translated into Arabic as (cous csle U1 /Jlae plze gst). The English phrasal
verb ‘run out’ translated into Arabic as ‘aay’. Machine translation (MT) uses
software to automatically translate text between languages, revolutionizing
cross-cultural communication. While using vast amounts of translated text
to identify patterns, MT continues to struggle with fixed phrases that rely
on cultural references and figurative language. Despite advancements
highlighted in studies by Jibreel (2023), Musaad and Al-Towity (2023), Al
(2020), and Aldawsari (2023), furtherresearch is needed to improve how
machine translation handles different types of text, especially those rich in
cultural nuances.

This study aims to evaluate how well machine translation systems handle
English fixed phrases when rendering into Arabic. It seeks to recognize the
system that produces the most natural and accurate Arabic equivalents.
This study is essential for enhancing the effectiveness of online machine
translation systems, ensuring accurate translation of complex, culturally
influenced phrases.

2. Definition of Terms
2.1. English Fixed Phrases

According to Walde and Smolka (2020), “Idiomatic expressions are the
multi-word expressions which may be considered as showing the strongest
semantic shift that the constituents undergo, because the figurative meaning
is usually not even remotely connected with the meaning of its components.”
(p. ix). Translating fixed phrases can be difficult because their intended
meanings may differ even when similar expressions exist in the target
language. Ghazala (2008) defines fixed phrases as groups of words with
specific

University of Science and Technology Journal
for Management and Human Sciences http://doi.org/10.59222/ustimhs.2.2.4



Abdou Ahmed Ali Mounassar 4
Volume 2, Issue (2), June, 2024 >

meanings beyond their literal clarifications, typically in a specific order and
wording. It is necessary to take context into account when translating these
phrases to ensure that the infended meaning is taken accurately.

2.1.1. Idioms

Idioms are phrases composed of words that may be difficult to understand
based on their individual meanings. An idiom is “an expression with the
following features: 1. It is fixed and is recognized by native speakers. You
cannot make up your own! 2. It uses language in a non-literal - metaphorical
- way.” (Wright, 2002, p. 7). According to Cruse (1986), an idiom is “an
expression whose meaning cannot be inferred from the meanings of its
parts.” (p. 37). Ghazala (2008) provides a similar definition, stating that
an idiom is a specific phrase with a fixed form that always conveys the
same meaning, and is figurative, indirect, and unchangeable. For example,
while “hard task” translated into Arabic as (a3l aeg), “tall order” cannot be
translated as (Justs altas /i) but should be rendered as (a3l a.ge) to preserve
its fixed, indirect meaning (p. 128).

2.1.2. Proverbs

Proverbs are “generally characterized as traditional maxims or sayings with
didactic meaning, typically offering advice or reflections on life and human
nature, social relations, or the natural world.” (Taylor, 2015, p. 130). They
are brief sayings that have been passed down through generations to convey
wisdom, truth, or moral lessons. They offer advice, make observations, or
present teachings in a concise and memorable manner. Ghazala (2008)
describes proverbs as fixed phrases with unchanging meanings that cannot
be translated by analyzing the individual meanings of the words. Attia (2004,
p. 3) defined the proverb as:

s Oy LG 0553 OF iy ¥ JAMB i) gi el e Sy surg 3LE JsB 9 S
O Jiell (Sas S8 (I B e i 148 9 (a3 (3o Abigte T8 Jisto paliatt 31,01 (e S
(0 123 ey i At 032,79 Jher W1 ABLIT Laily Aldg pos () gosdd) Ao iy
LA &S
A proverb is a common, brief saying that carries the meaning of advice
or warning. It must be common among many members of society over
a long period of time, revealing its antiquity. A proverb cannot acquire
the status of being common overnight; rather, it is passed down through
generations and repeated until it becomes part of the nation’s heritage.
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2.1.3. Phrasal Verbs

According to The American Heritage Dictionary of Phrasal Verbs, “a phrasal
verb refers to an ordinary verb combined with a preposition or an adverbial
particle that has at least one meaning which is unpredictable and different
than what would be denoted by taking the literal meanings of the individual
words separately and placing them together” (as cited in Mordaunt &
McGuire, 2020, p. 1). Ghazala (2008) stated that phrasal verbs are common
expressions formed by combining a verb with an adverb, a preposition, or
both. The Longman Phrasal Verbs Dictionary defines phrasal verbs as verbs
consisting of two or three words, with the first word is a verb and the second
word is a particle, which can be an adverb or a preposition (Dignen et al.,
2000). Phrasal verbs are naturally idiomatic, as their complete meaning
cannot be inferred simply by understanding the individual meanings of their
components.

3. Translation of English Fixed Phrases

When rendering texts that contain fixed expressions, the first step is to be
able to identify them, because they frequently do not have a literal meaning
in context. Baker (2018) identified four challenges in translating idioms and
fixed expressions:

(1) An idiom or fixed expression may have no equivalent in the
target language. (2) An idiom or fixed expression may have a similar
counterpart in the target language, but its context of use may be
different. (3) An idiom may be used in the source text in both its literal
and idiomatic senses at the same time. (4) 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 (pp. 73-76).

