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1. Introduction 

The current article proposes reliable data for the advantage of a more in-depth perception on the topics of 

universality and cross-cultural similarities and dissimilarities. It also suggests that the relation concerning the 

literal meaning of an idiom and its general figurative meaning is not random, but is motivated by conceptual 

devices, such as metaphors which aid speakers to comprehend the idiom’s figurative meaning. The human body 

is habitually used as a figurative source domain across languages (Kövecses 2010). 

It has been argued that bodies are cultural objects (Gibbs 2005), i.e., different cultures hence languages feature 

their emotional experiences to different body parts (Bas 2015). However, this study attempts to show that 

different cultures may share related attitudes towards emotions expressed through the use of body parts. It is 

recognized that in most languages (Ogarkova 2013) body part names act in collocations indicating emotions. 

Johnson (1992) advised practitioners to carry out experimental studies of body part idioms based on the nature 

of human bodies and experiences to verify universality through cross-linguistic investigation. However, the 

investigation of human body part idiomatic expressions in Arabic still lacks an efficient account from a 

cognitive linguistic angle. Thus, the present study aims at filling this gap in the literature throughdistinguishing 

the figurative conceptualization of emotion pertaining to body part idioms. 

Idioms which benefit from body parts are more expectable than other idiomatic expressionssince, as human 

beings, we are totally aware of our perceptions of the nature and functions of our body parts, and also for the 

reason that we experience them daily (Takacs 2014). This interprets the cause behind the easiness of inferring 

the meaning of idioms comprising parts of the body. 

In this article, the researchers measure the role of idioms in our thinking based on the reality that idioms rise 

from our more general knowledge of the world embodied in our conceptual system. The researchers aim at 

finding the similarity of the conceptual mechanisms available to English and Arabic alike. This study also 

intends to givea proof for the cognitive significance of English and Arabic idioms containing parts of the human 

body. However, this study is not a comparative study of idiomaticity in English and Arabic, it, in fact, attempts 

to inspect the universal motivationdelivered   primarilyby embodiment andthejointexperientialbase, which 

results inshared figurative meaning of body parts idioms in both languages. 

In particular, this paper argues that the shared figurative meanings of body parts idioms in English and Arabic 

are attributed to universal common bodily experiences. This study brings convincing cross-linguisticindication 

for the universality of the metaphorical conceptualization theory. 

The body parts idioms which are used in everyday conversation express the linguistic richness of a given 

language (Kovecses 2004). The paper demonstrates such linguistic richness in Arabic and English.Both 

languages make wide use of a superior number of body part nouns to express feelings. 
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2. Cognitive basis of idiomaticity 

The field of cognitive linguistics is associated with exploring the connection among human language, mind, 

social and somatic experience (Evans et al.2006). This discipline, however, gives a significance to the body in 

the human mind through the embodiment concept, which preservesthatawareness ascends from bodily 

interactions of people with the world. Lakoff and Johnson (1999) assert that human bodily experience represents 

the main instrument for comprehending nonconcrete concepts.Idioms are shortened writings; they make use of 

the command of language to express sensations, opinions, visions, needs, and experiences in a direct way, 

typically by common sense. A huge amount of the daily linguistic stock is designed by idioms. 

Traditionally, scholars like Kövecses and Ayto give similar definitions to an idiom in that "idioms consist of two 

or more words and that the overall meaning  of  these  words  cannot  be  predicted  from  the  meanings  of  the  

constituent words" (Kövecses 2002: 199); or “as an institutionalized multiword construction, the meaning of 

which cannot be fully deduced from the meaning of its constituent words, and which may be regarded as a self-

contained lexical item” (Ayto 2006: 518). 

