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The study investigates how ChatGPT translates Arabic idioms into English, focusing on 
translation strategies, error types, and degrees of figurative preservation. A purposive 
corpus of 26 Arabic idioms was compiled, evenly divided between 13 transparent and 13 
opaque expressions following Moon’s distinction, and verified against lexicographic 
sources to ensure their conventional meaning and cultural authenticity. Translations 
were produced under two prompt conditions: a baseline instruction (‘Translate into 
English’) and an idiom-aware instruction (‘Translate the following idiom into English’). 
Outputs were analysed qualitatively using a strategy–error framework evaluated through 
a three-point accuracy scale distinguishing full, partial, and inaccurate translations. The 
results suggest that transparent idioms are generally rendered successfully through 
established English equivalents, including under baseline prompting. Opaque idioms 
display greater variability: baseline prompts produce literal or paraphrastic renderings, 
whereas idiom-aware prompting increases idiomatic substitution and reduces literal 
translation. In many cases, idiomatic substitutions replace culturally situated imagery 
with conventional target-language idioms. The analysis demonstrates that prompt 
sensitivity interacts with idiom transparency and that semantic adequacy does not 
necessarily entail figurative richness. The study contributes evidence of the interaction 
between prompt design and idiom transparency, analysis of the systematic replacement 
of culturally situated imagery in LLM translations, and a qualitative evaluation 
framework for idiom translation in AI systems. The findings clarify how LLMs handle 
non-compositional expressions and identify conditions under which human oversight 
remains necessary in idiom translation tasks.
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1. INTRODUCTION 
Idiomatic expressions play a key role in natural lan-

guages, as they convey cultural values, figurative mean-
ings, and socio-historical experiences. They are widely re-
cognised as fixed multiword expressions whose meanings 
cannot be deduced from the literal interpretations of their 
constituent words (Sadigzade, 2025). As Alarsan and Khan 
(2025) maintain, idioms transcend literal definitions inso-
far as they convey cultural meanings, historical contexts, 

and shared community experiences. They function as con-
densed cultural signifiers that reflect the values and lived 
experiences of a speech community. Similarly, Makh-
mudova and Khamitov (2025) stress that idioms embody 
the core values and collective wisdom of the societies that 
produce them. These observations point to the dual lin-
guistic and cultural nature of idioms that function as lexic-
al units while also serving as socio-cultural expressions. 
Scholars have long emphasised that idioms pose challenges 

for second language learners, translators, and computation-
al systems because of their non-compositional meaning. 
Moon (1998) provided a foundational typology by distin-
guishing between transparent and opaque idioms. Transpar-
ent idioms are those in which the figurative sense can be at 
least partially inferred from the literal image (e.g., spill the 
beans), whereas opaque idioms resist such inference and re-
quire prior cultural knowledge (e.g., kick the bucket). This 
distinction is crucial not only in translation studies but also 
in computational linguistics, since the degree of transpar-
ency often predicts the level of translation difficulty 
(Fadaee et al., 2018).

Arabic presents a particularly rich and diverse idio-
matic repertoire, with many idioms deriving from Qur’an-
ic imagery, Hadith, classical poetry, and regional proverb 
traditions (Ghazala, 2008; Hinds & Badawi, 1986). They 
may be colloquial or formal, with figurative images reflect-
ing local values, social roles, and religious symbolism. For 
instance, idioms such as ينــنــــــــــــــــــح يــفــخــــــــــــــــــب داــــــــــــــــــع  (lit. returned with 
Hunayn’s sandals) convey the meaning of returning empty-
handed but are steeped in a cultural tale not accessible to 
non-Arabic speakers. Likewise, براغــــــــــــلا ىلــــــــــــع لبحــــــــــــلا ىقــــــــــــلأ  (lit. he 
threw the rope on the withers) figuratively means letting 
things go uncontrolled, but its imagery originates in Bedouin 
practices of tying camels. Idioms are thus repositories of 
culture-bound references.

The difficulty of translating idioms between Arabic 
and English stems from stark differences in linguistic 
structure, cultural imagery, and metaphorical conceptual-
isation. Adelnia and Dastjerdi (2011) and Baker (2018) ar-
gue that one of the most complex tasks for translators is re-
producing idiomatic meaning with comparable connota-
tions. For Baker (2018), successful idiom translation re-
quires sensitivity to both linguistic principles and cultural 
expectations across languages. In Arabic–English transla-
tion pedagogy, idioms have long been treated as culture-
bound expressions that pose a specific challenge for trans-
lators (Ghazala, 2008), for idiomatic transfer as a 
discourse-level operation requires attention to cultural 
factors (Hatim & Mason, 1990) and socio-cultural meaning 
(Newmark, 1988).

The advent of machine translation (MT) raised hopes 
that idioms could be rendered automatically across lan-
guages. However, MT has consistently struggled with 
idiomatic expressions. Early systems, largely rule-based, 
rendered idioms literally and often nonsensically. Neural 
Machine Translation (NMT), which uses deep learning 
over large parallel corpora, markedly improved fluency 
but continued to mistranslate idioms because it treated 
them compositionally. For example, Baziotis et al. (2022) 
demonstrated that NMT tended to produce literal transla-
tions of idioms, missing their figurative meanings. Yet 
they also found that pretraining on large-scale monolin-
gual corpora improved idiom handling, suggesting that 

contextual exposure supports figurative recognition even 
without direct idiom-specific training. Complementary 
computational analyses have further shown why literalism 
persists. Dankers et al. (2022) report that Transformer-
based models, the architecture underlying NMT, process 
idioms ‘too compositionally’, failing to recognise them as 
holistic units. This structural bias leads to calques and 
word-for-word renderings, which researchers have sought 
to mitigate through idiom-aware training, lexicon injec-
tion, and treating idioms as multiword expressions 
(MWEs) (Ramisch, 2015; Zaninello & Birch, 2020). One 
promising approach reframes idioms as MWEs that require 
specialised modelling. Zaninello and Birch (2020) argue 
that explicitly adapting MT architectures to handle MWEs 
significantly improves idiom translation performance, 
with Ramisch (2015) also stressing that idioms should be 
modelled as lexicalised units and not just compositional 
phrases. This treatment of idioms as multiword expres-
sions has informed recent work on MT evaluation and 
model design.

While the translation of idioms has been examined in 
various languages, relatively few studies address Arabic–
English idioms in large-scale LLM systems. Much of the 
existing Arabic-focused work evaluates classical MT en-
gines and hybrid AI systems, with limited attention to 
contemporary LLMs such as ChatGPT (Almahasees, 2021; 
Almaaytah, 2022; Darwish et al., 2025; Liu et al., 2023). 
Because Arabic idioms carry distinctive cultural and his-
torical references, systematic qualitative study of their 
translation into English in contemporary LLMs is method-
ologically demanding, and such work remains limited.

To address this gap, the present study offers an ex-
ploratory analysis of how ChatGPT translates Arabic 
idioms into English, examining translation strategies, error 
types, and the accuracy with which figurative meaning is 
rendered. The analysis adopts Moon’s (1998) transparent 
and opaque typology, allowing a systematic comparison of 
idioms with varying degrees of semantic transparency. A 
corpus of 26 idioms was compiled, evenly divided between 
transparent and opaque types, with meanings confirmed in 
sources such as Ibn Manẓūr (1956) and Al-Zabīdī (2011), 
and classical proverb collections such as Al-Maydānī 
(2005) and Al-ʿAskarī (1964). Translations were gener-
ated using two prompt conditions: a baseline prompt 
(‘Translate into English’) and an idiom-aware prompt 
(‘Translate the following idiom into English’).

This study is guided by three central questions:
1. What are the strategies ChatGPT uses to translate 

idioms from Arabic to English?
2. What errors occur in ChatGPT’s translations of 

idioms (e.g., literalism, calque formation, non-idiomatic 
equivalents, register mismatch)?

3. How accurately does ChatGPT render the figurat-
ive meaning of Arabic idioms in English?
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The study thus aims to offer several exploratory con-
tributions. First, it expands idiom translation research to a 
language pair with strong cultural specificity but relatively 
limited computational attention. Second, it examines the 
role of prompt design in AI translation performance, as-
sessing whether idiom-aware instructions improve output 
quality. Third, it proposes a qualitative framework for ana-
lysing AI translations of idioms, identifying strengths, 
weaknesses, and persistent challenges. Finally, the study 
assesses the need for human oversight in AI-assisted trans-
lation, particularly when dealing with culture-bound fig-
urative language.

 
2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
Translation of idiomatic expressions has consistently 

posed a challenge for both human and machine translators. 
By their nature, idioms resist straightforward equivalence, 
since their figurative sense and culture-bound references 
cannot be reliably conveyed through literal translation. 
Unlike single lexical items, idioms function as fixed, non-
compositional units whose meanings must be interpreted 
at the level of the expression as a whole. This makes them 
particularly problematic in cross-linguistic contexts, 
where cultural imagery, historical allusion, and pragmatic 
intent may differ between source and target languages. 
This difficulty is especially evident in Arabic idiomatic ex-
pressions, which are often rich in metaphor, intertextual-
ity, and religious or socio-historical imagery, features that 
rarely have immediate or natural counterparts in English 
(Baker, 2018; Ghazala, 2008). As Baker (2018) observes, 
the challenge is finding target-language equivalents that 
preserve both semantic meaning and cultural connota-
tions.

Idioms are widely discussed within the study of for-
mulaic language. Wray (2002) contends that formulaic se-
quences are ubiquitous in processing and production and 
therefore should not be treated as marginal in translation. 
As Ramisch (2015) also emphasises, idioms belong to the 
class of multiword expressions, which are common, com-
plex, and computationally demanding, and are therefore 
particularly problematic for translation technologies. 
Moon (1998) observes that idioms must be assessed in rela-
tion to the texts and contexts in which they occur, because 
their entailments and evaluative purposes are highly de-
pendent on discourse.

Similarly, Ghazala (2008) treats idioms as culture-
specific expressions that resist direct transfer and require 
adaptive translation strategies. Newmark (1988, pp. 95–
96) likewise argues that translation involves the transfer 
of cultural meaning alongside linguistic form. He also dis-
tinguishes between universal language and culture-specif-
ic language, noting that culturally situated words often cre-
ate translation difficulties when no shared reference exists, 
and maintains that idioms present a particular kind of 

problem for translators since they require attention to ref-
erential and aesthetic aims (Newmark, 1988, pp. 53–58). 
Hatim and Mason (1990) similarly describe idioms as 
closely linked to socio-cultural frameworks and argue that 
their translation involves lexical substitution together 
with informed judgement about cultural meaning. Transla-
tion evaluation frameworks also address this issue, with 
House’s (2015) revised Translation Quality Assessment ex-
plicitly foregrounding cultural and situational appropriate-
ness (‘cultural filtering’) and offering a qualitative comple-
ment to string-based metrics when assessing idiom transla-
tions.

This dual linguistic and cultural complexity accounts 
for the longstanding difficulty of translating idioms accur-
ately and appropriately.

Recent advances in AI-driven language technologies, 
particularly neural machine translation (NMT) models 
trained on massive multilingual datasets, have raised ex-
pectations for more accurate and fluent idiom translation. 
These models have demonstrated gains in surface fluency, 
producing target-language outputs that appear grammatic-
ally correct and stylistically natural. However, researchers 
caution that such apparent fluency may mask the loss of 
cultural and figurative meaning, particularly in the treat-
ment of idioms which, as non-compositional and culturally 
bound expressions, continue to expose the limitations of 
data-driven systems. Baziotis et al. (2022) provide system-
atic evidence of this problem by introducing an automatic 
metric for measuring literal translation errors. Their find-
ings show that NMT systems tend to default to literal ren-
derings of idioms, thereby stripping them of their figurat-
ive meaning. They also report that monolingual pretrain-
ing improves models’ ability to recognise idioms as fixed 
expressions rather than compositional phrases, which mit-
igates such errors.

Literal translation nevertheless remains common in 
practice. A widely cited example is the rendering of the 
Arabic idiom ىـــــــــبُزـــــــــلا ليســـــــــلا غلـــــــــب  as the flood reached the threshold. 
While linguistically accurate on a literal level, this transla-
tion fails to convey the idiomatic sense of reaching the lim-
it of patience, illustrating how surface accuracy may ob-
scure a deeper failure to capture figurative meaning. Cases 
such as this point to the gap between fluency and cultural 
adequacy and remind researchers and practitioners that 
idiom translation remains a challenge even for state-of-
the-art neural systems.

Consistent with this observation, research on ma-
chine translation consistently identifies idioms as a persist-
ent challenge due to their non-compositional and cultur-
ally situated nature. Neural systems tend to process lan-
guage compositionally, which leads to literal renderings of 
figurative expressions (Dankers et al., 2022; Fadaee et al., 
2018). This tendency is particularly problematic for 
idioms, whose meanings cannot be inferred from their  

constituent parts. Studies show that even advanced neural 
models tend to default to word-for-word translations un-
less idioms are explicitly recognised as holistic units or 
treated as multiword expressions (MWEs) (Ramisch, 2015; 
Zaninello & Birch, 2020)

In the case of Arabic–English translation, this diffi-
culty is amplified by the cultural and historical references 
carried by idioms. Evaluations of major MT systems report 
consistent literalism and loss of figurative meaning in Ar-
abic idiom translation (Almaaytah, 2022; Almahasees, 
2021). For example, culturally situated expressions may be 
rendered through paraphrase, which strips away meta-
phorical imagery. Yousef (2024), analysing 55 Arabic 
idioms in literary translation, found that paraphrase is the 
dominant strategy when direct equivalence is unavailable, 
confirming earlier claims that Arabic idioms require cul-
tural adaptation (Baker, 2018; Ghazala, 2008).

This suggests that Arabic idioms may present a partic-
ularly useful test case for evaluating AI translation sys-
tems.