While Arabic and English are different languages, many equivalent
expressions can be found in both languages. For example, the English idiom
“It was the straw that broke the camel’s back”, has an Arabic equivalent:
(rendt el Cauad it azan cots). Similarly, the Arabic proverb (juweddt con s ¥)
is an equivalent of the English proverb “There is nothing new under the sun”.
However, consider the idiom “How nice to remember your palmy days!”.
The literal translation (A clelsi ,SiG of Jeas 98 @S) is incorrect, but the Arabic
equivalent is (1 ;at abi 5255 oi Jeai ). We can realize that the literal translation
is unacceptable and fail to convey the actual meaning of the source idiom.
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4. Machine Translation

Translation is the process of transferring text or speech from one language to
another. It involves not just replacing word for word, but also understanding
and transferring the meaning, context and nuances from the source to the
target language. One of the big challenges in this process is translating
fixed expressions, which have meanings that cannot be obtained from their
individual words. According to Baker (2018), “The way in which an idiom
or a fixed expression can be translated into another language depends on
many factors... Questions of style, register and rhetorical effect must also be
taken into consideration.” (p. 77). The author suggested four strategies for
translating an idiom or a fixed expression into another language as follows:
“1- Using an idiom of similar meaning and form. 2- Using an idiom of similar
meaning but dissimilar form. 3- Borrowing the source language idiom. 4-
Translation by paraphrase, and 5- Translation by omission.” (pp. 77-85).

Machine translation (MT) is the automatic translation of text from one language
to another using software, without human interference. Today, many types of
machine translation exist, such as Rule-Based Machine Translation, which
relies on linguistic rules and dictionaries; Statistical Machine Translation
which uses statical models; Neural Machine Translation which has shown
significant developments, particularly for languages with different word orders
or complex grammatical structures; and Hybrid Machine Translation, which
combines elements of different approaches to improve translation quality
(Lelner, 2022; Kumari, 2020). These systems can benefit from the strengths
of each approach to produce more accurate translations. Despite advances,
machine translation systems still face significant challenges, particularly with
translating idiomatic expressions from English into Arabic. Human translators
remain essential to ensuring accuracy and cultural relevance in translations.

5. Literature Review

Machine translation has evolved significantly since its early days, with several
promising studies evaluating its strengths and weaknesses for translating
between English and Arabic. Studies, such as Ali’s (2020), highlight these
advancements, demonstrating that Microsoft Bing offers the most accurate
translations, while Google Translate struggles with both accuracy and clarity.
Ginger falls somewhere in between, offering better accuracy than Google

Translate but not quite reaching Microsoft Bing’s level. Further research by
Aldawsari (2023) shows both Google Translate and SYSTRAN face difficulties
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with specific Arabic language features such as homonyms, heteronyms, and
polysemes. While both Google Translate and SYSTRAN has difficulties in this
area, Google Translate shows a slight advantage in overall performance.

Idiomatic expressions and proverbs also pose obstacles to machine
translation, as evidenced by Musaad and Al Towity (2023) and Jibril (2023).
These studies reveal that the three major systems — Google Translate,
Microsoft Bing, and SYSTRAN - struggled to accurately translate these
nuances across online newspapers and proverbs, respectively. In both
studies, Microsoft Bing emerged as the most effective tool, especially when
offering natural-sounding alternatives for proverbs. These studies collectively
highlight the progress made in machine translation, especially when dealing
with complex linguistic elements such as idiomatic expressions. However, the
identified limitations underscore the need for further development. Future
interactions of machine translation systems may benefit from incorporating
more contextual background information to enhance accuracy and fluency.

6. Problem and Questions of the Study

Translating English fixed phrases into Arabic present a challenge due to the
contrasting linguistic structures, cultural contexts, and idiomatic expressions
of each language. This task holds vital importance for machine translation
systems because of the complexity of these expressions. The problems
associated with the translation of English fixed phrases by machine translation
systems include: (1) literal translation: Machine translation systems often
produce literal translations that may not accurately convey the intended
meaning in Arabic due to differences in idiomatic expressions. For example,
“kick the bucket” might not convey the meaning of to pass away’ (&) in
Arabic if translated literally. (2) Lack of context and ambiguity: These systems
may struggle with context and ambiguity, resulting in translations that may
not accurately, reflect the intended meaning of English fixed phrases, as
noted by Abdelaal and Alazzawie (2020) and Zakraoui et al. (2020). For
example, “break the ice” have different interpretations depending on the
context: 1o¥1 dskadtly asdy /et dgey /agendt uSy /Const Jgiuly Cemll Jus alad.
(Almaany Company, n.d.). (3) Lack of direct equivalents: Many English
phrases lack direct equivalents in Arabic, making it difficult for machine
translation systems to effectively convey the same meaning (Abdalla, 2023).
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The present study aims to address the following research question:
- How well do MT systems i.e., Google Translate, iTranslate, Bing Translate
and Reverso Translate transfer English fixed phrases i.e., idioms, proverbs
and phrasal verbs from English into Arabic?

7. Methods

The current study employed a qualitative method to examine the effectiveness
of four machine translation systems - Google Translate, iTranslate, Bing
Translate and Reverso Translate - in translating English fixed phrases into
Arabic. The study sample consists of 25 English fixed phrases, randomly
selected from Ghazala (2008), including 10 idioms, 10 proverbs, and 5
phrasal verbs. Since the study only considered twenty-five examples, it may
not be able to fully capture the diversity of English fixed phrases and they may
not be representative of the entire range. However, the findings from a well-
defined set of 25 examples can be more easily implemented into machine
translation systems for improvement. Analyzing this sample size strikes a
balance between the need for comprehensive data and the limitations of time
and resources, making the study feasible and effective. These examples are
relevant and appropriately challenging. The instrument used for evaluating
the translation output of the four machine translation systems involves
comparing the translations against well-recognized dictionaries to ensure
that the benchmarks are accurate and reliable. The dictionaries used are
Al-Mawrid Dictionary by Baalbaki (1993), the Dictionary of Comparative
Proverbs by Mourad (2006), the Dictionary of Common English Proverbs
by Attia (2004), and Ghazala’s (2008) translations. By using translations
from established dictionaries and sources, the checklist ensures that the
evaluation criteria are based on widely accepted standards. The instrument
is designed to systematically evaluate the translations of English fixed
phrases into Arabic by different machine translation systems. It relies on
these established dictionaries and translations as benchmarks to validate
the accuracy and effectiveness of the MT outputs. While the instrument is
verified through its design and choice of sources, further formal validation
procedures could enhance its robustness and reliability. The English fixed
phrases are numbered from 1 to 25, with the Arabic translations provided by
each machine translation system.
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8. Findings and Discussion:

Regarding the study question, how well do MT systems i.e., Google Translate,
iTranslate, Bing Translate and Reverso Translate transfer English fixed
phrases i.e., idioms, proverbs and phrasal verbs from English into Arabic?,
the following present the translations of the four MT systems compared to
the well-established translations in Al-Mawrid Dictionary by Baalbaki (1993),
Dictionary of Comparative Proverbs by Mourad (2006), Dictionary of Common
English Proverbs by Attia (2004), and Ghazala’s (2008) translations.

8.1. Translation of Idioms

1- Passing the exam is not a bed of roses.

Table 1: Translation of the 1% idiom: ‘a bed of roses’

English Google Translate Bing Reverso
Idiom Translate Translate Translate
Passing the Ol Ll Olomle ¥ L Ol i Olole ¥ L
exam is not a 00 o152 (ued O 1oy (g O LB pud O Vo (ed
bed of roses. -39 91 <3998 -39 RYITL

The expression ‘a bed of roses’ in English means a situation or activity that
is comfortable or easy. The MT output of the idiom was (sgyst oe it,a.) by
Google Translate and Bing Translate and (sgyst ¢ 15.) by iTranslate and
Reverso Translate. These translations are all literal and somewhat awkward,
with slight variations in wording. However, none of these translations fully
capture the idiomatic core of the original English phrase. In contrast,
Ghazala’s (2008) translation, “sgysfly Lagyae Gl gud oleie¥! 2 zlaut.” (p.
128) offers a culturally adapted equivalent. This translation more effectively
conveys the intended meaning by using an idiomatic expression familiar to
Arabic speakers, emphasizing the difficulty and effort required.

2- Our dear aunt is at death’s door.

Table 2: Translation of the 2" idiom: ‘death’s door’

English Google Translate Bing Reverso
Idiom Translate Translate Translate

Our dear aunt
is at death’s
door.

Gle bijall Liee  die djjall Lhee  le djjall Liee  lo &jujall Lies
-stt ol -Cstt ol -Gt ol -Cstt ol

‘Death’s door’ indicates “so ill that you may die” (Siefring, 2004, p.19). The
idiom translates to Arabic in slightly different ways by the four systems; the
output was (Sstt ol e) by Google Translate, Bing Translate, and Reverso
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Translate and (@t ok wie) by iTranslate. The first translation can be interpreted
as being positioned directly on the doorstep, suggesting an immediate
proximity to death. The second translation might be considered slightly more
precise due to its direct use of “at” as in the original English idiom, while the
first translation may indicate being at or near the door, which might convey
a slightly broader sense of being close to death without necessarily implying
the same nearness. Both translations are widely accepted and understood,
and they effectively communicate the serious condition of the aunt being
near death. The Arabic equivalent offered by Ghazala (2008) is “4jujat Lt
gt wigai e” (p. 75).
3- They needed the job, so they signed on the dotted line.

Table 3: Translation of the 3 idiom: ‘signed on the dotted line’

English Google Translate Bing Reverso
Idiom Translate Translate Translate
T:‘heey-”%e‘ied JRINPPSCONINC R PUPUYICIT IR [ PUPRTRIC N [ PPN
the |§’i 'ne% CUAT (Aas g CUAY Aags gl e PR CUAY (Aads gl
on 1Ke goﬂed daddl e 1928y dadSl ol fsady  daddl olo 1gaBy ekl ol lgadg
ine Jazatf dazt gt Jazatf

‘Signed on the dotted line’ means “agree formally” (Siefring, 2004, p.
262). The translation output of the idiom was (&ziti dastt e 15234) by the four
systems. They translated the given idiom literally, which is unacceptable in
this context. The Arabic equivalent given by Ghazala (2008) is “as i 14iis
ooke Gle 1gady 1 Jealt M7 (p.129). The result indicated that the four online
systems lost implied meaning and showed poor translations. Therefore, the

whole meaning of the sentence was distorted completely.

4- They apply the law of the jungle.

Table 4: Translation of the 4™ idiom: ‘the law of the jungle’

English Google Translate Bing Reverso
Idiom Translate Translate Translate
They apply R 5 B s b (o - , R .
0933 poddas medl 098 Gudald g3 93ld gddas medl (4908 Gedidan ped!
1hei|3r\1lvgloe the lat LAl Y Y

Siefring (2004) explains that “the law of the jungle” refers to the idea that
those who are powerful and act in their own self-interest without mercy will
be the most successful. (p.158). Based on the translations of the idiom by the
four systems, the output was (asat gs313) by iTranslate, whereas it was (gs3t2
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o) by Google Translate, Bing Translate and Reverso Translate. The Arabic
equivalent as revealed by Ghazala (2008) is “wlat asssi gsadas mest” (p.129).
The study revealed that the Arabic translations made by the four systems are
accurate and easily understood by the target audience. The Arabic terms
‘Ll 3" and ‘wlat aa s’ are synonyms.

5- His name is on the tip of my tongue.

Table 5: Translation of the 5™ idiom: ‘on the tip of my tongue’

English Google
Idiom Translate

Bing Reverso

iTranslate
Translate Translate

His name is
on the tip of
my tongue.