It turned out to be obvious that cognitive linguistics has taken an utterly innovative, unconventional 

investigation into the analysis of idiomatic expressions.  Kövecses and Szabó (1996) confronted the customary 

attitude and did not consider an idiom as a manifestation which has a distinctive sense in relation to the 

connotations of itscomponent words, but  it  comes  from  human's  general knowledge  of  the  world  which is 

embodied  in  our conceptual  structure. That is, idioms are conceptual instead of being linguistic. Therefore, 

their meanings are perceived as inspired and not random (Lakoff 1987; 1993, Gibbs 1990; 1994). Thus, on a 

cognitive linguistics perspective, "idioms are products of human beings’ conceptual system rather than a matter 

of language" (Kövecses 2010). 

However,by time and recurrent usage of idioms, we do not treat them as figurative images and metaphors but as 

linguistic expressions. We may use many of them, but we are not mindful of the cognitive part in their invention 

or understanding. Lakoff and Johnson  (1980)  describe  metaphors  as  pervasive  in  everyday  life, that we  use 

them  in daily conversation without  always  being  aware  of  their existence. According to cognitive linguistics, 

a metaphor is a major cognitive technique which is pervasive in language(Jahdali2009). 

2.1 Metaphor 

Relying on the cognitive linguistic approach to metaphors, Lakoff and Johnson (1980) assert that our conceptual 

system is metaphorical. They add that the language we speak discloses in what way we accumulate metaphorical 

images in our memory.  

Bermel (2007) claims that the cognitive viewpoint of metaphorsis initiated from the belief that metaphors are 

vital to our mode of intellectual thinking, and they are accommodated in the natural intelligible components, 

specifically location, movement, the human body, objects in the physical world, time, emotions, and 

values.Kovecses (2004:17) maintains that “metaphors are conceptual devices used for important cognitive jobs. 

One of these is that, metaphors can actually create, or constitute social, cultural, and psychological realities for 

us”.According to Lakoff & Johnson (1980), metaphors are a necessary part of ordinary speech that affects the 

manner people think and behave. 

 

3.Universality versus cultural specificity  

According to Hofstede (1994: 5) culture is defined as “the collective programming of the mind which 

distinguishes the members of one group or category of people from another.”As a part of Cognitive Linguistics, 

we witnessed the growth of Cultural Linguistics. Subsequently, the concepts of "cultural cognition" and 

"cultural conceptualization" have become common amongst linguists (Sharifian 2003; 2007; 2015). Sharifian 

retains that cognition is an asset which is not only for individuals but also for cultural crowds. Cultural cognition 

according to him, can be defined as “patterns of distributed knowledge across the cultural group” which is 

composed of cultural schemas and cultural categories (Sharifian 2003: 190). 

In line with cognitive linguistics, conceptual metaphors develop from the collaboration between body and 

culture. In other words, they are based on bodily experience, but formed by cultural comprehension. This belief 

counts on a straightforward foundation that is employed in a cognitive linguistic model to show how human 

cognition operates. It is the concept of embodiment, i.e., the physical and cultural foundation of human 

cognition (Johnson 1987). (Lakoff and Johnson 1999) assert that our mind is embodied in a way that our 

conceptual systems are largely based upon the commonalities of our bodies and of the surroundings we are 

aware of.  The outcome  is  that  much  of  one's  conceptual  system  is  either  universal or prevalent across 

languages and cultures of the world. 

Kövecses (2002: 16) maintains that "the human body plays a role in the emergence of metaphorical meaning not 

only in English and other "Western" languages and cultures, but also.... in languages and cultures around the 

world." For this reason, idioms carry significant features of daily human intellectual thinking. There are both 

universal and culture-specific means of conveying concepts. In this sense, idiomatic expressions may mirror a 
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culture's common way of thinking. This study of the figurative meanings of body-part idioms in Arabic and 

English will reveal that many of them are actually universal, whereas some others can be culture-specific. 