Recent work on large language models (LLMs) intro-
duces a further factor of prompt sensitivity. Studies report 
that translation quality in LLMs is strongly influenced by 
task framing and instruction design (Yamada, 2023; Zhang 
et al., 2023; Zhu et al., 2024). In idiom-specific experi-
ments, prompt modifications have been shown to increase 
the likelihood of idiomatic renderings instead of literal 
translations (Castaldo & Monti, 2024).

However, most existing studies focus on European 
language pairs or large-scale benchmarks. Systematic 
study of Arabic idioms in LLM translation remains limited, 
especially in controlled qualitative settings.

Evaluation of translation quality accordingly presents 
methodological challenges arising from the formal and 
functional complexity of idioms as culturally situated ex-
pressions. Automatic metrics such as BLEU cannot capture 
figurative adequacy or cultural connotations (Baziotis et 
al., 2022). Translation quality assessment frameworks in-
stead emphasise semantic equivalence, register appropri-
ateness, and cultural filtering (House, 2015). This supports 
qualitative, strategy-based analysis when figurative lan-
guage is examined, particularly in small, controlled data-
sets.

Prior research thus establishes three key points relev-
ant to the present study: (i) idioms are prone to literalism 
in neural translation; (ii) Arabic–English idioms pose ad-
ditional cultural challenges; and (iii) LLM outputs are sens-
itive to prompt design.

What remains insufficiently studied is how these 
factors combine in a controlled Arabic idiom corpus ana-
lysed through the transparent vs. opaque typology. To ad-
dress this gap, this study analyses 26 Arabic idioms under 
two prompt conditions, with attention to strategy use, er-
ror types, and degrees of figurative preservation.

3. METHODOLOGY
3.1. Design overview
This study evaluates ChatGPT’s translations of Arab-

ic idioms using Moon’s (1998) transparent–opaque dis-
tinction as the primary typological lens. This typology 
provides a theoretically motivated basis for predicting 
translation difficulty: transparent idioms, whose figurative 
sense can be partly inferred from the literal image, are gen-
erally easier to translate than opaque idioms, whose mean-
ings are not compositionally recoverable (cf. Baker, 2018; 
Fadaee et al., 2018).

The analysis focuses on three interrelated aspects: (i) 
the strategies ChatGPT uses, (ii) the errors it produces, and 
(iii) a qualitative judgment of accuracy for each idiom – 
i.e., whether the output communicates the conventional 
figurative meaning in pragmatically acceptable English. 
The study follows a qualitative descriptive design appro-
priate for close, text-sensitive evaluation of figurative lan-
guage (Miles et al., 2014; Saldanha & O’Brien, 2014; San-
delowski, 2000). Instead of relying on heavy theoretical 
abstraction, qualitative description allows the analysis to 
remain close to the data, documenting what the system 
produces and how those outputs correspond to established 
translation-taxonomy labels (Baker, 1992, 2018; New-
mark, 1988; Nida, 1964). Each idiom is therefore analysed 
in terms of strategy, error type, and overall accuracy, with 
emphasis on identifying recurring patterns and offering 
explanatory commentary grounded in translation theory 
and idiom research (House, 2015; Ramisch, 2015; Wray, 
2002).

 
3.2. Data collection
A corpus of 26 idioms – balanced across 13 transpar-

ent and 13 opaque items – was compiled. The set includes 
idioms from Modern Standard Arabic (MSA) and widely 
used Jordanian Arabic expressions to cover both formal 
and colloquial usage. To ensure Arabic origin and conven-
tional meanings, candidates were verified against classical 
lexica (Ibn Manẓūr, 1956); Al-Zabīdī, 2011), major proverb 
and idiom collections (Al-ʿAskarī, 1964; Al-Maydānī, 
2005), and dialect dictionaries for colloquial items (Hinds 
& Badawi, 1986). The triangulation minimises the risk of 
idiolectal or non-canonical meanings and follows estab-
lished practices for constructing idiom test sets in transla-
tion evaluation (Fadaee et al., 2018; Zaninello & Birch, 
2020).

The 26 idioms were selected through purposive 
sampling. The resulting dataset constitutes a theoretically 
balanced test set based on Moon’s (1998) transparency 
continuum and is not intended to represent corpus fre-
quency distributions. The sample was evenly divided 
between transparent (n=13) and opaque (n=13) idioms to 
enable controlled comparison of translation behaviour 
across semantic types. Within each category, items were 
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The study thus aims to offer several exploratory con-
tributions. First, it expands idiom translation research to a 
language pair with strong cultural specificity but relatively 
limited computational attention. Second, it examines the 
role of prompt design in AI translation performance, as-
sessing whether idiom-aware instructions improve output 
quality. Third, it proposes a qualitative framework for ana-
lysing AI translations of idioms, identifying strengths, 
weaknesses, and persistent challenges. Finally, the study 
assesses the need for human oversight in AI-assisted trans-
lation, particularly when dealing with culture-bound fig-
urative language.

 
2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
Translation of idiomatic expressions has consistently 

posed a challenge for both human and machine translators. 
By their nature, idioms resist straightforward equivalence, 
since their figurative sense and culture-bound references 
cannot be reliably conveyed through literal translation. 
Unlike single lexical items, idioms function as fixed, non-
compositional units whose meanings must be interpreted 
at the level of the expression as a whole. This makes them 
particularly problematic in cross-linguistic contexts, 
where cultural imagery, historical allusion, and pragmatic 
intent may differ between source and target languages. 
This difficulty is especially evident in Arabic idiomatic ex-
pressions, which are often rich in metaphor, intertextual-
ity, and religious or socio-historical imagery, features that 
rarely have immediate or natural counterparts in English 
(Baker, 2018; Ghazala, 2008). As Baker (2018) observes, 
the challenge is finding target-language equivalents that 
preserve both semantic meaning and cultural connota-
tions.

Idioms are widely discussed within the study of for-
mulaic language. Wray (2002) contends that formulaic se-
quences are ubiquitous in processing and production and 
therefore should not be treated as marginal in translation. 
As Ramisch (2015) also emphasises, idioms belong to the 
class of multiword expressions, which are common, com-
plex, and computationally demanding, and are therefore 
particularly problematic for translation technologies. 
Moon (1998) observes that idioms must be assessed in rela-
tion to the texts and contexts in which they occur, because 
their entailments and evaluative purposes are highly de-
pendent on discourse.

Similarly, Ghazala (2008) treats idioms as culture-
specific expressions that resist direct transfer and require 
adaptive translation strategies. Newmark (1988, pp. 95–
96) likewise argues that translation involves the transfer 
of cultural meaning alongside linguistic form. He also dis-
tinguishes between universal language and culture-specif-
ic language, noting that culturally situated words often cre-
ate translation difficulties when no shared reference exists, 
and maintains that idioms present a particular kind of 

problem for translators since they require attention to ref-
erential and aesthetic aims (Newmark, 1988, pp. 53–58). 
Hatim and Mason (1990) similarly describe idioms as 
closely linked to socio-cultural frameworks and argue that 
their translation involves lexical substitution together 
with informed judgement about cultural meaning. Transla-
tion evaluation frameworks also address this issue, with 
House’s (2015) revised Translation Quality Assessment ex-
plicitly foregrounding cultural and situational appropriate-
ness (‘cultural filtering’) and offering a qualitative comple-
ment to string-based metrics when assessing idiom transla-
tions.

This dual linguistic and cultural complexity accounts 
for the longstanding difficulty of translating idioms accur-
ately and appropriately.

Recent advances in AI-driven language technologies, 
particularly neural machine translation (NMT) models 
trained on massive multilingual datasets, have raised ex-
pectations for more accurate and fluent idiom translation. 
These models have demonstrated gains in surface fluency, 
producing target-language outputs that appear grammatic-
ally correct and stylistically natural. However, researchers 
caution that such apparent fluency may mask the loss of 
cultural and figurative meaning, particularly in the treat-
ment of idioms which, as non-compositional and culturally 
bound expressions, continue to expose the limitations of 
data-driven systems. Baziotis et al. (2022) provide system-
atic evidence of this problem by introducing an automatic 
metric for measuring literal translation errors. Their find-
ings show that NMT systems tend to default to literal ren-
derings of idioms, thereby stripping them of their figurat-
ive meaning. They also report that monolingual pretrain-
ing improves models’ ability to recognise idioms as fixed 
expressions rather than compositional phrases, which mit-
igates such errors.

Literal translation nevertheless remains common in 
practice. A widely cited example is the rendering of the 
Arabic idiom ىـــــــــبُزـــــــــلا ليســـــــــلا غلـــــــــب  as the flood reached the threshold. 
While linguistically accurate on a literal level, this transla-
tion fails to convey the idiomatic sense of reaching the lim-
it of patience, illustrating how surface accuracy may ob-
scure a deeper failure to capture figurative meaning. Cases 
such as this point to the gap between fluency and cultural 
adequacy and remind researchers and practitioners that 
idiom translation remains a challenge even for state-of-
the-art neural systems.

Consistent with this observation, research on ma-
chine translation consistently identifies idioms as a persist-
ent challenge due to their non-compositional and cultur-
ally situated nature. Neural systems tend to process lan-
guage compositionally, which leads to literal renderings of 
figurative expressions (Dankers et al., 2022; Fadaee et al., 
2018). This tendency is particularly problematic for 
idioms, whose meanings cannot be inferred from their  

constituent parts. Studies show that even advanced neural 
models tend to default to word-for-word translations un-
less idioms are explicitly recognised as holistic units or 
treated as multiword expressions (MWEs) (Ramisch, 2015; 
Zaninello & Birch, 2020)

In the case of Arabic–English translation, this diffi-
culty is amplified by the cultural and historical references 
carried by idioms. Evaluations of major MT systems report 
consistent literalism and loss of figurative meaning in Ar-
abic idiom translation (Almaaytah, 2022; Almahasees, 
2021). For example, culturally situated expressions may be 
rendered through paraphrase, which strips away meta-
phorical imagery. Yousef (2024), analysing 55 Arabic 
idioms in literary translation, found that paraphrase is the 
dominant strategy when direct equivalence is unavailable, 
confirming earlier claims that Arabic idioms require cul-
tural adaptation (Baker, 2018; Ghazala, 2008).

This suggests that Arabic idioms may present a partic-
ularly useful test case for evaluating AI translation sys-
tems.

Recent work on large language models (LLMs) intro-
duces a further factor of prompt sensitivity. Studies report 
that translation quality in LLMs is strongly influenced by 
task framing and instruction design (Yamada, 2023; Zhang 
et al., 2023; Zhu et al., 2024). In idiom-specific experi-
ments, prompt modifications have been shown to increase 
the likelihood of idiomatic renderings instead of literal 
translations (Castaldo & Monti, 2024).

However, most existing studies focus on European 
language pairs or large-scale benchmarks. Systematic 
study of Arabic idioms in LLM translation remains limited, 
especially in controlled qualitative settings.

Evaluation of translation quality accordingly presents 
methodological challenges arising from the formal and 
functional complexity of idioms as culturally situated ex-
pressions. Automatic metrics such as BLEU cannot capture 
figurative adequacy or cultural connotations (Baziotis et 
al., 2022). Translation quality assessment frameworks in-
stead emphasise semantic equivalence, register appropri-
ateness, and cultural filtering (House, 2015). This supports 
qualitative, strategy-based analysis when figurative lan-
guage is examined, particularly in small, controlled data-
sets.

Prior research thus establishes three key points relev-
ant to the present study: (i) idioms are prone to literalism 
in neural translation; (ii) Arabic–English idioms pose ad-
ditional cultural challenges; and (iii) LLM outputs are sens-
itive to prompt design.

What remains insufficiently studied is how these 
factors combine in a controlled Arabic idiom corpus ana-
lysed through the transparent vs. opaque typology. To ad-
dress this gap, this study analyses 26 Arabic idioms under 
two prompt conditions, with attention to strategy use, er-
ror types, and degrees of figurative preservation.

3. METHODOLOGY
3.1. Design overview
This study evaluates ChatGPT’s translations of Arab-

ic idioms using Moon’s (1998) transparent–opaque dis-
tinction as the primary typological lens. This typology 
provides a theoretically motivated basis for predicting 
translation difficulty: transparent idioms, whose figurative 
sense can be partly inferred from the literal image, are gen-
erally easier to translate than opaque idioms, whose mean-
ings are not compositionally recoverable (cf. Baker, 2018; 
Fadaee et al., 2018).

The analysis focuses on three interrelated aspects: (i) 
the strategies ChatGPT uses, (ii) the errors it produces, and 
(iii) a qualitative judgment of accuracy for each idiom – 
i.e., whether the output communicates the conventional 
figurative meaning in pragmatically acceptable English. 
The study follows a qualitative descriptive design appro-
priate for close, text-sensitive evaluation of figurative lan-
guage (Miles et al., 2014; Saldanha & O’Brien, 2014; San-
delowski, 2000). Instead of relying on heavy theoretical 
abstraction, qualitative description allows the analysis to 
remain close to the data, documenting what the system 
produces and how those outputs correspond to established 
translation-taxonomy labels (Baker, 1992, 2018; New-
mark, 1988; Nida, 1964). Each idiom is therefore analysed 
in terms of strategy, error type, and overall accuracy, with 
emphasis on identifying recurring patterns and offering 
explanatory commentary grounded in translation theory 
and idiom research (House, 2015; Ramisch, 2015; Wray, 
2002).