Gl Ll daw! Byl e Aol Byl Lle dewl Gl Ll daw!
bt bl ol bt

Siefring (2004) describes the English expression ‘on the tip of my tongue’
as being very close to remembering a specific word or name, but not quite
able to recall it. The translation output of the idiom was (il b ) by
the four systems. While the literal translations provided by the machine
translation tools are clear and convey the meaning, they do not fully capture
the idiomatic heart of the phrase as effectively as Ghazala’s translation.
The Arabic equivalent is “itwt iy " (Ghazala, 2008, p. 129). Ghazala's
translation offers a more accurate and culturally appropriate equivalent,
representing the importance of using idiomatic expressions that resonate
with native speakers for more effective communication.

6- My niece is so selfish. She is a dog in the manager.

Table 6: Translation of the 6™ idiom: ‘a dog in the manager’

English Google T lat Bing Reverso

Idiom Translate tiransiate Translate Translate

She is a 000 o A 4,000 o> Ay a0l o3 000 o>
dog in the LA A > 2 CdS A LIl 20 nl LS A s
manager. ERM] SEN\{ <oty [SEN\{

According to Siefring (2004), a ‘dog in the boss’ is a person who tends to
prevent others from accessing or using things they do not want or need. When
translated into Arabic, the translation output of the idiom by the systems
was (it 2 8/cus) except Bing Translate which omitted the name (dog). The
outcome was a direct translation that was not suitable for Arabic. The Arabic
equivalent as cited in Ghazala (2008) is “,s3 Jie Lt fus Aol (i) 31 Ak
Byl e Aniady Llowadl il cod ¥ /OIS Guddy Juwalt JSG goidt.” (p. 131). The four
systems produced unacceptable translations as they could not recognize
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the implied meaning. The Arabic translations were literal and completely
distorted in terms of form and content.

7- Beating the Brazilian football team is tall order.

Table 7: Translation of the 7th idiom: ‘tall order’

English Google Translate Bing Reverso
Idiom Translate Translate Translate
Beafing the i cum o 55 Gure  Goboleen  Gab e i
football team LI puat 5,8 ol GLisdt addEl Ll puat 5,8 L) aual 5,8
is tall order. e ol Pl dagl e ! e 4!

The term ‘tall order’ refers to something that is very difficult to achieve. The
translation output of the idiom was (caw i) by Google Translate, Bing Translate
and Reverso Translate, which accurately reflects the difficulty implied by “tall
order”, whereas iTranslate used another lexical item (et (st sei). The
Arabic equivalent “asLs dege pdatt 53 L3t Gay8 50" (Ghazala, 2008, p. 131),
is accurate and perhaps even more expressive in capturing the challenge.
It offers a slightly more creative interpretation, increasing the impact of the
idiomatic expression. In general, Google Translate, Bing Translate, Reverso
Translate, and Ghazala’s Translate effectively convey the idiomatic meaning
of “tall order” as something difficult to achieve. In contrast, iTranslate’s literal
translation fails to convey the intended meaning, emphasizing the necessity
of established understanding in translation. It failed to recognize its implied
meaning and the Arabic sentence seemed to be distorted in terms of form
and content.

8- He is a big shot.
Table 8: Translation of the 8™ idiom: ‘a big shot’

English Google Translate Bing Reverso
Idiom Translate Translate Translate
He;f}; big S ALEY A5 by ARGl A5 Lbye Sl S Lbye Sl 43

Siefring (2004) described ‘a big shot’ as “an important and influential
person.” (p. 24). The translation output of the idiom by the four systems was
literal translation, which was unacceptable in Arabic. It is remarkable here
that the word ‘shot’ was translated by the four systems as (/ suoius /éuoaus
anat /aaw) . The Arabic equivalent of this idiom is “edtac gy (a31) 38.” (Ghazala,
2008, p. 131). It is worth mentioning, this indirect idiom was mistranslated
by the four systems as they lost implied meaning. Consequently, the resulting
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translations are completely incorrect and unacceptable. In contrast, Ghazala’s
translation, “etae J>, (431) s8,” accurately captures the intended meaning of
the idiom, showing someone important or significant.

9-The two athletes were neck and neck in the race.

Table 9: Translation of the 9" idiom: ‘neck and neck’

English Google Translate Bing Reverso
Idiom Translate Translate Translate
The two

Led G OIS Oludl,M OISy
2oad,Ng Gaall 2 AN Ad
-l -t

0o Oluslidt olsy
2 4a,My Gal
-Gl

oluslyyl o1
Bl 2 (sl

athletes were
neck and neck
in the race.

The term ‘neck and neck’ refers to being at the same level in a race,
competition, or comparison. The translation output of the idiom by the
four systems was as follows: (aa,ty Guat) by Google Translate and Reverso
Translate, (a1 a3 ,1) by iTranslate and (2 y4sis) by Bing Translate. The term
“neck and neck” does not necessarily mean (;ywais), rather, the competitors
are very close. The translations of Google Translate, iTranslate, and Reverso
Translate were taken literally and deemed inappropriate as they did not
accurately convey the intended meaning of the English idiom. According to
Ghazala (2008), the Arabic equivalent of this idiom is “Cis I Lia oistaatt ols
Blwdt 2 (aatr win)” (p. 131). With reference to the outputs of these systems and
the translation of Ghazala, the online systems failed to recognize the implicit
meaning and, thus, they could not accurately convey the true essence of the
term in the original language.

10- There is a black sheep in every family.