4. Data collection 

Due to the lack of idiom dictionaries in Arabic specifically in colloquial dialects, the corpus of the present study 

is based on a collection of colloquial idioms gathereddirectly from daily interaction through first-hand 

observation by the researchers who are native and native-like speakers of Jordanian Arabic. The observation 

method followed by the researchers in this study is defined in Gorman and Clayton (1997:  44)  as "involving  

the  systematic  recording  of  observable  phenomena  or  behavior  in  a natural setting''. The 

researchersrecorded the observed body-part idioms besides theones we use ourselves. The collection of the 30 

idioms basically depends on the researchers' native intuition. This collection proposes useful data for the 

cognitive frameworkas theidioms are widely used on a daily basis in Arabic.           

As a team, we encountered a lack of Arabic idioms in a standardized reference. This requires that the 

researchers' native knowledge forms the authoritative source for the figurative meanings of these idioms.  As for 

their equivalent English idioms, theresearchers relied on electronic resources and specialized dictionaries which 

are available online. 

5. Discussion and analysis 

Conventional knowledge, as  a  cognitive  mechanism,  distinguished  by  (Lakoff  1987) affords  language  

speakers  with the information  they  want  about  the  world  they live in. Kövecses and Szabó  (1996) discuss it  

as the common information that people in a specified  culture  have  about  a  conceptual  domain,  like any of a  

human's  body parts.  This common routine knowledge contains typical information about the parts, shape, size, 

and function of human body parts. 

Researchers ofthe present article have endeavored to verify that there is an interconnected association among 

metaphor, figurative images, cognition, culture, and the human body. In this cognitive study of body-part idioms 

in Arabic and English, the researchers claim that, cognitively speaking, there is a huge similarity between  the  

two  languages, and  that  this  results  in  similar  idioms  with  similar figurative meanings (See 5.2). However, 

the study shows some differences which are demonstrated through similar idioms using the same body part in 

both languages, but withdissimilar figurative meanings (See 5.3).We proposethat similarities come from mutual 

bodily experiences, while differences ascend from the interaction concerning culture and body. Although 

reflected as a universal experience, body-part idiomsmay embody concepts inverselyindistinct languages. 

 

5.1 Cognitive Analysis of the figurative meaning of Arabic and English body-part idioms  

The whole data constitute a total number of (54) body-part idioms equally divided between Arabic and English, 

(27) for each language. The Arabic idioms are transcribed phonetically according to Jordanian pronunciation; 

and they are translated both literally and figuratively. The researchers seek to disclose the shared patterns that 

exist in both languages and cultures as a proof of the cognitive universality of body-part idioms particularly 

between Arabic and English, and among languages generally. Table 5.1 below illustrates the total number of 

(25) internal and external body parts that appear in the Arabic and English idioms. This vast number shows the 

richness of both languages pertaining to figurative meanings in languages. 

 

Table 5.1 Body parts' names used within the data and their transliterations 

Body part name in English Transliteration Body part name in Arabic 

head rās راس 

hand yad ٗذ 

heart qalb قلة 

eye ʿayn ػ٘ي 

blood dam دم 

face waǧh َّج 

mouth fam فن 

Nose ẖašm خشن 

tongue lisān لساى 

bone ʿaẓm ػظن 

fingers āṣābʿ أصاتغ 

hair šaʿr شؼر 

chest ṣdr صذر 

back ẓahr ظِر 

leg riǧl رجل 

toes āṣābʿ أصاتغ 

brain ʿaql ػقل 

neck raqabah رقثح 
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skin bašarah تشرج 

flesh laḥm لحن 

belly meʿidh هؼذج 

lip šiffih َشف 

nerves āʿṣāb أػصاب 

arm ḏrāʿ رراع 

shoulders āktāf أمتاف 

 

5.2 Cognitive universality: Arabic and English idioms which use same body parts with similar meanings 

In this section, the data analysis investigates (24) idioms in Arabic and their counterparts in English. The same 

body part appears in the Arabic idioms and their English equivalents as well. As shown below, both idioms in 

each table share the same figurative meaning. 