 
3.2. Data collection
A corpus of 26 idioms – balanced across 13 transpar-

ent and 13 opaque items – was compiled. The set includes 
idioms from Modern Standard Arabic (MSA) and widely 
used Jordanian Arabic expressions to cover both formal 
and colloquial usage. To ensure Arabic origin and conven-
tional meanings, candidates were verified against classical 
lexica (Ibn Manẓūr, 1956); Al-Zabīdī, 2011), major proverb 
and idiom collections (Al-ʿAskarī, 1964; Al-Maydānī, 
2005), and dialect dictionaries for colloquial items (Hinds 
& Badawi, 1986). The triangulation minimises the risk of 
idiolectal or non-canonical meanings and follows estab-
lished practices for constructing idiom test sets in transla-
tion evaluation (Fadaee et al., 2018; Zaninello & Birch, 
2020).

The 26 idioms were selected through purposive 
sampling. The resulting dataset constitutes a theoretically 
balanced test set based on Moon’s (1998) transparency 
continuum and is not intended to represent corpus fre-
quency distributions. The sample was evenly divided 
between transparent (n=13) and opaque (n=13) idioms to 
enable controlled comparison of translation behaviour 
across semantic types. Within each category, items were 
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chosen to ensure variation in (i) semantic fields (e.g., emo-
tion, exaggeration, conflict, stubbornness, indifference), 
(ii) metaphorical source imagery (e.g., animal imagery, ma-
terial objects, religious or historical references), and (iii) re-
gister (Modern Standard Arabic and widely used Jordanian 
Arabic expressions). Many of the selected idioms are com-
monly used in Arabic language teaching and widely cited 
in classical proverb collections and dictionaries. The 
primary selection criterion, however, was typological bal-
ance, not corpus frequency. The controlled diversity al-
lows the dataset to serve as an analytical probe of LLM be-
haviour across culturally and semantically distinct idio-
matic constructions.

It should be noted that the corpus size (n=26) is inten-
tionally limited and does not aim at statistical generalisa-
tion. The dataset functions as a balanced test set for ex-
amining idiom transparency effects and is not intended as a 
frequency-based or large-scale benchmark.

 
3.3. Inclusion criteria
An expression was classified as an idiom if it met 

three criteria:
1. Form: a fixed multi-word expression (MWE) rather 

than a free combination.
2. Function: occurs within a sentence (not a free-

standing proverb).
3. Meaning: exhibits figurative, non-compositional 

meaning that cannot be recovered through combination of 
its parts, to varying degrees of transparency (Moon, 1998; 
Ramisch, 2015).

These criteria follow the MWE perspective in lin-
guistics and machine translation, which treats idioms as 
lexicalised units requiring special handling (Ramisch, 
2015; Wray, 2002; Zaninello & Birch, 2020).

 
3.4. Transparency labels
Idioms were labelled along Moon’s (1998) transpar-

ency continuum.
1. Transparent: the literal image offers a reasonable 

clue to the figurative meaning for a competent L1 reader 
(e.g., نـــــــــــــــــيّدـــــــــــــــــح وذ حلاـــــــــــــــــس   a weapon with two edges → a double-edged 
sword).

2. Opaque: the figurative meaning is not inferable 
from the literal image (e.g., ينــــنـــــــــــــــــُـح يـــّـفـــُـخــــــــــــــــــب داــــــــــــــــــع   returned with 
Ḥunayn’s sandals → returned empty-handed).

This categorisation is widely used in idiom research 
and MT evaluation because it correlates with known pro-
cessing and translation difficulty (Dankers et al., 2022; 
Fadaee et al., 2018).

 
3.5. Translation generation
Translations were generated using GPT-5 (model 

identifier: gpt-5) accessed via ChatGPT Plus (OpenAI web 
interface). Outputs were generated on 12–14 October 

2025. The default ChatGPT interface configuration was 
used. No custom system prompt was added by the re-
searchers. The standard platform-level system instructions 
available within the ChatGPT interface remained active 
but were not modified or supplemented. No additional 
contextual priming, few-shot examples, temperature ad-
justments, or role instructions were introduced.

Two prompts were used: (i) baseline – ‘Translate into 
English’; (ii) idiom-aware – ‘Translate the following idiom 
into English’. Each prompt was executed in a separate, 
newly opened chat session to minimise contextual carry-
over.

Each idiom was translated once per prompt condition 
(baseline and idiom-aware), resulting in a total of 52 out-
puts (26 idioms × 2 conditions). No repeated sampling or 
regeneration was performed. Accordingly, the study re-
cords single-instance outputs and does not account for per-
formance distributions.

Because large language models exhibit stochastic vari-
ability across runs, results should be interpreted as obser-
vations from a single controlled generation per condition. 
Future work may incorporate repeated-run sampling to as-
sess output variability.

 
3.6. Translation strategies
Each output was coded for translation strategy using 

established taxonomies:
(i) literal (word-for-word): direct, form-based render-

ing without figurative sense (Baker, 1992, 2018);
(ii) equivalent idiom: an established target-language 

idiom conveying the same meaning (the form may differ) 
(Baker, 1992, 2018);

(iii) paraphrase: plain, non-idiomatic wording con-
veying the figurative sense (Baker, 1992, 2018);

(iv) explication: brief added information that makes 
cultural or conceptual content explicit (Nida, 1964);

(v) loan/calque: transfer of source-language imagery 
into the target language, often producing unnatural phras-
ing (Baker, 1992, 2018);

(vi) omission: idiomatic meaning partially or fully not 
conveyed (Baker, 1992, 2018);

(vii) creative/cultural substitution: a different target-
language set phrase or idiom that achieves a comparable 
pragmatic effect (Baker, 1992, 2018; Newmark, 1988).

The use of multiple widely cited frameworks situates 
the analysis within established translation-studies practice 
and allows comparison with previous research on idiom 
translation (House, 2015; Saldanha & O’Brien, 2014).

 
3.7. Errors
Outputs were additionally coded for error types adap-

ted from translation studies and recent MT/LLM idiom re-
search (Baziotis et al., 2022; Dankers et al., 2022; House, 
2015; Newmark, 1988 ):

(i) literalism/word-for-word: retention of surface im-
agery where a figurative rendering is required;

(ii) calque formation: unnatural target-language struc-
ture mirroring source-language imagery;

(iii) wrong or non-idiomatic equivalent: an English 
idiom (or set phrase) that fails to convey the source mean-
ing or sounds forced in context;

(iv) over-translation or under-translation: addition or 
omission of key semantic components of the idiom’s mean-
ing (scope, polarity, intensity, register).

The error scheme covers both form-faithful failures 
(literalism, calque) and sense-faithful failures (mismatch, 
scope errors) and corresponds to evaluation concerns in 
idiomatic MT (Baziotis et al., 2022; House, 2015). Where 
useful, judgments were considered in relation to cultural 
appropriateness (‘cultural filtering’) as recommended by 
House (2015), acknowledging that idiom quality involves 
pragmatic and socio-cultural adequacy, not only lexical 
choice.

 
3.8. Coding procedure, evaluation, and reliability
The coding process involved three analytical layers: 

(i) translation strategy classification, (ii) error-type identi-
fication, and (iii) overall accuracy rating.

Two researchers (the first and third authors) particip-
ated in the coding process. Both have formal training in 
translation studies and applied linguistics. The outputs 
were independently coded by both researchers for transla-
tion strategy (literal, equivalent idiom, paraphrase, calque, 
explication, omission, creative substitution) and (error 
type (literalism, calque formation, wrong or non-idiomatic 
equivalent, over- or under-translation).

Coding was performed independently at the initial 
stage. Coders worked from a shared coding manual derived 
from Baker (1992, 2018), Newmark (1988), Nida (1964), 
and House (2015), with operational definitions and ex-
amples agreed upon prior to the start of coding. Coders 
were not blind to prompt condition, as the two prompt 
types were evident in the output logs; however, coding de-
cisions were based solely on the linguistic characteristics of 
the outputs.

Initial independent coding produced agreement rates 
of 88% for strategy classification and 85% for error-type 
classification. Disagreements primarily involved border-
line cases between paraphrase and equivalent idiom, and 
between semantic narrowing and partial accuracy.

All disagreements were resolved through joint discus-
sion until consensus was reached. No third adjudicator was 
required.

Given the qualitative orientation of the study and the 
limited dataset size, agreement was calculated as percent-
age agreement without resorting to statistical coefficients 
(e.g., Cohen’s kappa), which are less stable with small cat-
egorical datasets.

To operationalise the concept of accuracy, evaluation 
was guided by a five-category qualitative grid distinguish-
ing semantic equivalence, idiomaticity, register alignment, 
and cultural imagery retention.

Each output was assigned one of the following 
primary categories:

A. Full idiomatic match: established target-language 
idiom; preserves core semantic meaning; maintains com-
parable figurative force; register appropriate; no significant 
semantic shift.

B. Accurate paraphrase: core figurative meaning con-
veyed correctly; no established target-language idiom 
used; figurative imagery neutralised; register acceptable.

C. Partial semantic shift: core meaning broadly pre-
served; noticeable narrowing, broadening, or causal shift; 
idiomatic substitution may alter conceptual focus.

D. Register distortion: meaning largely preserved; 
tone, intensity, or pragmatic force misaligned; over- or un-
der-formality relative to the source idiom.

E. Cultural imagery loss: meaning accurately con-
veyed; source metaphor or culturally embedded imagery 
replaced; figurative richness reduced.

Categories (C)–(E) may overlap conceptually; how-
ever, coders assigned the dominant evaluative feature for 
analytical clarity. For reporting purposes, categories (A) 
and (B) were treated as semantically accurate, whereas 
(C)–(E) represent graded forms of partial deviation rather 
than outright mistranslation.

Agreement on accuracy ratings reached 90%. Dis-
agreements were resolved through discussion and refer-
ence to authoritative lexical sources. Independent double-
coding increases analytical reliability; however, the ana-
lysis remains qualitative and interpretive. The purpose is 
to identify systematic patterns and does not involve estab-
lishing statistically generalisable reliability coefficients.

The evaluation in this study consists of expert qualit-
ative judgment conducted by researchers trained in trans-
lation studies and applied linguistics. The coding and ac-
curacy assessments rely on disciplinary expertise in idiom 
semantics, translation strategy taxonomy, and cross-cul-
tural equivalence. The objective is to provide theoretically 
grounded interpretive analysis of LLM outputs. Accord-
ingly, all evaluative decisions are grounded in established 
translation frameworks and authoritative lexical sources 
rather than subjective preference.

 
3.9. Operational definition of figurative richness
Throughout the analysis, the term figurative richness 

refers to the degree to which a translation preserves the 
metaphorical structure, cultural imagery, and expressive 
force of the source idiom in addition to conveying its pro-
positional meaning. For the purposes of this study, figurat-
ive richness is operationalised through three evaluative 
criteria:
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chosen to ensure variation in (i) semantic fields (e.g., emo-
tion, exaggeration, conflict, stubbornness, indifference), 
(ii) metaphorical source imagery (e.g., animal imagery, ma-
terial objects, religious or historical references), and (iii) re-
gister (Modern Standard Arabic and widely used Jordanian 
Arabic expressions). Many of the selected idioms are com-
monly used in Arabic language teaching and widely cited 
in classical proverb collections and dictionaries. The 
primary selection criterion, however, was typological bal-
ance, not corpus frequency. The controlled diversity al-
lows the dataset to serve as an analytical probe of LLM be-
haviour across culturally and semantically distinct idio-
matic constructions.

It should be noted that the corpus size (n=26) is inten-
tionally limited and does not aim at statistical generalisa-
tion. The dataset functions as a balanced test set for ex-
amining idiom transparency effects and is not intended as a 
frequency-based or large-scale benchmark.

 
3.3. Inclusion criteria
An expression was classified as an idiom if it met 

three criteria:
1. Form: a fixed multi-word expression (MWE) rather 

than a free combination.
2. Function: occurs within a sentence (not a free-

standing proverb).
3. Meaning: exhibits figurative, non-compositional 

meaning that cannot be recovered through combination of 
its parts, to varying degrees of transparency (Moon, 1998; 
Ramisch, 2015).

These criteria follow the MWE perspective in lin-
guistics and machine translation, which treats idioms as 
lexicalised units requiring special handling (Ramisch, 
2015; Wray, 2002; Zaninello & Birch, 2020).

 
3.4. Transparency labels
Idioms were labelled along Moon’s (1998) transpar-

ency continuum.
1. Transparent: the literal image offers a reasonable 

clue to the figurative meaning for a competent L1 reader 
(e.g., نـــــــــــــــــيّدـــــــــــــــــح وذ حلاـــــــــــــــــس   a weapon with two edges → a double-edged 
sword).

2. Opaque: the figurative meaning is not inferable 
from the literal image (e.g., ينــــنـــــــــــــــــُـح يـــّـفـــُـخــــــــــــــــــب داــــــــــــــــــع   returned with 
Ḥunayn’s sandals → returned empty-handed).

This categorisation is widely used in idiom research 
and MT evaluation because it correlates with known pro-
cessing and translation difficulty (Dankers et al., 2022; 
Fadaee et al., 2018).

 
3.5. Translation generation
Translations were generated using GPT-5 (model 

identifier: gpt-5) accessed via ChatGPT Plus (OpenAI web 
interface). Outputs were generated on 12–14 October 

2025. The default ChatGPT interface configuration was 
used. No custom system prompt was added by the re-
searchers. The standard platform-level system instructions 
available within the ChatGPT interface remained active 
but were not modified or supplemented. No additional 
contextual priming, few-shot examples, temperature ad-
justments, or role instructions were introduced.

Two prompts were used: (i) baseline – ‘Translate into 
English’; (ii) idiom-aware – ‘Translate the following idiom 
into English’. Each prompt was executed in a separate, 
newly opened chat session to minimise contextual carry-
over.

Each idiom was translated once per prompt condition 
(baseline and idiom-aware), resulting in a total of 52 out-
puts (26 idioms × 2 conditions). No repeated sampling or 
regeneration was performed. Accordingly, the study re-
cords single-instance outputs and does not account for per-
formance distributions.

Because large language models exhibit stochastic vari-
ability across runs, results should be interpreted as obser-
vations from a single controlled generation per condition. 
Future work may incorporate repeated-run sampling to as-
sess output variability.