Table 10: Translation of the 10" idiom: ‘a black sheep’

English Google Translate Bing Reverso
Idiom Translate Translate Translate

There is a
black sheep in
every family.

dguwl B x> STl PFYWPNLPSREL (7Y dguwl B3 STl dguwl B x> STl
Able JS 2 Able JS 2 LAble S 2 Able JS 2

According to Siefring (2004), the term ‘black sheep’ refers to an individual
who is perceived to be discrediting a family or group and is often described
as a person with negative emotions. The translation output of the idiom was
(agui cag,s) by Google Translate, Bing Translate and Reverso Translate and
(139w pLiai) by iTranslate. Ghazala’s (2008) translation “Us 2 ale /3l a1y SLs
an” (p. 131), although not literal, provides a culturally nuanced and easily
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understood interpretation that directly communicates the proverb’s intent.
It may affect deeply the Arabic speakers due to its cultural relevance and
directness. The remarkable thing is that the four systems produced poor,
incorrect and inaccurate literal translations since they were far from the true
meaning of the English idiom because they failed to recognize its implicit
meaning.

8.2. Translation of Proverbs
11- Like father, like son.

Table 11: Translation of the 1% proverb: ‘Like father, like son.’

English Google Translate Bing Reverso
Proverb Translate Translate Translate

1 . < o ¥ S <
L'llfkeef‘;;hner' ¥ Jhe O e Lot Jie ¥t Jie O ‘:_‘;‘d'“ W1 Jie ¥ S

Manser and Fergusson (2002) explained that the English proverb ‘like
father like son’ indicates that children usually display similar personality and
behavioral characteristics to their parents, emphasizing this similarity. As
shown in Table (11), the translation output of the proverb was (g o¥1 fie
»¥1) by the four online systems. Their direct translations might lack the depth
and emotional significance that idiomatic expressions can provide in Arabic.
The equivalent proverb in Arabic as stated by Mourad (2006) is “/agi s At
ll3 Lo olai Al (ye [l ) SIS oo it 128 317 (p. 89). Mourad'’s translations are more
cultural, richer, and more expressive ways of conveying the meaning of the
proverb. He uses familiar idiomatic expressions that increase the proverb’s
effect on Arabic speakers. However, the translations by the four systems could
not recognize the implied meaning and produced unacceptable translations.

12-All that glitter is not gold.
Table 12: Translation of the 2™ proverb: ‘All that glitter is not gold.’

English Google Translate Bing Reverso
Proverb Translate Translate Translate
All that glitter  aebile US gt (et Gapdt 138 JS (ud Slaallt 138 IS (g Slasll 128 JS

is not gold. L3 At Lad Las

According to Siefring (2004), the proverb ‘All that glitter is not gold.” means
that the outward beauty of something may not accurately denote its true
nature. The translation output of the proverb was (. L3 aebs Le Us ) by Google
Translate and (.Lad gud olaeltt 126 JS ,.Lad Gud Gu,dt 138 JS, aNd gud Glaelt 1as S
w3.) by iTranslate, Bing Translate and Reverso Translate, respectively. The
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equivalent proverb in Arabic as given by Mourad (2006) is “i,tus saei JS L
Lo pals Lo JS L/ 43,2t (p. 26). The translations ((Las gwd Gusdt 1aa Js and
((Las yut slaetty 128 gs may be more appropriate in specific contexts, such as
describing someone who seems wealthy and successful. The English proverb
is translated exactly and clearly by the four machine systems.

13- A drowning man will clutch at a straw.

Table 13: Translation of the 3 proverb: ‘A drowning man will clutch at

a straw.’
English Google . Bing Reverso
Translat
Proverb Translate tiransiate Translate Translate
i reye( [ L.
arOMING | Gadnesn  addmesie R aaae,
at a straw. (AR Bl o & sy ALEL Ay My

The proverb, ‘A drowning man will clutch at a straw.’, implies “someone who
is in a very difficult situation, and who will take any available opportunity to
improve it.” (Cambridge University Press & Assessment, n.d.). This proverb
is translated in various ways by the four systems: Google Translate renders
it as “asatly Glaiw Ga,ah Ja,h”, Bing Translate as “asarty lues @gw Gayalt Ja1”,
iTranslate as “(a8 2 cluais 381 J>y psaw” and Reverso Translate as “ayas gy
aday dlue g, Google and Bing Translate provide similar and accurate
translations that convey the misery of a person in dire circumstances,
effectively preserving the proverb. Reverso Translate’s version also captures
the spirit but uses a slightly less formal structure, whereas iTranslate’s version
is grammatically problematic and less idiomatic, making it less effective.
Baalbaki’s translations, “aaay gty gasah” and “ciseh Jlow Glais gasan” offer
culturally nuanced equivalents that more fluently convey the same sense of
worry to Arabic speakers. Baalbaki’s idiomatic expressions echo more deeply
within the cultural context, illustrating the proverb’s meaning with greater
impact. While machine translations generally capture the core of the proverb,
Baalbaki’s versions stand out for their fluency and cultural appropriateness,
emphasizing the importance of idiomatic understanding in translation.

14-As you sow, so will you reap.

Table 14: Translation of the 4™ proverb: ‘As you sow, so will you reap.’

English Google . Bing Reverso
iTranslate
Proverb Translate Translate Translate
As you SOW, SO AN g5 LeS EAS ¢35 LS EUAS ()50 LeS WA )55 LaS
will you reap. e Qg (> By B ] e g
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The saying ‘As you sow, so will you reap’ suggests that the consequences of
one’s actions are closely tied to the intentions of one towards others. The
Arabic translations by Google Translate, Bing Translate, and Reverso Translate
were acceptable, whereas the translation by iTranslate was unacceptable.
By comparing the translations of four systems with the equivalent proverb
in Arabic “4108 pa LS / .aasi £33 WS.” (Baalbaki, 1993, p. 18), Google
Translate, Bing Translate and Reverso Translate gave accurate translations,
while iTranslate mistranslated the meaning of the English proverb. It produced
poor translation because it selected the wrong synonyms, and the sentence
appears incoherent.