 

5.2.1 rās 'head' 

Conceptual 

category 

Shared figurative 

meaning 

 

English idiom Literal 

meaning 

Arabic idiom and 

its transliteration 

Determination If you get your head 

around something, you 

come to understand it 

even though it is 

difficult to comprehend 

Get your head around 

something 

 

He puts his 

head in 

something 

 

 حط راسَ تشٖ

ḥaṭ rāsuh bišy 

 

 

The body part used in these idioms in both languages is 'head'. The conventional knowledge shared by the 

speakers of both Arabic and English utilizes typical information about 'head'. The conceptual category is 

'determination' in this idiom, 'he puts his head in something'. Its figurative meaning in both languages is similar 

'he is a determined person'. This idiom is used to describe a resolute person. 

 

5.2.2 yad 'hand' 

Conceptual 

category 

Shared figurative 

meaning 

 

English idiom Literal meaning Arabic idiom and 

its transliteration 

Gratefulness and 

keeping favor  

When someone says 

this to you, they are 

trying to tell you not 

to act against those on 

whom you depend 

Do not bite the 

hand that feeds 

 

Do not bite the hand 

that helped you 

 

 لا تؼظ الإٗذ

 ٗلٖ تتوذلل

lā tʿuẓ ilyad yali 

btetmadlak 

 

 

 

The body part used in these idioms in both languages is 'hand'. The background knowledge shared the speakers 

of both Arabic and English applies typical information about 'hand'. The conceptual category is 'gratefulness and 

keeping favor' in this idiom, 'do not bite the hand that helped you'. Its figurative meaning in both languages is 

alike 'you must be faithful to those who helped you'. This idiom is used when calling for loyalty. 

5.2.3 qalb 'heart' 

Conceptual 

category 

Shared figurative 

meaning 

 

English idiom Literal 

meaning 

Arabic idiom and 

its transliteration 

Love and care If something is close to 

your heart, you care a 

lot about it.  

Close to your heart 

 

Close to heart  

 قرٗة للقلة

qarīb lalqalb 

 

 

The body part used in these idioms in both languages is 'heart'. The conventional knowledge shared by the 

speakers of both Arabic and English uses typical information about 'heart'. The conceptual category is 'love and 

care' in this idiom, 'close to heart'. Its figurative meaning in both languages is similar 'caring about a person'. 

This idiom is used to describe a dear person. 

5.2.4 ʿyūn 'eyes' 

Conceptual Shared figurative English idiom Literal Arabic idiom and 
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category meaning 

 

meaning its transliteration 

Attention If all eyes are on 

someone, then 

everyone is paying 

attention to them 

 

All eyes on me All eyes on me  

 مل الؼْ٘ى ػلٖ

Kul leʿyūn ʿaly 

 

 

The body part used in these idioms in both languages is 'eye'. The background knowledge shared by the 

speakers of both Arabic and English applies typical information about 'eye'. The conceptual category is 

'attention' in this idiom, 'all eyes on me'. Its figurative meaning in both languages is similar 'gaining attention of 

the publics'. This idiom is used to describe an important person. 

5.2.5 dam 'blood' 

Conceptual 

category 

Shared figurative  

meaning 

 

English idiom Literal 

meaning 

Arabic idiom and 

its transliteration 

Anger If something makes 

your blood boil, it 

makes you very angry 

Make your blood boil 

 

Make his 

blood boil 

 

 خلٔ دهَ ٗغلٖ

ẖalla damuh yiġly 

 

 

The body part used in these idioms in both languages is 'blood'. The conventional knowledge shared by the 

speakers of both Arabic and English employs typical information about 'blood'. The conceptual category is 

'anger' in this idiom, 'make his blood boil'. Its figurative meaning in both languages is alike 'becoming angry 

with somebody'. This idiom is used to describe a state of being upset. 