 
3.6. Translation strategies
Each output was coded for translation strategy using 

established taxonomies:
(i) literal (word-for-word): direct, form-based render-

ing without figurative sense (Baker, 1992, 2018);
(ii) equivalent idiom: an established target-language 

idiom conveying the same meaning (the form may differ) 
(Baker, 1992, 2018);

(iii) paraphrase: plain, non-idiomatic wording con-
veying the figurative sense (Baker, 1992, 2018);

(iv) explication: brief added information that makes 
cultural or conceptual content explicit (Nida, 1964);

(v) loan/calque: transfer of source-language imagery 
into the target language, often producing unnatural phras-
ing (Baker, 1992, 2018);

(vi) omission: idiomatic meaning partially or fully not 
conveyed (Baker, 1992, 2018);

(vii) creative/cultural substitution: a different target-
language set phrase or idiom that achieves a comparable 
pragmatic effect (Baker, 1992, 2018; Newmark, 1988).

The use of multiple widely cited frameworks situates 
the analysis within established translation-studies practice 
and allows comparison with previous research on idiom 
translation (House, 2015; Saldanha & O’Brien, 2014).

 
3.7. Errors
Outputs were additionally coded for error types adap-

ted from translation studies and recent MT/LLM idiom re-
search (Baziotis et al., 2022; Dankers et al., 2022; House, 
2015; Newmark, 1988 ):

(i) literalism/word-for-word: retention of surface im-
agery where a figurative rendering is required;

(ii) calque formation: unnatural target-language struc-
ture mirroring source-language imagery;

(iii) wrong or non-idiomatic equivalent: an English 
idiom (or set phrase) that fails to convey the source mean-
ing or sounds forced in context;

(iv) over-translation or under-translation: addition or 
omission of key semantic components of the idiom’s mean-
ing (scope, polarity, intensity, register).

The error scheme covers both form-faithful failures 
(literalism, calque) and sense-faithful failures (mismatch, 
scope errors) and corresponds to evaluation concerns in 
idiomatic MT (Baziotis et al., 2022; House, 2015). Where 
useful, judgments were considered in relation to cultural 
appropriateness (‘cultural filtering’) as recommended by 
House (2015), acknowledging that idiom quality involves 
pragmatic and socio-cultural adequacy, not only lexical 
choice.

 
3.8. Coding procedure, evaluation, and reliability
The coding process involved three analytical layers: 

(i) translation strategy classification, (ii) error-type identi-
fication, and (iii) overall accuracy rating.

Two researchers (the first and third authors) particip-
ated in the coding process. Both have formal training in 
translation studies and applied linguistics. The outputs 
were independently coded by both researchers for transla-
tion strategy (literal, equivalent idiom, paraphrase, calque, 
explication, omission, creative substitution) and (error 
type (literalism, calque formation, wrong or non-idiomatic 
equivalent, over- or under-translation).

Coding was performed independently at the initial 
stage. Coders worked from a shared coding manual derived 
from Baker (1992, 2018), Newmark (1988), Nida (1964), 
and House (2015), with operational definitions and ex-
amples agreed upon prior to the start of coding. Coders 
were not blind to prompt condition, as the two prompt 
types were evident in the output logs; however, coding de-
cisions were based solely on the linguistic characteristics of 
the outputs.

Initial independent coding produced agreement rates 
of 88% for strategy classification and 85% for error-type 
classification. Disagreements primarily involved border-
line cases between paraphrase and equivalent idiom, and 
between semantic narrowing and partial accuracy.

All disagreements were resolved through joint discus-
sion until consensus was reached. No third adjudicator was 
required.

Given the qualitative orientation of the study and the 
limited dataset size, agreement was calculated as percent-
age agreement without resorting to statistical coefficients 
(e.g., Cohen’s kappa), which are less stable with small cat-
egorical datasets.

To operationalise the concept of accuracy, evaluation 
was guided by a five-category qualitative grid distinguish-
ing semantic equivalence, idiomaticity, register alignment, 
and cultural imagery retention.

Each output was assigned one of the following 
primary categories:

A. Full idiomatic match: established target-language 
idiom; preserves core semantic meaning; maintains com-
parable figurative force; register appropriate; no significant 
semantic shift.

B. Accurate paraphrase: core figurative meaning con-
veyed correctly; no established target-language idiom 
used; figurative imagery neutralised; register acceptable.

C. Partial semantic shift: core meaning broadly pre-
served; noticeable narrowing, broadening, or causal shift; 
idiomatic substitution may alter conceptual focus.

D. Register distortion: meaning largely preserved; 
tone, intensity, or pragmatic force misaligned; over- or un-
der-formality relative to the source idiom.

E. Cultural imagery loss: meaning accurately con-
veyed; source metaphor or culturally embedded imagery 
replaced; figurative richness reduced.

Categories (C)–(E) may overlap conceptually; how-
ever, coders assigned the dominant evaluative feature for 
analytical clarity. For reporting purposes, categories (A) 
and (B) were treated as semantically accurate, whereas 
(C)–(E) represent graded forms of partial deviation rather 
than outright mistranslation.

Agreement on accuracy ratings reached 90%. Dis-
agreements were resolved through discussion and refer-
ence to authoritative lexical sources. Independent double-
coding increases analytical reliability; however, the ana-
lysis remains qualitative and interpretive. The purpose is 
to identify systematic patterns and does not involve estab-
lishing statistically generalisable reliability coefficients.

The evaluation in this study consists of expert qualit-
ative judgment conducted by researchers trained in trans-
lation studies and applied linguistics. The coding and ac-
curacy assessments rely on disciplinary expertise in idiom 
semantics, translation strategy taxonomy, and cross-cul-
tural equivalence. The objective is to provide theoretically 
grounded interpretive analysis of LLM outputs. Accord-
ingly, all evaluative decisions are grounded in established 
translation frameworks and authoritative lexical sources 
rather than subjective preference.

 
3.9. Operational definition of figurative richness
Throughout the analysis, the term figurative richness 

refers to the degree to which a translation preserves the 
metaphorical structure, cultural imagery, and expressive 
force of the source idiom in addition to conveying its pro-
positional meaning. For the purposes of this study, figurat-
ive richness is operationalised through three evaluative 
criteria:

AI-powered translation of Arabic idioms into English
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1. Imagery retention: whether the translation main-
tains a metaphorical image (either the original image or an 
established target-language metaphor) or reduces the ex-
pression to descriptive paraphrase.

2. Cultural or symbolic resonance: whether the trans-
lation preserves culturally situated imagery or replaces it 
with an idiom carrying comparable cultural weight in the 
target language.

3. Expressive intensity and register conformity: 
whether the translation reproduces the pragmatic force 
(e.g., emotional strength, irony, exaggeration, or colloquial 
tone) of the original idiom.

A translation may therefore be semantically accurate 
while exhibiting reduced figurative richness when meta-
phorical or culturally loaded imagery is replaced with 
neutral paraphrase. This distinction follows House’s 
(2015) emphasis on cultural filtering and Baker’s (2018) 
differentiation between paraphrase and idiomatic substitu-
tion. Hence, richness is hereby treated as a component in 
the evaluation of figurative fidelity.
 

4. STUDY RESULTS
The dataset consists of 26 idioms, equally divided into 

transparent idioms (Idioms 1–13) and opaque idioms 
(Idioms 14–26), following Moon’s (1998) distinction.

Each idiom was tested under two prompt conditions: a 
baseline prompt (‘Translate into English’) and an idiom-
aware prompt (‘Translate the following idiom into 
English’).

For each item, the Arabic meaning was confirmed 
through classical and modern references, and the outputs 
were evaluated according to the three criteria of strategy 
(the method used by ChatGPT – literal, equivalent idiom, 
paraphrase, calque, explication, omission, or creative sub-
stitution), error type (whether the translation exhibited 
literalism, non-idiomatic equivalents, calques, or semantic 
loss), and accuracy judgment (whether the figurative sense 
and cultural adequacy were preserved).

For clarity of presentation, results are presented in 
two parts for transparent (Table 1) and opaque idioms 
(Table 2).

For transparent idioms, ChatGPT tends to perform 
well when the figurative meaning is easily inferable from 
the literal image and when well-established English equi-
valents exist. Idioms such as نـــــــــــيّدـــــــــــح وذ حلاـــــــــــس  (a weapon with two 
edges), ةّبُـق ةّبَحـلا نِـمَ لِمَـع  (made a dome from a grain), and قاـسو مدـق ىلـع  
(on foot and leg) are translated into conventional English 
idioms like a double-edged sword, to make a mountain out of a 
molehill, and in full swing. These renderings indicate reli-
ance on established target-language idioms, supporting 
Baker’s (2018) principle of selecting idioms with similar 
meaning but dissimilar form. Even when the Arabic im-
agery is not fully preserved – for example, لاـــــحِّرـــــلا َّدــــَـش  loses its 
original equestrian imagery in the English rendering – 

ChatGPT still succeeds in conveying figurative meaning 
through fluent and idiomatic English. The results suggest 
that transparent idioms present fewer difficulties for AI 
systems, as their meanings match existing target-language 
idioms and therefore reduce the likelihood of literal trans-
lation.

At the same time, limitations are visible in specific 
cases. For رــــحاســــلا ىلــــع رــــحسلا بلقــــنا  (the magic turned against the ma-
gician), both baseline and idiom-aware outputs defaulted to 
the idiom the tables turned, an English expression that im-
plies a reversal of advantage but not the sense of a back-
fired scheme. This suggests that ChatGPT may select 
idioms based on surface similarity rather than semantic 
precision. Similarly, idioms such as يردـــــــــص جلـــــــــثأ  reveal a diver-
gence between paraphrase and idiomatic rendering, with 
baseline outputs producing literal or plain phrasing while 
idiom-aware prompts elicit more idiomatic equivalents. 
These cases suggest that, although transparent idioms are 
translated with relatively high accuracy, ChatGPT tends 
to favour conventional English expressions over culturally 
specific imagery, resulting in semantic adequacy but par-
tial cultural loss. The pattern indicates that prompt design 
improves idiomaticity, while the selection of equivalents 
remains guided largely by distributional associations, not 
contextual interpretation.

The second set of results concerns opaque idioms 
(Idioms 14–26), where figurative meaning is not recover-
able from the literal image (Table 2).

Performance on opaque idioms is more uneven, indic-
ating the limits of AI systems when cultural knowledge or 
unfamiliar imagery is required. Idioms in this group are 
rooted in Arab history, folklore, or metaphorical conven-
tions, such as يننــــح يفخــــب داــــع  (returned with Hunayn’s sandals) or 

اــناــمو اــناــح ينــب  (between Hana and Mana). In these cases, ChatG-
PT consistently omits the culturally situated imagery, opt-
ing instead for paraphrases or widely used English idioms. 
For instance, the rendering he came back empty-handed con-
veys the correct figurative sense of ينـنــــــــــــــــــح يـفـخــــــــــــــــــب داــــــــــــــــــع , but it re-
moves the reference to Hunayn’s sandals, which carries 
cultural significance in Arabic tradition. Similarly, اـــــــــــــناـــــــــــــح ينـــــــــــــب  

اـــــــــــــــــناـــــــــــــــــمو  is rendered as caught between a rock and a hard place, a 
strong English idiom that replaces culturally specific names 
with a more general metaphor of constraint. These ex-
amples suggest that ChatGPT prioritises communicative 
adequacy in the target language, with culturally specific 
imagery frequently replaced by more familiar English ex-
pressions.

Nonetheless, idiom-aware prompting improves the 
quality of the outputs via favouring idiomatic equivalents 
over paraphrases. Instances like ةولاــــــــــــح اهلقعــــــــــــب لــــــــــــكأ  (he ate sweets 
with her mind) are a case in point: the baseline paraphrase 
he easily deceived her is semantically accurate, but the 
idiom-aware output he wrapped her around his finger 

Table 1
Transparent idioms

SOURCE 
IDIOM

LITERAL 
GLOSS

INTENDED 
MEANING

نيّدح وذ حلاس weapon with 
two edges

double 
consequence

ليكلا ضاف measure 
overflowed

patience 
exhausted

يردص جلثأ cooled my 
chest

felt relief

هدلجب اجن escaped with 
skin

escaped 
narrowly

هباعل لاس  saliva ran strong desire

هدعاس دتشا arm grew 
strong

became 
capable

 ىلع رحسلا بلقنا
رحاسلا

magic turned plan backfired

لسعلا يف مسلا سد poison in honey concealed 
harm

لاحرلا دش tightened 
saddles

set out

ةبق ةبحلا نم لمع dome from 
grain

exaggeration

حايرلا جاردأ تبهذ went with winds came to nothing

هباوص شاط reason flew lost control

BASELINE 
OUTPUT

double-edged 
sword

enough is 
enough

I was comforted

by the skin of 
his teeth

he drooled

he grew 
stronger

the tables 
turned

sugarcoat 
poison

set off

mountain out of 
molehill

went with the 
wind

lost his mind

IDIOM-AWARE 
OUTPUT

double-edged 
sword

enough is 
enough

warmed my heart

same

his mouth 
watered

came into his 
own

the tables turned

same

hit the road

same

went up in smoke

same

B
STRATEGY

equivalent 
idiom

equivalent 
idiom

paraphrase

equivalent 
idiom

literal/
paraphrase

literal

equivalent 
idiom

calque/
substitution

paraphrase

equivalent 
idiom

literal echo

equivalent 
idiom

IA 
STRATEGY

equivalent 
idiom

equivalent 
idiom

equivalent 
idiom

equivalent 
idiom

equivalent 
idiom

equivalent 
idiom

equivalent 
idiom

same

equivalent 
idiom

equivalent 
idiom

equivalent 
idiom

equivalent 
idiom

ACCURACY
(B/IA)

3 / 3
conventional L2 

parallel

3 / 3
strong alignment

2 / 3
imagery shift

3 / 3
biblical parallel

2 / 3
idiomatic upgrade

2 / 3
figurative 

enhancement

2 / 2
semantic narrowing 

(backfire → 
reversal)

3 / 3
imagery softened

3 / 3
image loss

3 / 3
strong alignment

2 / 3
figurative 

strengthening

3 / 3
accurate

قاسو مدق ىلع foot and leg in full activity in full swing same equivalent 
idiom

equivalent 
idiom

3 / 3
accurate

provides a closer match in expressive tone and figurative 
depth. The same pattern appears in صيـــــــــــب صيـــــــــــح يـــــــــــف عـــــــــــقو , where 
the idiom-aware output produced he was in a pickle instead 
of the plainer he was in great confusion. This suggests that 
opaque idioms benefit most from idiom-aware prompting. 
Yet even in these cases ChatGPT rarely preserves the ori-
ginal cultural imagery, preferring instead to express the 
figurative meaning through familiar English idioms.