15- Man is known by the company he keeps.

Table 15: Translation of 5™ proverb: ‘Man is known by the company

he keeps.’

English Google . Bing Reverso
Proverb Translate iTranslate Translate Translate
odanis | st pedetidsel  Gemedesll s s el

Yh S A paty S AN B W AS,AN JB U AS Al e
company he 6 Bakions g Laion g Lakion s B

keeps.

The proverb, ‘Man is known by the company he keeps.’, means that
individuals tend to have similar characteristics to their friends. The output
of the four-machine translation systems was literal and unacceptable. The
Arabic equivalent of the proverb is “(. 4,8 e Jug Jlud ¥ 580 o) dBla s o b1 Cayas
ALl s Gle o581 /" (Attia, 2004, p. 127). The remarkable thing here is that
the four online MT systems failed to recognize the implied meaning of the
English proverb and produced poor, incorrect and inaccurate translations.
In contrast, the Arabic equivalents provided by Attia (2004, p. 127) are
idiomatic and culturally resonant, accurately taking the spirit of the proverb
that one’s character is judged by their associates. These equivalents convey
the intended meaning more naturally and effectively in Arabic.

16- Forbidden fruit is sweet.

Table 16: Translation of the 6™ proverb: ‘Forbidden fruit is sweet.’

English Google Translate Bing Reverso
Proverb Translate Translate Translate

Forbidden fruit e sti agstan e yol| AgSLatl e pd| AgSLat eyl AgSLaty
is sweet. gl ol gl gl

The proverb, “Forbidden fruit is the sweetest” (2024, para. 7), means
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“Forbidden things seem more appealing; people desire things more if (or, in
some way, because) they can’t have them.”. The output of the four MT systems
was literal translations. The equivalent proverb in Arabic as given by Baalbaki
(1993) is “(Jis @t Lo It 3153 281 / Laie Lo SLud¥1 I ool cun / poiia poian JS.” (p. 41).
These expressions are more idiomatic and culturally appropriate, capturing
the nuance and depth of the original English proverb, whereas the literal
translation "4t ae =t agstatt” is not. The four systems gave unacceptable and
inaccurate Arabic translations. They could not identify the implied meaning
which led to poor translations.

17- Birds of a feather flock together.
Table 17: Translation of the 7* proverb: ‘Birds of a feather flock

together.’

English Google . Bing Reverso
Proverb Translate iTranslate Translate Translate
fez'{ﬁgrﬁ‘foik WSS ple polall Ry oo pdall  adad popsdall LSS e pdalt

together. & “las 385 las Gl &

The saying ‘birds of a feather flock together’ means that individuals are
drawn to others who share similar characteristics or qualities. The translation
output was (.aa3 Wisai Gle yeiatt) by Google Translate and Reverso Translate,
which corresponds directly to the meaning of the English proverb. Meanwhile,
iTranslate and Bing Translate translated it as (Lae Gauis dday i ysutatt) and (Hstats
lae ooyl adad ), Which are not effective because they do not convey the
intended meaning naturally and idiomatically in Arabic, leading to poor,
incorrect and inaccurate translations. The Arabic equivalent of the proverb is
" IS8 M Sl e JS | ags @Y ol youalt [aa5 St e yeutatt ot (Baalbaki, 1993,
p. 21). Baalbaki’s proverbs effectively convey the idea that similar people or
things come together naturally, keeping the proverb’s wisdom alive across
languages.

18 - A friend in need is a friend indeed.

Table 18: Translation of the 8™ proverb: ‘A friend in need is a friend

indeed.’
English Google . Bing Reverso
Proverb Translate iTranslate Translate Translate
ﬁireiz”ig ;” Cdy Gadall 82 Jaal! 2 Gado Cy Gaall Jealt 2. Gackall
friend indeed. e LRSI & oo Gl Jadlly Gandeo 5o
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The proverb ‘a friend in need is a friend indeed’ means that a true friend is
someone who assists you when you are in genuine need of help. The output
of the four MT systems varied between accurate and inaccurate translations.
Google Translate and Bing Translate are accurate and idiomatic, directly
capturing the meaning of the English proverb. iTranslate and Reverso
Translate are more literal and awkward and are not common or idiomatic
expressions in Arabic. They fail to convey the proverb’s meaning naturally.
The Arabic equivalent of this proverb is “ca,ai wsiwat wie | Gudl! wie Gadall
olsx¥1" (Baalbaki, 1993, p. 8). Baalbaki’s proverbs, along with the accurate
translations, effectively express the wisdom that real friendship is developed
of difficulty.

19- Diamond cut Diamond.

Table 19: Translation of the 9™ proverb: ‘Diamond cut Diamond.’

English Google Translate Bing Reverso
Proverb Translate Translate Translate
i W et Jas Y .
Dgg‘ﬂagigm “‘_\j’f!":"f coull) alads Gulll ull) el plad  (ull alady Gl

The proverb ‘Diamond Cut Diamond’ describes a scenario where two
individuals of similar intelligence or cunning participate in a confrontation
or competition. Google Translate provided an accurate Arabic equivalent (¥
Aadsdt ¥ aast Jag). In contrast, iTranslate and Reverso Translate’s translations
are direct translations that are understandable but not idiomatic. Bing
Translate’s “uttt ottt aad” is awkward and incorrect. The Arabic equivalent
of the English proverb is “wsastt 1 cdstt Jas %/ Jay woistls waastt ot” (Baalbaki,
1993, p. 33). Baalbaki’s equivalents, along with the accurate translation by
Google Translate, effectively convey the idea that something strong can only
be matched or overcome by something equally strong. They are idiomatic
and resonate well within the cultural context.