In sum, opaque idioms expose the model’s reliance on 
surface fluency and its weakness in cultural transfer: while 
the figurative sense is usually retained, the imagery, his-
torical context, and cultural colour of the Arabic originals 
are systematically removed, which reinforces the need for 
human oversight when translating culturally bound ex-
pressions.

 5. DISCUSSION
Arabic idioms were divided into transparent and 

opaque types, following Moon’s (1998) classification. The 
analysis examined ChatGPT’s translation strategies, iden-
tified errors, and evaluated the accuracy of the intended 
meaning. Based on the results above, three recurrent pat-
terns can be identified. The first pattern occurs when 
ChatGPT renders the Arabic idiom as an idiom in the tar-
get language in both the baseline and idiom-aware 
prompts. For example, نــــــــــــــيّدــــــــــــــح وذ حلاــــــــــــــس  (a double-edged weapon) 
was rendered in both cases as a double-edged sword, which 
preserves the figurative meaning of something that has 
both benefits and risks. A similar result appears with ضاــــــــــــــــــف  

لـيـكــــــــــــــــــلا  (the measure overflowed), rendered as enough is enough, 
conveying the intended meaning of the idiom in both out-
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1. Imagery retention: whether the translation main-
tains a metaphorical image (either the original image or an 
established target-language metaphor) or reduces the ex-
pression to descriptive paraphrase.

2. Cultural or symbolic resonance: whether the trans-
lation preserves culturally situated imagery or replaces it 
with an idiom carrying comparable cultural weight in the 
target language.

3. Expressive intensity and register conformity: 
whether the translation reproduces the pragmatic force 
(e.g., emotional strength, irony, exaggeration, or colloquial 
tone) of the original idiom.

A translation may therefore be semantically accurate 
while exhibiting reduced figurative richness when meta-
phorical or culturally loaded imagery is replaced with 
neutral paraphrase. This distinction follows House’s 
(2015) emphasis on cultural filtering and Baker’s (2018) 
differentiation between paraphrase and idiomatic substitu-
tion. Hence, richness is hereby treated as a component in 
the evaluation of figurative fidelity.
 

4. STUDY RESULTS
The dataset consists of 26 idioms, equally divided into 

transparent idioms (Idioms 1–13) and opaque idioms 
(Idioms 14–26), following Moon’s (1998) distinction.

Each idiom was tested under two prompt conditions: a 
baseline prompt (‘Translate into English’) and an idiom-
aware prompt (‘Translate the following idiom into 
English’).

For each item, the Arabic meaning was confirmed 
through classical and modern references, and the outputs 
were evaluated according to the three criteria of strategy 
(the method used by ChatGPT – literal, equivalent idiom, 
paraphrase, calque, explication, omission, or creative sub-
stitution), error type (whether the translation exhibited 
literalism, non-idiomatic equivalents, calques, or semantic 
loss), and accuracy judgment (whether the figurative sense 
and cultural adequacy were preserved).

For clarity of presentation, results are presented in 
two parts for transparent (Table 1) and opaque idioms 
(Table 2).

For transparent idioms, ChatGPT tends to perform 
well when the figurative meaning is easily inferable from 
the literal image and when well-established English equi-
valents exist. Idioms such as نـــــــــــيّدـــــــــــح وذ حلاـــــــــــس  (a weapon with two 
edges), ةّبُـق ةّبَحـلا نِـمَ لِمَـع  (made a dome from a grain), and قاـسو مدـق ىلـع  
(on foot and leg) are translated into conventional English 
idioms like a double-edged sword, to make a mountain out of a 
molehill, and in full swing. These renderings indicate reli-
ance on established target-language idioms, supporting 
Baker’s (2018) principle of selecting idioms with similar 
meaning but dissimilar form. Even when the Arabic im-
agery is not fully preserved – for example, لاـــــحِّرـــــلا َّدــــَـش  loses its 
original equestrian imagery in the English rendering – 

ChatGPT still succeeds in conveying figurative meaning 
through fluent and idiomatic English. The results suggest 
that transparent idioms present fewer difficulties for AI 
systems, as their meanings match existing target-language 
idioms and therefore reduce the likelihood of literal trans-
lation.

At the same time, limitations are visible in specific 
cases. For رــــحاســــلا ىلــــع رــــحسلا بلقــــنا  (the magic turned against the ma-
gician), both baseline and idiom-aware outputs defaulted to 
the idiom the tables turned, an English expression that im-
plies a reversal of advantage but not the sense of a back-
fired scheme. This suggests that ChatGPT may select 
idioms based on surface similarity rather than semantic 
precision. Similarly, idioms such as يردـــــــــص جلـــــــــثأ  reveal a diver-
gence between paraphrase and idiomatic rendering, with 
baseline outputs producing literal or plain phrasing while 
idiom-aware prompts elicit more idiomatic equivalents. 
These cases suggest that, although transparent idioms are 
translated with relatively high accuracy, ChatGPT tends 
to favour conventional English expressions over culturally 
specific imagery, resulting in semantic adequacy but par-
tial cultural loss. The pattern indicates that prompt design 
improves idiomaticity, while the selection of equivalents 
remains guided largely by distributional associations, not 
contextual interpretation.

The second set of results concerns opaque idioms 
(Idioms 14–26), where figurative meaning is not recover-
able from the literal image (Table 2).

Performance on opaque idioms is more uneven, indic-
ating the limits of AI systems when cultural knowledge or 
unfamiliar imagery is required. Idioms in this group are 
rooted in Arab history, folklore, or metaphorical conven-
tions, such as يننــــح يفخــــب داــــع  (returned with Hunayn’s sandals) or 

اــناــمو اــناــح ينــب  (between Hana and Mana). In these cases, ChatG-
PT consistently omits the culturally situated imagery, opt-
ing instead for paraphrases or widely used English idioms. 
For instance, the rendering he came back empty-handed con-
veys the correct figurative sense of ينـنــــــــــــــــــح يـفـخــــــــــــــــــب داــــــــــــــــــع , but it re-
moves the reference to Hunayn’s sandals, which carries 
cultural significance in Arabic tradition. Similarly, اـــــــــــــناـــــــــــــح ينـــــــــــــب  

اـــــــــــــــــناـــــــــــــــــمو  is rendered as caught between a rock and a hard place, a 
strong English idiom that replaces culturally specific names 
with a more general metaphor of constraint. These ex-
amples suggest that ChatGPT prioritises communicative 
adequacy in the target language, with culturally specific 
imagery frequently replaced by more familiar English ex-
pressions.

Nonetheless, idiom-aware prompting improves the 
quality of the outputs via favouring idiomatic equivalents 
over paraphrases. Instances like ةولاــــــــــــح اهلقعــــــــــــب لــــــــــــكأ  (he ate sweets 
with her mind) are a case in point: the baseline paraphrase 
he easily deceived her is semantically accurate, but the 
idiom-aware output he wrapped her around his finger 

Table 1
Transparent idioms

SOURCE 
IDIOM

LITERAL 
GLOSS

INTENDED 
MEANING

نيّدح وذ حلاس weapon with 
two edges

double 
consequence

ليكلا ضاف measure 
overflowed

patience 
exhausted

يردص جلثأ cooled my 
chest

felt relief

هدلجب اجن escaped with 
skin

escaped 
narrowly

هباعل لاس  saliva ran strong desire

هدعاس دتشا arm grew 
strong

became 
capable

 ىلع رحسلا بلقنا
رحاسلا

magic turned plan backfired

لسعلا يف مسلا سد poison in honey concealed 
harm

لاحرلا دش tightened 
saddles

set out

ةبق ةبحلا نم لمع dome from 
grain

exaggeration

حايرلا جاردأ تبهذ went with winds came to nothing

هباوص شاط reason flew lost control

BASELINE 
OUTPUT

double-edged 
sword

enough is 
enough

I was comforted

by the skin of 
his teeth

he drooled

he grew 
stronger

the tables 
turned

sugarcoat 
poison

set off

mountain out of 
molehill

went with the 
wind

lost his mind

IDIOM-AWARE 
OUTPUT

double-edged 
sword

enough is 
enough

warmed my heart

same

his mouth 
watered

came into his 
own

the tables turned

same

hit the road

same

went up in smoke

same

B
STRATEGY

equivalent 
idiom

equivalent 
idiom

paraphrase

equivalent 
idiom

literal/
paraphrase

literal

equivalent 
idiom

calque/
substitution

paraphrase

equivalent 
idiom

literal echo

equivalent 
idiom

IA 
STRATEGY

equivalent 
idiom

equivalent 
idiom

equivalent 
idiom

equivalent 
idiom

equivalent 
idiom

equivalent 
idiom

equivalent 
idiom

same

equivalent 
idiom

equivalent 
idiom

equivalent 
idiom

equivalent 
idiom

ACCURACY
(B/IA)

3 / 3
conventional L2 

parallel

3 / 3
strong alignment

2 / 3
imagery shift

3 / 3
biblical parallel

2 / 3
idiomatic upgrade

2 / 3
figurative 

enhancement

2 / 2
semantic narrowing 

(backfire → 
reversal)

3 / 3
imagery softened

3 / 3
image loss

3 / 3
strong alignment

2 / 3
figurative 

strengthening

3 / 3
accurate

قاسو مدق ىلع foot and leg in full activity in full swing same equivalent 
idiom

equivalent 
idiom

3 / 3
accurate

provides a closer match in expressive tone and figurative 
depth. The same pattern appears in صيـــــــــــب صيـــــــــــح يـــــــــــف عـــــــــــقو , where 
the idiom-aware output produced he was in a pickle instead 
of the plainer he was in great confusion. This suggests that 
opaque idioms benefit most from idiom-aware prompting. 
Yet even in these cases ChatGPT rarely preserves the ori-
ginal cultural imagery, preferring instead to express the 
figurative meaning through familiar English idioms.

In sum, opaque idioms expose the model’s reliance on 
surface fluency and its weakness in cultural transfer: while 
the figurative sense is usually retained, the imagery, his-
torical context, and cultural colour of the Arabic originals 
are systematically removed, which reinforces the need for 
human oversight when translating culturally bound ex-
pressions.

 5. DISCUSSION
Arabic idioms were divided into transparent and 

opaque types, following Moon’s (1998) classification. The 
analysis examined ChatGPT’s translation strategies, iden-
tified errors, and evaluated the accuracy of the intended 
meaning. Based on the results above, three recurrent pat-
terns can be identified. The first pattern occurs when 
ChatGPT renders the Arabic idiom as an idiom in the tar-
get language in both the baseline and idiom-aware 
prompts. For example, نــــــــــــــيّدــــــــــــــح وذ حلاــــــــــــــس  (a double-edged weapon) 
was rendered in both cases as a double-edged sword, which 
preserves the figurative meaning of something that has 
both benefits and risks. A similar result appears with ضاــــــــــــــــــف  

لـيـكــــــــــــــــــلا  (the measure overflowed), rendered as enough is enough, 
conveying the intended meaning of the idiom in both out-
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puts, as described in Arabic Language Academy (2004). 
The idiom رـــحاســـلا ىلـــع رـــحسلا بلقـــنا  (the magic turned against the ma-
gician) was also rendered in both cases as the tables turned, 
with only a minor grammatical variation that does not af-
fect interpretation. However, the rendering of ىلــــــــع رــــــــحسلا بلقــــــــنا  

رـحاسلـا  as the tables turned represents a more complex case. Al-
though both expressions indicate a reversal of advantage, 
the Arabic idiom specifically encodes the idea that a 
scheme backfires on its originator. The English idiom, by 
contrast, refers to a reversal of power relations rather than 
the self-defeating outcome of a deliberate action. The 
translation therefore involves a semantic shift from ‘back-
fire’ to ‘reversal’. Accordingly, the translation should be 
classified not as fully equivalent but as partially accurate, 
since the causal element embedded in the Arabic expres-
sion is weakened. This example shows that idiomatic sub-
stitution may preserve surface plausibility while altering 
the semantic core of the source idiom. Other examples    

include قاــــــسوٍ مدــــــق ىلــــــع  (on a foot and leg) which was rendered as 
in full swing, accurately conveying a stage at which an 
activity is at its highest level (CD, 2026a). This English 
idiom corresponds to the meaning recorded in Ibn Manẓūr 
(1956). Similarly, هــــباوــــص شاــــط  (his reason flew), was rendered as 
the English idiom he lost his mind, which conveys the figur-
ative meaning without literal translation; according to the 
Cambridge Dictionary, the expression refers to behaving 
in a strange or irrational way (CD, 2026c). A comparable 
case appears in ةـبــــــــــــــــــق ةـبـحــــــــــــــــــلا نــــــــــــــــــم لـمــــــــــــــــــع  (made a dome from a grain), 
translated as the English idiom to make a mountain out of a 
molehill, which corresponds to the meaning recorded in Al-
Maydānī (2005). The idioms هدــلــــــــــــــــــجــب اــجــــــــــــــــــن  (he escaped with his 
skin) and موــقــــــــــــــــــلا رــــــــــــــــــباد عــطـــــــــــــــــُـق  (cut off the remnant) were likewise 
rendered with idiomatic equivalents in the target language.

These examples indicate that ChatGPT is capable of 
producing natural English idioms that convey the meaning 
of the Arabic source expressions without resorting to 

word-for-word translation. Verification against the Cam-
bridge Dictionary confirms that the English renderings 
correspond to established idioms.

In the second pattern, ChatGPT rendered some 
idioms accurately in the idiom-aware condition, producing 
an equivalent idiom in the target language. However, in 
the baseline condition it sometimes produced a meaningful 
translation even though the result was not an established 
idiom. For example, the idiom يردـــــــص جلـــــــثأ  (my chest was cooled) 
was translated literally in the baseline prompt. Although 
the output did not function as a standard English idiom, the 
translation remained meaningful. In contrast, the idiom-
aware prompt produced it warmed my heart, an idiomatic 
expression that conveys the figurative meaning.

A similar case appears with the idiom هدـــــعاـــــس دتـــــشا  (his arm 
grew strong). With the baseline prompt, ChatGPT gener-
ated the natural translation he grew stronger, which con-
veys the intended idiomatic sense. However, the idiom-
aware prompt rendered it as the idiom he came into his own. 
This example shows that idiom-aware prompting can yield 
a conventional English idiom, although the semantic focus 
may differ slightly from the original expression.

The third pattern occurs when ChatGPT produces a 
literal translation in the baseline condition but generates 
an idiomatic equivalent when the idiom-aware prompt is 
used. This appears with هـــــــــــــــــباعـــــــــــــــــل لاـــــــــــــــــس  (his saliva ran). Using the 
idiom-aware prompt, ChatGPT rendered it as the standard 
English idiom his mouth watered, which conveys the same 
meaning as described in Arabic Language Academy 
(2004). Without the idiom-aware instruction, the baseline 
prompt produced a more literal rendering, accompanied by 
the explanation he drooled with desire. This result suggests 
that ChatGPT recognised the figurative meaning of the 
Arabic idiom and attempted to express the sense of desire, 
even though the output was not presented as a conven-
tional English idiom.

A comparable example appears in حاـــــــــــــيرـــــــــــــلا جاردأ تبـــــــــــــهذ  (went 
with the winds), which carries the meaning came to nothing 
in Al-Maydānī (2005). With the idiom-aware prompt, 
ChatGPT produced the idiom went up in smoke, conveying 
the intended figurative meaning. This expression is also 
recorded in the Cambridge Dictionary as an established 
English idiom meaning to be destroyed (CD, 2026b). In con-
trast, the baseline output relied on a more literal rendering 
while attempting to preserve the general meaning.

These examples indicate that explicit identification of 
an expression as an idiom increases the likelihood that 
ChatGPT will produce a conventional idiomatic equival-
ent in English. When the idiomatic nature of the expres-
sion is not indicated, the system tends to produce literal or 
explanatory translations rather than established idioms.

A clarification is necessary regarding the evaluative 
stance adopted in this study. The systematic replacement 
of culturally situated imagery (e.g., Hunayn’s sandals, the 

rope on the withers, the shield metaphor) with familiar 
English idioms is not treated here as a translation ‘error’ in 
the professional sense. In translation theory, communicat-
ive equivalence often takes precedence over image reten-
tion, particularly when the target readership does not 
share the source cultural background (Baker, 2018; New-
mark, 1988). From this perspective, rendering يننــُـح يّفُخـــب داـــع  as 
returned empty-handed constitutes an acceptable and profes-
sionally defensible translational decision. However, with-
in the analytical framework of this study, such substitu-
tions are marked as instances of cultural imagery loss, be-
cause the metaphorical and historical specificity of the 
source expression is neutralised. This designation is de-
scriptive, not prescriptive. It does not imply translational 
failure; rather, it records a shift from source-culture meta-
phor retention to target-language communicative natural-
ness. Thus, imagery loss is interpreted as a trade-off rather 
than a deficiency: semantic adequacy is preserved, but the 
figurative and cultural texture of the original expression is 
reduced.

In the situations described above, no strategy errors or 
accuracy errors were identified, which indicates that Chat-
GPT is capable of translating Arabic idioms into common 
English idioms in many cases, particularly when dealing 
with transparent idioms. In some instances, minor inac-
curacies were observed, but these did not substantially al-
ter the intended meaning, even when an equally conven-
tional English idiom was not produced.

In the case of opaque idioms, a greater degree of diffi-
culty was initially expected, since such expressions cannot 
be translated literally without losing their figurative 
meaning. While ChatGPT preserved the core figurative 
sense in most opaque idioms, several cases involved se-
mantic narrowing or conceptual change rather than full 
equivalence. These instances are therefore better classified 
as partially accurate renderings, because small but mean-
ingful differences in meaning remain.

The data indicates a clear trend. In some cases, the 
baseline output rendered the idiom in a simple descriptive 
form, while the idiom-aware prompt produced a figurative 
equivalent in English. For example, اــــــــــــــــــناــــــــــــــــــمو ناــــــــــــــــــح ينــــــــــــــــــب  (between 
Hana and Mana) was rendered with the idiom-aware 
prompt as caught between a rock and a hard place, preserving 
the figurative sense while conveying the intended mean-
ing of being between two opposing pressures (Al-
Maydānī, 2005). In contrast, the baseline output conveyed 
the general meaning in a simpler form, lacking the idio-
matic richness of the original.

Similarly, لمـــــــــــــج لاو يـــــــــــــل ةـــــــــــــقاـــــــــــــن لا  was rendered in the baseline 
condition as have nothing to do with it, whereas the idiom-
aware translation produced the idiomatic I have no stake in 
it. Other examples show the same pattern. The idiom بــــــــــــــــــكر  

هـــــسأر  (acted stubbornly) was rendered in the idiom-aware con-
dition as he wouldn’t budge, a figurative expression stronger 

Table 2
Opaque idioms

IDIOM LITERAL 
GLOSS

INTENDED 
MEANING

يننح يفخب داع Hunayn’s 
sandals

empty-handed

ديصقلا تيب line of poem central point

انامو اناح ينب between Hana 
& Mana

caught between 
pressures

نجلما رهظ هل بلق back of shield turned hostile

صيب صيح يف عقو hays bays confusion

 ىلع لبحلا ىقلأ
براغلا

rope on 
withers

let go 
uncontrolled

 ىلع ملاكلا ىقلأ
هنهاوع

words 
carelessly

spoke recklessly

ينجعو ينط نم نذأ clay/dough ear ignored

هسأر بكر mounted head stubborn

هدحو جيسن weave of his 
own

unique

ةولاح اهلقعب لكأ ate sweets 
with mind

manipulated

لمج لاو يل ةقان لا no camel nothing to do 
with it

هتريقع عفر raised larynx raised voice

BASELINE 
OUTPUT

came back 
empty-handed

heart of the 
matter

caught between 
two sides

turned against 
him

great confusion

let things go

spoke 
recklessly

turned a deaf 
ear

was stubborn

one of a kind

easily deceived

nothing to do 
with it

raised his voice

IDIOM-AWARE 
OUTPUT

returned empty-
handed

crux of the 
matter

rock and hard 
place

turned his back 
on him

in a pickle

let things slide

shot his mouth 
off

same

wouldn’t budge

same

wrapped 
around finger

no stake in it

same

B 
STRATEGY

paraphrase

equivalent 
idiom

paraphrase

paraphrase

paraphrase

paraphrase

paraphrase

equivalent 
idiom

paraphrase

equivalent 
idiom

paraphrase

paraphrase

paraphrase

IA
STRATEGY

paraphrase

equivalent 
idiom

equivalent 
idiom

equivalent 
idiom

equivalent 
idiom

equivalent 
idiom

equivalent 
idiom

equivalent 
idiom

equivalent 
idiom

equivalent 
idiom

equivalent 
idiom

equivalent 
idiom

paraphrase

ACCURACY
(B/IA)

3 / 3
cultural imagery 

neutralised

3 / 3
poetic image loss

2 / 3
idiomatic upgrade

3 / 3
partial image loss

2 / 3
figurative 

3 / 3
image loss

3 / 3
register 

intensification

3 / 3
image substitution

3 / 3
figurative gain

3 / 3
accurate

2 / 3
figurative gain

3 / 3
imagery replaced

3 / 3
figurative flattening
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puts, as described in Arabic Language Academy (2004). 
The idiom رـــحاســـلا ىلـــع رـــحسلا بلقـــنا  (the magic turned against the ma-
gician) was also rendered in both cases as the tables turned, 
with only a minor grammatical variation that does not af-
fect interpretation. However, the rendering of ىلــــــــع رــــــــحسلا بلقــــــــنا  

رـحاسلـا  as the tables turned represents a more complex case. Al-
though both expressions indicate a reversal of advantage, 
the Arabic idiom specifically encodes the idea that a 
scheme backfires on its originator. The English idiom, by 
contrast, refers to a reversal of power relations rather than 
the self-defeating outcome of a deliberate action. The 
translation therefore involves a semantic shift from ‘back-
fire’ to ‘reversal’. Accordingly, the translation should be 
classified not as fully equivalent but as partially accurate, 
since the causal element embedded in the Arabic expres-
sion is weakened. This example shows that idiomatic sub-
stitution may preserve surface plausibility while altering 
the semantic core of the source idiom. Other examples    

include قاــــــسوٍ مدــــــق ىلــــــع  (on a foot and leg) which was rendered as 
in full swing, accurately conveying a stage at which an 
activity is at its highest level (CD, 2026a). This English 
idiom corresponds to the meaning recorded in Ibn Manẓūr 
(1956). Similarly, هــــباوــــص شاــــط  (his reason flew), was rendered as 
the English idiom he lost his mind, which conveys the figur-
ative meaning without literal translation; according to the 
Cambridge Dictionary, the expression refers to behaving 
in a strange or irrational way (CD, 2026c). A comparable 
case appears in ةـبــــــــــــــــــق ةـبـحــــــــــــــــــلا نــــــــــــــــــم لـمــــــــــــــــــع  (made a dome from a grain), 
translated as the English idiom to make a mountain out of a 
molehill, which corresponds to the meaning recorded in Al-
Maydānī (2005). The idioms هدــلــــــــــــــــــجــب اــجــــــــــــــــــن  (he escaped with his 
skin) and موــقــــــــــــــــــلا رــــــــــــــــــباد عــطـــــــــــــــــُـق  (cut off the remnant) were likewise 
rendered with idiomatic equivalents in the target language.

These examples indicate that ChatGPT is capable of 
producing natural English idioms that convey the meaning 
of the Arabic source expressions without resorting to 

word-for-word translation. Verification against the Cam-
bridge Dictionary confirms that the English renderings 
correspond to established idioms.

In the second pattern, ChatGPT rendered some 
idioms accurately in the idiom-aware condition, producing 
an equivalent idiom in the target language. However, in 
the baseline condition it sometimes produced a meaningful 
translation even though the result was not an established 
idiom. For example, the idiom يردـــــــص جلـــــــثأ  (my chest was cooled) 
was translated literally in the baseline prompt. Although 
the output did not function as a standard English idiom, the 
translation remained meaningful. In contrast, the idiom-
aware prompt produced it warmed my heart, an idiomatic 
expression that conveys the figurative meaning.

A similar case appears with the idiom هدـــــعاـــــس دتـــــشا  (his arm 
grew strong). With the baseline prompt, ChatGPT gener-
ated the natural translation he grew stronger, which con-
veys the intended idiomatic sense. However, the idiom-
aware prompt rendered it as the idiom he came into his own. 
This example shows that idiom-aware prompting can yield 
a conventional English idiom, although the semantic focus 
may differ slightly from the original expression.

The third pattern occurs when ChatGPT produces a 
literal translation in the baseline condition but generates 
an idiomatic equivalent when the idiom-aware prompt is 
used. This appears with هـــــــــــــــــباعـــــــــــــــــل لاـــــــــــــــــس  (his saliva ran). Using the 
idiom-aware prompt, ChatGPT rendered it as the standard 
English idiom his mouth watered, which conveys the same 
meaning as described in Arabic Language Academy 
(2004). Without the idiom-aware instruction, the baseline 
prompt produced a more literal rendering, accompanied by 
the explanation he drooled with desire. This result suggests 
that ChatGPT recognised the figurative meaning of the 
Arabic idiom and attempted to express the sense of desire, 
even though the output was not presented as a conven-
tional English idiom.

A comparable example appears in حاـــــــــــــيرـــــــــــــلا جاردأ تبـــــــــــــهذ  (went 
with the winds), which carries the meaning came to nothing 
in Al-Maydānī (2005). With the idiom-aware prompt, 
ChatGPT produced the idiom went up in smoke, conveying 
the intended figurative meaning. This expression is also 
recorded in the Cambridge Dictionary as an established 
English idiom meaning to be destroyed (CD, 2026b). In con-
trast, the baseline output relied on a more literal rendering 
while attempting to preserve the general meaning.

These examples indicate that explicit identification of 
an expression as an idiom increases the likelihood that 
ChatGPT will produce a conventional idiomatic equival-
ent in English. When the idiomatic nature of the expres-
sion is not indicated, the system tends to produce literal or 
explanatory translations rather than established idioms.