20- Better to be safe than sorry.

Table 20: Translation of 10" proverb: ‘Better to be safe than sorry.’

English Google Translate Bing Reverso
Proverb Translate Translate Translate
5955 O Juad¥ e e e e
Bs;t‘zrtfoge "’:s_"f:"‘:f u‘;’“ el 0955 oF Q2T 595 of JumdWI e AkeT (1953 O Jusi
sorry. i il (e il e Ll 2wl (pa

The saying, ‘Better to be safe than sorry.’, advises taking precautions to

University of Science and Technology Journal
http://doi.org/10.59222/ustimhs.2.2.4 for Management and Human Sciences

2

109



110

&
L 2
) Abdou Ahmed Ali Mounassar
{ Volume 2, Issue (2), June, 2024

avoid possible negative consequences in the future. The translations of the
four systems were literal. However, Google Translate and Bing Translate’s
translations lack the idiomatic expression and cultural resonance found in
traditional Arabic proverbs. iTranslate and Reverso Translate’s translations
are less effective due to their awkward and incomplete nature. In comparing
the above translations to the equivalent proverb in Arabic as given by
Baalbaki (1993) "2 sais @ e wcombias 29M und | cO11 (30 ol cBgall 2 500 (e
(Ot iy Corantilly) Lamdaide poidt B Eliind Cuas [cdigant” (p. 21), the remarkable
thing is that Baalbaki’s expressions are idiomatic and resonate well within
the cultural context, maintaining the essence of the proverb’s wisdom. The
third equivalent, while less directly related, still metaphorically associates
with the concept of taking precautions to avoid future embarrassment or
disappointment.

8.3. Translation of Phrasal Verbs
21-The mother barked out when her child had fallen down.

Table 21: Translation of the 1% phrasal verb: ‘barked out’

English Google . Bing Reverso
phrasal verb Translate iTranslate Translate Translate
The mother
le):r:kﬁ:r cét:li[ld i f&' S e ladie Dmfy‘ hmﬁm St i P gt
had fallen -leldda dadu -leldls dadu -letdla dadu -leldla dadu

down.

Longman Phrasal Verb Dictionary defined ‘barked out’ as “to shout something
loudly and suddenly, especially an order.” (Dignen et al., 2000, p.15). The
translation output of the phrasal verb was (cs ) by Google Translate, (oas)
by iTranslate, (ce~s) by Bing Translate and (zLa) by Reverso Translate. Google
Translate was accurate in rendering this phrasal verb into (¢ ) and it
conveyed the same meaning of the English phrasal verb since, the (barked
out) means “to shout” or “to cry out” which is what the mother is doing in
this sentence, while iTranslate, Bing Translate and Reverso Translate gave
unacceptable translations and more than that Bing Translate and Reverso
Translate gave insult expressions when translated the phrasal verb into (cews
zw/), which means “to bark” like a dog. In comparing the Arabic equivalent
provided by Ghazala (2008) . gtats dadu Letie suiy a¥t) e pa” (p. 134), Google
Translate captured the meaning of the English sentence and provided an
accurate Arabic equivalent whereas iTranslate, Bing Translate and Reverso
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Translate selected the wrong synonyms because they could not recognize the
implicit meaning.
22- Please, do not break in while | am talking.

Table 22: Translation of the 2" phrasal verb: ‘break in’

English Google . Bing Reverso
iTranslate
phrasal verb Translate Translate Translate
Please, do not ¥ EULLD e W EULLD (ye ¥ (aSLad (e ¥ lilad (e
break in while |  cas Leig pavias Lot Jua2li Lil g 1 gammiad b Loy i@’
am talking. RNPSY & NPT RNPGY]

According to Longman Phrasal Verb Dictionary, ‘break in’ denotes “to
suddenly say something when someone else is already talking, so that they
cannot continue.” (Dignen et al., 2000, p. 36). The translation output of the
four systems, was completely unacceptable. The Arabic equivalent of the
English phrasal verb is “,eds ¢ L rabalas ¥ etz ge.” (Ghazala, 2008, p. 134).
The translations provided by four systems were inaccurate and irrelevant
because they could not capture the implied meaning of the English phrasal
verb in this context. They used the wrong synonyms when they translated
‘break in" info (aiai «gemiad (Jumais uaciai) respectively, instead of using the
exact equivalence (galas).

23- We are obliged to carry out our promise.

Table 23: Translation of the 3 phrasal verb: ‘carry out’

English Google . Bing Reverso
iTranslate
phrasal verb Translate Translate Translate
We are obliged e . e . ne et s b e e n
to carr ou’rgour Q9egile (o O9ag3le i Lain Ggeile (o Ogrlaiae o
Y Sbde g dalo ) <bBaey -bdegs o ool

promise.

The phrasal verb, ‘Carry out’, implies “to do something that you have said
you will do, or instead to do.” (Dignen et al., 2000, p. 63). The translations
of the four systems were acceptable. The Arabic equivalent is daiis gsejle o
Guey “” (Ghazala, 2008, p.134). The English phrasal verb is translated exactly
and clearly by the four systems and the meaning is simply understood. The
phrasal verb ‘carry out’ was translated into ‘aa’ by Google Translate,
iTranslate and Bing Translate whereas Reverso Translate utilized a different
word ‘clast’. Nevertheless, both words have identical meanings. Among
the provided translations, Bing Translate’s version is the most accurate,
as it exactly matches the Arabic equivalent provided by Ghazala. Google
Translate and iTranslate are very close but use a slightly less common form of
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the verb. Reverso Translate provides a translation that, while understandable,
is not as precise or idiomatic. Ghazala’s equivalent is clear and precise,
maintaining the idiomatic expression of agreement in Arabic. It effectively
conveys the meaning of the English phrasal verb. Overall, the most effective
translations are those that match Ghazala’s equivalent, capturing both the
literal and idiomatic meanings accurately.