A clarification is necessary regarding the evaluative 
stance adopted in this study. The systematic replacement 
of culturally situated imagery (e.g., Hunayn’s sandals, the 

rope on the withers, the shield metaphor) with familiar 
English idioms is not treated here as a translation ‘error’ in 
the professional sense. In translation theory, communicat-
ive equivalence often takes precedence over image reten-
tion, particularly when the target readership does not 
share the source cultural background (Baker, 2018; New-
mark, 1988). From this perspective, rendering يننــُـح يّفُخـــب داـــع  as 
returned empty-handed constitutes an acceptable and profes-
sionally defensible translational decision. However, with-
in the analytical framework of this study, such substitu-
tions are marked as instances of cultural imagery loss, be-
cause the metaphorical and historical specificity of the 
source expression is neutralised. This designation is de-
scriptive, not prescriptive. It does not imply translational 
failure; rather, it records a shift from source-culture meta-
phor retention to target-language communicative natural-
ness. Thus, imagery loss is interpreted as a trade-off rather 
than a deficiency: semantic adequacy is preserved, but the 
figurative and cultural texture of the original expression is 
reduced.

In the situations described above, no strategy errors or 
accuracy errors were identified, which indicates that Chat-
GPT is capable of translating Arabic idioms into common 
English idioms in many cases, particularly when dealing 
with transparent idioms. In some instances, minor inac-
curacies were observed, but these did not substantially al-
ter the intended meaning, even when an equally conven-
tional English idiom was not produced.

In the case of opaque idioms, a greater degree of diffi-
culty was initially expected, since such expressions cannot 
be translated literally without losing their figurative 
meaning. While ChatGPT preserved the core figurative 
sense in most opaque idioms, several cases involved se-
mantic narrowing or conceptual change rather than full 
equivalence. These instances are therefore better classified 
as partially accurate renderings, because small but mean-
ingful differences in meaning remain.

The data indicates a clear trend. In some cases, the 
baseline output rendered the idiom in a simple descriptive 
form, while the idiom-aware prompt produced a figurative 
equivalent in English. For example, اــــــــــــــــــناــــــــــــــــــمو ناــــــــــــــــــح ينــــــــــــــــــب  (between 
Hana and Mana) was rendered with the idiom-aware 
prompt as caught between a rock and a hard place, preserving 
the figurative sense while conveying the intended mean-
ing of being between two opposing pressures (Al-
Maydānī, 2005). In contrast, the baseline output conveyed 
the general meaning in a simpler form, lacking the idio-
matic richness of the original.

Similarly, لمـــــــــــــج لاو يـــــــــــــل ةـــــــــــــقاـــــــــــــن لا  was rendered in the baseline 
condition as have nothing to do with it, whereas the idiom-
aware translation produced the idiomatic I have no stake in 
it. Other examples show the same pattern. The idiom بــــــــــــــــــكر  

هـــــسأر  (acted stubbornly) was rendered in the idiom-aware con-
dition as he wouldn’t budge, a figurative expression stronger 

Table 2
Opaque idioms

IDIOM LITERAL 
GLOSS

INTENDED 
MEANING

يننح يفخب داع Hunayn’s 
sandals

empty-handed

ديصقلا تيب line of poem central point

انامو اناح ينب between Hana 
& Mana

caught between 
pressures

نجلما رهظ هل بلق back of shield turned hostile

صيب صيح يف عقو hays bays confusion

 ىلع لبحلا ىقلأ
براغلا

rope on 
withers

let go 
uncontrolled

 ىلع ملاكلا ىقلأ
هنهاوع

words 
carelessly

spoke recklessly

ينجعو ينط نم نذأ clay/dough ear ignored

هسأر بكر mounted head stubborn

هدحو جيسن weave of his 
own

unique

ةولاح اهلقعب لكأ ate sweets 
with mind

manipulated

لمج لاو يل ةقان لا no camel nothing to do 
with it

هتريقع عفر raised larynx raised voice

BASELINE 
OUTPUT

came back 
empty-handed

heart of the 
matter

caught between 
two sides

turned against 
him

great confusion

let things go

spoke 
recklessly

turned a deaf 
ear

was stubborn

one of a kind

easily deceived

nothing to do 
with it

raised his voice

IDIOM-AWARE 
OUTPUT

returned empty-
handed

crux of the 
matter

rock and hard 
place

turned his back 
on him

in a pickle

let things slide

shot his mouth 
off

same

wouldn’t budge

same

wrapped 
around finger

no stake in it

same

B 
STRATEGY

paraphrase

equivalent 
idiom

paraphrase

paraphrase

paraphrase

paraphrase

paraphrase

equivalent 
idiom

paraphrase

equivalent 
idiom

paraphrase

paraphrase

paraphrase

IA
STRATEGY

paraphrase

equivalent 
idiom

equivalent 
idiom

equivalent 
idiom

equivalent 
idiom

equivalent 
idiom

equivalent 
idiom

equivalent 
idiom

equivalent 
idiom

equivalent 
idiom

equivalent 
idiom

equivalent 
idiom

paraphrase

ACCURACY
(B/IA)

3 / 3
cultural imagery 

neutralised

3 / 3
poetic image loss

2 / 3
idiomatic upgrade

3 / 3
partial image loss

2 / 3
figurative 

3 / 3
image loss

3 / 3
register 

intensification

3 / 3
image substitution

3 / 3
figurative gain

3 / 3
accurate

2 / 3
figurative gain

3 / 3
imagery replaced

3 / 3
figurative flattening
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than the descriptive baseline he was stubborn. The idiom َبَلـــــــــــَـق  
نَجــــِـلماَ رـــــهظ هـــــل  (he turned to him the back of the shield) was rendered 

idiomatically as turned hostile against someone, while the 
baseline produced he turned his back on him, which conveys 
the meaning but reduces the figurative nuance. Likewise, 

براغــــلا ىلــــع هَلبــــح ىقــــلأ  (he threw his rope on the withers) was rendered 
idiomatically as he let things slide, whereas the baseline out-
put produced he let things go uncontrolled, preserving the 
propositional meaning but reducing figurative richness 
(i.e., metaphorical imagery and expressive force were 
neutralised ).

These examples show that ChatGPT can translate 
opaque idioms effectively, although the richness of the fig-
urative imagery depends on whether the prompt explicitly 
signals that the expression is an idiom.

In other cases, translations became explanatory when 
no idiom-aware hint was given. For instance, ةولاـــح هلقعـــب لـــكأ  (he 
ate sweets with his mind) was rendered in the baseline condi-
tion as he easily deceived him, which conveys the intended 
meaning but loses the idiomatic imagery. Similarly, ديصقــلا تيــب  
(the line of the poem) was rendered in the baseline output as 
the heart of the matter, while the idiom-aware output pro-
duced the crux of the matter, maintaining a stronger figurat-
ive detail. A comparable example appears in صيــــــــب صيــــــــح يــــــــف عــــــــقو  
(he fell into ḥayṣ bayṣ). With the idiom-aware prompt, 
ChatGPT produced he was in a pickle, preserving both the 
figurative meaning and the idiomatic form, whereas the 
baseline output provided a more explanatory rendering – 
he was in great confusion. Likewise, هِنــِـهاوــَـع ىلـــع ملاكـــلا ىقـــلا  (he threw 
out words on their flaws) was rendered in the idiom-aware 
condition as spoke without due care or consideration, whereas 

the baseline output produced he spoke recklessly, giving an 
explanatory rendering with reduced figurative imagery. 
These cases indicate that ChatGPT tends to rely on ex-
planatory translations when rendering opaque idioms un-
less the prompt explicitly signals that the expression is 
idiomatic. In addition, a few expressions preserved the in-
tended meaning but lacked idiomatic form in both condi-
tions. For example, هــتريقــع عــفر  (raised his voice) was rendered as 
raised his voice in both baseline and idiom-aware prompts. 
Although the propositional meaning is conveyed, the fig-
urative sense is not retained.

Several other opaque idioms show similar patterns 
when baseline and idiom-aware outputs are compared. 
The idiom يننـُـحْ يَّفُخــبَ داــع  (he returned with Hunayn’s two sandals) 
was rendered idiomatically as returned empty-handed, while 
the baseline output produced he came back empty-handed, 
which conveys the literal meaning but weakens the figur-
ative semantics.

In some cases, ChatGPT produced the same result in 
both conditions. The idiom ينجـــــع نـــــم نذأو ينـــــط نـــــم نذأ  (an ear of clay 
and an ear of dough) was rendered in both baseline and 
idiom-aware outputs as he turned a deaf ear, and هدــــــــــــــــحو ُجيســــــــــــــــن  (a 
weave of his own) was rendered in both cases as one of a 
kind. Opaque idioms proved more challenging for ChatG-
PT, since their figurative meanings are not inferable from 
the literal imagery. As a result, the system relied more on 
descriptive or explanatory phrasing when translating Ar-
abic idioms under the baseline prompt.

The examples support the patterns identified earlier: 
baseline translations rely on literal or explanatory render-
ings that preserve propositional meaning but reduce figur-
ative richness (i.e., metaphorical imagery and expressive 
force are neutralised). By contrast, idiom-aware prompts 
allow ChatGPT to produce more idiomatic English expres-
sions that retain both meaning and figurative force.

These cases demonstrate that idiom substitution must 
be assessed for conceptual equivalence. An English idiom 
that appears structurally parallel may still alter the se-
mantic focus of the source expression. Consequently, 
translation cannot be equated with the mere presence of an 
idiom in the target language. A distinction must therefore 
be maintained between semantic equivalence, idiomatic 
naturalness, and retention of metaphorical logic. Where 
these criteria diverge, the translation should be treated as a 
partial match rather than a fully successful rendering.

While earlier research has shown that neural systems 
tend to translate transparent idioms more successfully than 
opaque ones (Dankers et al., 2022; Fadaee et al., 2018), the 
present study extends this line of research in three ways. 
First, the findings current knowledge of prompt sensitivity 
in large language models (LLMs). Previous studies demon-
strate that prompt design affects translation quality 
(Castaldo & Monti, 2024; Zhang et al., 2023), but they do 
not systematically distinguish between idiom types within 

a culturally distant language pair such as Arabic–English. 
This study shows that prompt effects are not uniform: 
idiom-aware prompting yields only marginal improve-
ments for transparent idioms but produces richer figurat-
ive equivalents for opaque idioms. In other words, prompt 
sensitivity interacts with the degree of semantic transpar-
ency. This interaction has not yet been explicitly theor-
ised in previous research on idiom translation in LLMs.

Second, the study contributes a culturally specific per-
spective to idiom translation research. Much existing LLM 
research focuses on European language pairs or other high-
resource settings. Arabic idioms, however, are often 
deeply entrenched in religious, historical, and Bedouin im-
agery. The analysis shows that ChatGPT systematically 
prioritises communicative adequacy in English over the 
preservation of culturally specific imagery. This reveals an 
important tendency: LLMs optimise for target-language 
naturalness rather than the retention of cross-cultural 
metaphorical imagery. This cultural-flattening tendency, 
observed consistently across opaque idioms, advances dis-
cussions of ‘cultural filtering’ (House, 2015) in AI-medi-
ated translation and demonstrates that figurative fidelity 
and communicative fluency can operate in tension.

Third, the study proposes a qualitative strategy–error 
framework tailored to LLM idiom evaluation. Rather than 
relying on automatic metrics such as BLEU, the analysis 
integrates translation strategy coding (Baker, 2018) with 
error typology (literalism, calque, semantic mismatch) and 
assessments of cultural adequacy. This framework 
provides a replicable model for evaluating idioms in LLM 
translation, particularly for low-frequency and culturally 
dense expressions. The study thus offers a structured eval-
uative approach instead of purely descriptive observation.

Thus, the contribution of this study does not lie 
simply in showing that transparent idioms are easier to 
translate or that prompting improves idiomaticity – both 

findings are acknowledged in earlier research. Rather, the 
analytical advance lies in demonstrating (i) the interaction 
between prompt sensitivity and idiom transparency, (ii) 
the systematic tendency of LLMs to replace culturally situ-
ated imagery with conventional target-language idioms, 
and (iii) a qualitative evaluation model suitable for cultur-
ally bound figurative language. The corresponding find-
ings clarify how LLMs handle non-compositional expres-
sions and identify the conditions under which human 
oversight remains necessary.

At the same time, some limitations should be acknow-
ledged. Given the limited scope of the dataset and the mod-
el setup, the generalisability of the findings is necessarily 
constrained; accordingly, the conclusions should be inter-
preted as indicative patterns within a controlled pilot cor-
pus rather than as definitive claims about LLM idiom 
translation more broadly. While ChatGPT shows notable 
capacity to render transparent idioms and, with 
prompting, even some opaque idioms, figurative and cul-
tural fidelity remains uneven. These observations have 
implications for translation pedagogy, applied linguistics, 
and the design of future MT systems that account more ef-
fectively for cultural and figurative aspects of language.

 
6. CONCLUSION
This study investigated how ChatGPT translates Ar-

abic idioms into English, focusing on the strategies it em-
ploys, the errors it makes, and its accuracy across transpar-
ent and opaque idioms. Using Moon’s (1998) classification, 
26 idioms were collected and translated under two condi-
tions: a baseline prompt and an idiom-aware prompt, not to 
measure output against a human translator, but to critique 
the system’s own renderings systematically. Beyond de-
scriptive findings, the dataset allows more precise pedago-
gical and professional implications to be drawn.

Human oversight appears most necessary in three 
types of cases identified in the corpus: (i) idioms involving 
culturally specific historical or narrative references, where 
cultural imagery is systematically neutralised; (ii) idioms 
encoding causal or evaluative nuance that may be se-
mantically shifted through substitution; and (iii) idioms 
whose pragmatic force depends on register or expressive 
intensity, where paraphrase weakens rhetorical impact. In 
these instances, semantic adequacy does not guarantee fig-
urative fidelity, and human review is required to ensure 
conceptual alignment.

Study findings also indicate that prompt design affects 
translation reliability. Idiom-aware prompting consist-
ently reduced literalism and increased the likelihood of es-
tablished English equivalents, particularly for opaque 
idioms. However, even idiom-aware prompts did not pre-
serve source imagery; instead, they favoured culturally fa-
miliar English substitutions. This suggests that a minim-
ally effective prompting strategy for practitioners is to    

‘In the situations described above, no strategy 
errors or accuracy errors were identified, which 
indicates that ChatGPT is capable of translating 
Arabic idioms into common English idioms in 
many cases, particularly when dealing with 
transparent idioms. In some instances, minor 
inaccuracies were observed, but these did not 
substantially alter the intended meaning, even 
when an equally conventional English idiom was 
not produced. In the case of opaque idioms, a 
greater degree of difficulty was initially expected, 
since such expressions cannot be translated 
literally without losing their figurative meaning. 
While ChatGPT preserved the core figurative sense 
in most opaque idioms, several cases involved 
semantic narrowing or conceptual change rather 
than full equivalence.’

‘Human oversight appears most necessary in three 
types of cases identified in the corpus: (i) idioms 
involving culturally specific historical or narrative 
references, where cultural imagery is 
systematically neutralised; (ii) idioms encoding 
causal or evaluative nuance that may be 
semantically shifted through substitution; and (iii) 
idioms whose pragmatic force depends on register 
or expressive intensity, where paraphrase weakens 
rhetorical impact. In these instances, semantic 
adequacy does not guarantee figurative fidelity, 
and human review is required to ensure 
conceptual alignment.’
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than the descriptive baseline he was stubborn. The idiom َبَلـــــــــــَـق  
نَجــــِـلماَ رـــــهظ هـــــل  (he turned to him the back of the shield) was rendered 

idiomatically as turned hostile against someone, while the 
baseline produced he turned his back on him, which conveys 
the meaning but reduces the figurative nuance. Likewise, 

براغــــلا ىلــــع هَلبــــح ىقــــلأ  (he threw his rope on the withers) was rendered 
idiomatically as he let things slide, whereas the baseline out-
put produced he let things go uncontrolled, preserving the 
propositional meaning but reducing figurative richness 
(i.e., metaphorical imagery and expressive force were 
neutralised ).

These examples show that ChatGPT can translate 
opaque idioms effectively, although the richness of the fig-
urative imagery depends on whether the prompt explicitly 
signals that the expression is an idiom.

In other cases, translations became explanatory when 
no idiom-aware hint was given. For instance, ةولاـــح هلقعـــب لـــكأ  (he 
ate sweets with his mind) was rendered in the baseline condi-
tion as he easily deceived him, which conveys the intended 
meaning but loses the idiomatic imagery. Similarly, ديصقــلا تيــب  
(the line of the poem) was rendered in the baseline output as 
the heart of the matter, while the idiom-aware output pro-
duced the crux of the matter, maintaining a stronger figurat-
ive detail. A comparable example appears in صيــــــــب صيــــــــح يــــــــف عــــــــقو  
(he fell into ḥayṣ bayṣ). With the idiom-aware prompt, 
ChatGPT produced he was in a pickle, preserving both the 
figurative meaning and the idiomatic form, whereas the 
baseline output provided a more explanatory rendering – 
he was in great confusion. Likewise, هِنــِـهاوــَـع ىلـــع ملاكـــلا ىقـــلا  (he threw 
out words on their flaws) was rendered in the idiom-aware 
condition as spoke without due care or consideration, whereas 

the baseline output produced he spoke recklessly, giving an 
explanatory rendering with reduced figurative imagery. 
These cases indicate that ChatGPT tends to rely on ex-
planatory translations when rendering opaque idioms un-
less the prompt explicitly signals that the expression is 
idiomatic. In addition, a few expressions preserved the in-
tended meaning but lacked idiomatic form in both condi-
tions. For example, هــتريقــع عــفر  (raised his voice) was rendered as 
raised his voice in both baseline and idiom-aware prompts. 
Although the propositional meaning is conveyed, the fig-
urative sense is not retained.

Several other opaque idioms show similar patterns 
when baseline and idiom-aware outputs are compared. 
The idiom يننـُـحْ يَّفُخــبَ داــع  (he returned with Hunayn’s two sandals) 
was rendered idiomatically as returned empty-handed, while 
the baseline output produced he came back empty-handed, 
which conveys the literal meaning but weakens the figur-
ative semantics.

In some cases, ChatGPT produced the same result in 
both conditions. The idiom ينجـــــع نـــــم نذأو ينـــــط نـــــم نذأ  (an ear of clay 
and an ear of dough) was rendered in both baseline and 
idiom-aware outputs as he turned a deaf ear, and هدــــــــــــــــحو ُجيســــــــــــــــن  (a 
weave of his own) was rendered in both cases as one of a 
kind. Opaque idioms proved more challenging for ChatG-
PT, since their figurative meanings are not inferable from 
the literal imagery. As a result, the system relied more on 
descriptive or explanatory phrasing when translating Ar-
abic idioms under the baseline prompt.

The examples support the patterns identified earlier: 
baseline translations rely on literal or explanatory render-
ings that preserve propositional meaning but reduce figur-
ative richness (i.e., metaphorical imagery and expressive 
force are neutralised). By contrast, idiom-aware prompts 
allow ChatGPT to produce more idiomatic English expres-
sions that retain both meaning and figurative force.

These cases demonstrate that idiom substitution must 
be assessed for conceptual equivalence. An English idiom 
that appears structurally parallel may still alter the se-
mantic focus of the source expression. Consequently, 
translation cannot be equated with the mere presence of an 
idiom in the target language. A distinction must therefore 
be maintained between semantic equivalence, idiomatic 
naturalness, and retention of metaphorical logic. Where 
these criteria diverge, the translation should be treated as a 
partial match rather than a fully successful rendering.

While earlier research has shown that neural systems 
tend to translate transparent idioms more successfully than 
opaque ones (Dankers et al., 2022; Fadaee et al., 2018), the 
present study extends this line of research in three ways. 
First, the findings current knowledge of prompt sensitivity 
in large language models (LLMs). Previous studies demon-
strate that prompt design affects translation quality 
(Castaldo & Monti, 2024; Zhang et al., 2023), but they do 
not systematically distinguish between idiom types within 

a culturally distant language pair such as Arabic–English. 
This study shows that prompt effects are not uniform: 
idiom-aware prompting yields only marginal improve-
ments for transparent idioms but produces richer figurat-
ive equivalents for opaque idioms. In other words, prompt 
sensitivity interacts with the degree of semantic transpar-
ency. This interaction has not yet been explicitly theor-
ised in previous research on idiom translation in LLMs.

Second, the study contributes a culturally specific per-
spective to idiom translation research. Much existing LLM 
research focuses on European language pairs or other high-
resource settings. Arabic idioms, however, are often 
deeply entrenched in religious, historical, and Bedouin im-
agery. The analysis shows that ChatGPT systematically 
prioritises communicative adequacy in English over the 
preservation of culturally specific imagery. This reveals an 
important tendency: LLMs optimise for target-language 
naturalness rather than the retention of cross-cultural 
metaphorical imagery. This cultural-flattening tendency, 
observed consistently across opaque idioms, advances dis-
cussions of ‘cultural filtering’ (House, 2015) in AI-medi-
ated translation and demonstrates that figurative fidelity 
and communicative fluency can operate in tension.

Third, the study proposes a qualitative strategy–error 
framework tailored to LLM idiom evaluation. Rather than 
relying on automatic metrics such as BLEU, the analysis 
integrates translation strategy coding (Baker, 2018) with 
error typology (literalism, calque, semantic mismatch) and 
assessments of cultural adequacy. This framework 
provides a replicable model for evaluating idioms in LLM 
translation, particularly for low-frequency and culturally 
dense expressions. The study thus offers a structured eval-
uative approach instead of purely descriptive observation.

Thus, the contribution of this study does not lie 
simply in showing that transparent idioms are easier to 
translate or that prompting improves idiomaticity – both 

findings are acknowledged in earlier research. Rather, the 
analytical advance lies in demonstrating (i) the interaction 
between prompt sensitivity and idiom transparency, (ii) 
the systematic tendency of LLMs to replace culturally situ-
ated imagery with conventional target-language idioms, 
and (iii) a qualitative evaluation model suitable for cultur-
ally bound figurative language. The corresponding find-
ings clarify how LLMs handle non-compositional expres-
sions and identify the conditions under which human 
oversight remains necessary.

At the same time, some limitations should be acknow-
ledged. Given the limited scope of the dataset and the mod-
el setup, the generalisability of the findings is necessarily 
constrained; accordingly, the conclusions should be inter-
preted as indicative patterns within a controlled pilot cor-
pus rather than as definitive claims about LLM idiom 
translation more broadly. While ChatGPT shows notable 
capacity to render transparent idioms and, with 
prompting, even some opaque idioms, figurative and cul-
tural fidelity remains uneven. These observations have 
implications for translation pedagogy, applied linguistics, 
and the design of future MT systems that account more ef-
fectively for cultural and figurative aspects of language.

 
6. CONCLUSION
This study investigated how ChatGPT translates Ar-

abic idioms into English, focusing on the strategies it em-
ploys, the errors it makes, and its accuracy across transpar-
ent and opaque idioms. Using Moon’s (1998) classification, 
26 idioms were collected and translated under two condi-
tions: a baseline prompt and an idiom-aware prompt, not to 
measure output against a human translator, but to critique 
the system’s own renderings systematically. Beyond de-
scriptive findings, the dataset allows more precise pedago-
gical and professional implications to be drawn.

Human oversight appears most necessary in three 
types of cases identified in the corpus: (i) idioms involving 
culturally specific historical or narrative references, where 
cultural imagery is systematically neutralised; (ii) idioms 
encoding causal or evaluative nuance that may be se-
mantically shifted through substitution; and (iii) idioms 
whose pragmatic force depends on register or expressive 
intensity, where paraphrase weakens rhetorical impact. In 
these instances, semantic adequacy does not guarantee fig-
urative fidelity, and human review is required to ensure 
conceptual alignment.

Study findings also indicate that prompt design affects 
translation reliability. Idiom-aware prompting consist-
ently reduced literalism and increased the likelihood of es-
tablished English equivalents, particularly for opaque 
idioms. However, even idiom-aware prompts did not pre-
serve source imagery; instead, they favoured culturally fa-
miliar English substitutions. This suggests that a minim-
ally effective prompting strategy for practitioners is to    

‘In the situations described above, no strategy 
errors or accuracy errors were identified, which 
indicates that ChatGPT is capable of translating 
Arabic idioms into common English idioms in 
many cases, particularly when dealing with 
transparent idioms. In some instances, minor 
inaccuracies were observed, but these did not 
substantially alter the intended meaning, even 
when an equally conventional English idiom was 
not produced. In the case of opaque idioms, a 
greater degree of difficulty was initially expected, 
since such expressions cannot be translated 
literally without losing their figurative meaning. 
While ChatGPT preserved the core figurative sense 
in most opaque idioms, several cases involved 
semantic narrowing or conceptual change rather 
than full equivalence.’

‘Human oversight appears most necessary in three 
types of cases identified in the corpus: (i) idioms 
involving culturally specific historical or narrative 
references, where cultural imagery is 
systematically neutralised; (ii) idioms encoding 
causal or evaluative nuance that may be 
semantically shifted through substitution; and (iii) 
idioms whose pragmatic force depends on register 
or expressive intensity, where paraphrase weakens 
rhetorical impact. In these instances, semantic 
adequacy does not guarantee figurative fidelity, 
and human review is required to ensure 
conceptual alignment.’
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explicitly signal figurative intent (e.g., ‘Translate the fol-
lowing idiom into natural English’), while recognising that 
such prompts optimise target-language idiomaticity rather 
than the retention of source-culture metaphorical imagery.

For translation pedagogy, these findings imply that 
LLM outputs should be treated as candidate drafts rather 
than final products, especially when working with cultur-
ally embedded expressions. Transparent idioms with con-
ventional English parallels may be used with minimal re-
vision, whereas opaque idioms, metaphorically dense con-
structions, and historically rooted expressions require 
careful human evaluation. The pedagogical value of AI, 
therefore, lies in accelerating the generation of plausible 

equivalents that still require critical assessment for semant-
ic precision and figurative richness. Ultimately, this study 
advances idiom translation research by demonstrating that 
prompt effects are conditioned by semantic transparency 
and that LLMs systematically privilege target-language 
naturalness over source-culture imagery. While ChatGPT 
performs strongly at the level of communicative adequacy, 
it frequently neutralises culturally embedded metaphor. 
This suggests that future LLM development must address 
not only idiomatic correctness but also the retention of fig-
urative and cultural content. AI can assist in idiom transla-
tion, but culturally faithful transfer remains a task that re-
quires human mediation.
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explicitly signal figurative intent (e.g., ‘Translate the fol-
lowing idiom into natural English’), while recognising that 
such prompts optimise target-language idiomaticity rather 
than the retention of source-culture metaphorical imagery.

For translation pedagogy, these findings imply that 
LLM outputs should be treated as candidate drafts rather 
than final products, especially when working with cultur-
ally embedded expressions. Transparent idioms with con-
ventional English parallels may be used with minimal re-
vision, whereas opaque idioms, metaphorically dense con-
structions, and historically rooted expressions require 
careful human evaluation. The pedagogical value of AI, 
therefore, lies in accelerating the generation of plausible 

equivalents that still require critical assessment for semant-
ic precision and figurative richness. Ultimately, this study 
advances idiom translation research by demonstrating that 
prompt effects are conditioned by semantic transparency 
and that LLMs systematically privilege target-language 
naturalness over source-culture imagery. While ChatGPT 
performs strongly at the level of communicative adequacy, 
it frequently neutralises culturally embedded metaphor. 
This suggests that future LLM development must address 
not only idiomatic correctness but also the retention of fig-
urative and cultural content. AI can assist in idiom transla-
tion, but culturally faithful transfer remains a task that re-
quires human mediation.
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