24- Mary always likes to get in on preparing food.
Table 24: Translation of the 4™ phrasal verb: ‘get in’

English Google . Bing Reverso
iTranslate
phrasal verb Translate Translate Translate
Mary always Laifs Gole ceod oD LadIa (G)le Lafa (gyle ced Ladfa (5)le comd
like to get inon  sldel 2 asylatt 2 Ll Jgwandf Aldel 2 as,Lad) Aldel 2. As,Lat
preparing food. _platalf platall slaed .alalatf .plataly

As stated in the Longman Phrasal Verb Dictionary, the phrasal verb ‘get in’
points to “to start doing something that other people are already doing or
planning, because you think you will get an advantage.” (Dignen et al.,
2000, p. 193). Among the provided translations, Google Translate, Bing
Translate, and Reverso Translate are all accurate and idiomatic, effectively
conveying the meaning of the English phrasal verb as they translated it into
as,Lat). However, iTranslate provides an awkward and incorrect translation
‘Jsantt’. The Arabic equivalent “alakats siae) 2 &1yLad o Lals gy won.” (Ghazala,
2008, p. 125), is the most complete and precise, capturing the principle of
the English phrase and maintaining idiomatic and grammatical correctness
in Arabic. It effectively communicates the idea that Mary always likes to
participate in preparing food.
25- My friend always says that he will give up smoking.

Table 25: Translation of the 5™ phrasal verb: ‘give up’

English Google Translate Bing Reverso
phrasal verb Translate Translate Translate
My friend always ., e Jsdy  TEMOISR e JsEs Ll e Jds
says that he Tt Cagw 431 Ladls T o e

Al O plaw 43 . - oo A A3 oo adgiuw 43}
will give up T e i (e i
smoking. - v & &

drinking etfc.” (Dignen et al., 2000, p. 204). The translation output was (atauw

Longman Phrasal Verb Dictionary defines ‘give up’ as “to stop smoking,

ab gl i (A gw) by the four systems, Google Translate, iTranslate,

Bing Translate and Reverso Translate, respectively. The Arabic lexical items
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(cadsts 9 Lt @tas) are synonyms. The Arabic equivalent of the English phrasal
verb is o ait e iy agw 41 Ly Gaae Jeia.” (Ghazala, 2008, p. 134). The
meaning of this phrasal verb was translated accurately and clearly by the four
systems. Among the provided translations, Google Translate’s translation is
the most accurate and idiomatic, matching Ghazala’s equivalent closely. It
uses “ius it e atiw,” Which is the preferred expression for stopping smoking
in Arabic. iTranslate and Bing Translate both use “ie i cagw “ and “ i
s=,” respectively, which are understandable but less idiomatic and less
commonly used to express stopping smoking. Reverso Translate uses “a3giw
a=,” which is idiomatic and correct, effectively conveying the meaning of
stopping smoking. However, it is slightly different in expression compared to
“ue aiy”. Ghazala's equivalent is the most complete and precise, capturing the
core of the English phrasal verb and maintaining idiomatic and grammatical
correctness in Arabic. It effectively communicates the idea that the friend
always talks about stopping smoking.

The findings indicate that translating English fixed phrases into Arabic using
online machine translation systems poses difficulties for developers. The four
systems were incapable of providing accurate translations for most of the
selected English fixed phrases. They often fail to correctly translate idiomatic
expressions due to their literal translation, which distorts the intended
meaning (Abdalla, 2023; Abdelaal & Alazzawie, 2020; Ali, 2020; Musaad
& Al Towity, 2023). Only with some expressions the four systems produced
accurate translations (Zakraoui et al., 2020).

The findings indicate that Google Translate appears to be more accurate in
providing Arabic equivalents than the other systems. It was the most accurate
compared to Bing Translate and Reverso Translate, which both were very close
in their accuracy. However, iTranslate seemed to provide the least accurate
translations. Comparing these findings with findings of previous studies such
as Aldawsari’s (2023) and lJibreel’s (2023), significant challenges remain
obvious in achieving good translations of idiomatic expressions and handling
words with multiple meanings. To fix these problems, developing smarter and
more context-aware translation algorithms and using thorough evaluation
methods can make those MT systems more accurate and effective.
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9. Conclusion

The study aimed to evaluate the effectiveness of four machine translation
systems — Google Translate, iTranslate, Bing Translate and Reverso Translate
— in tfranslating English fixed phrases into Arabic. These systems have
difficulty dealing with fixed phrases because of their figurative nature and
cultural context. Most translations were literal and mostly incorrect, which
indicate that the accuracy level of MT systems remains unreliable despite
its fast advancements. Several errors were discovered, such as poor and
inaccurate translations; loss of implicit meanings; inappropriate equivalent;
and distorted Arabic sentences structures. Therefore, human translators
are still preferred for accuracy and preserving the intended meaning. This
suggests that integrating information bases with cultural references and
basic information could enhance MT systems’ understanding and translation
of fixed phrases. The continued development of MT technology and the
involvement of human translations remains essential to achieve accurate
translations. The current study only examined 25 fixed phrases, which might
not capture the full range found in English. To improve the generalizability
of the findings, future work should involve more MT systems and a broader
selection of these idiomatic expressions.
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