5.2.6 waǧh 'face' 

Conceptual 

category 

Shared figurative 

meaning 

 

English idiom Literal meaning Arabic idiom 

and its 

transliteration 

Lying and deception  To say one thing and 

mean another, to lie 

To be two-faced He talks with two 

faces 

 

 تحنٖ تْجِ٘ي

 

biḥky bweǧhyn 

 

 

The body part used in these idioms in both languages is 'face'. The background knowledge shared by the 

speakers of both Arabic and English utilizes typical information about 'face'. The conceptual category is 'lying 

and deception' in this idiom, 'he talks with two faces'. Its figurative meaning in both languages is identical 

'somebody who is insincere'. This idiom is used to describe someone who is not honest, a person who pretends 

to be a friend. 

5.2.7 ṯum 'mouth' 

Conceptual 

category 

Shared figurative 

meaning 

 

English idiom Literal 

meaning 

Arabic idiom and 

its transliteration 

Richness from 

birth 

Born into wealth and 

privilege 

Born with a silver 

spoon in your mouth 

 

Born with a 

gold spoon in 

his mouth 

 

 اًخلق ّ هؼلقح رُة تثوَ

inẖalaq w maʿlaqa 

ḏhbbṯumuh 

 

 

The body part used in these idioms in both languages is 'mouth'. The conventional knowledge shared by the 

speakers of both Arabic and English applies typical information about 'mouth'. The conceptual category is 

'richness from birth' in this idiom, 'born with a gold spoon in his mouth'. Its figurative meaning in both 

languages is similar 'someone who is born into a wealthy family'. This idiom is used to describe a rich person 

who inherited wealth.  

5.2.8 ẖašm 'nose' 

Conceptual 

category 

Shared figurative 

meaning 

 

English idiom Literal 

meaning 

Arabic idiom and its 

transliteration 

Arrogance If someone has their Nose in the air His nose is  
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nose in the air, they 

behave in a way that is 

meant to show that they 

are superior to others 

 in the sky خشوَ تالسوا 

ẖašmuh belsamā 

The body part used in these idioms in both languages is 'nose'. The background knowledge shared by the 

speakers of both Arabic and English applies typical information about 'nose'. The conceptual category is 

'arrogance' in this idiom, 'his nose is in the sky'. Its figurative meaning in both languages is the same 'someone 

who is haughty and overconfident'. This idiom is used to describe a conceited person who thinks he is so smart. 

5.2.9 lisān 'tongue'  

Conceptual 

category 

Shared figurative 

meaning 

 

English idiom Literal 

meaning 

Arabic idiom and 

its transliteration 

Forgetfulness  If a word is on the tip 

of your tongue, you 

know the word, but 

you just can't quite 

remember it at the 

moment 

On the tip of your 

tongue 

 

It is on the tip 

of my tongue 

 

 ػراس لساًٖ

ʿarās lsāny 

 

 

The body part used in these idioms in both languages is 'tongue'. The conventional knowledge shared by the 

speakers of both Arabic and English applies typical information about 'tongue'. The conceptual category is 

'forgetfulness' in this idiom, 'it is on the tip of my tongue'. Its figurative meaning in both languages is identical 

'something you will be able to remember very soon'. This idiom is used to describe the problem of temporarily 

poor memory. 

5.2.10 ʿaẓmah'bone' and ǧildeh 'skin' 

Conceptual 

category 

Shared figurative 

meaning 

 

English idiom Literal 

meaning 

Arabic idiom and 

its transliteration 

Painful thinness  If a person is very 

underweight, they are all 

skin and bone 

All skin and bone Skin and bone  

 جلذج ّ ػظوح

 

ǧildeh wa ʿaẓmah 

 

 

The body parts used in these idioms in both languages are 'bone' and 'skin'. The background knowledge shared 

by the speakers of both Arabic and English uses typical information about 'bone' and 'skin'. The conceptual 

category is 'thinness' in this idiom, 'skin and bone'. Its figurative meaning in both languages is identical 'to be 

extremely thin'. This idiom is used to describe a person who is painfully emaciated. 

5.2.11 ʿaṣābiʿ'fingers' 

Conceptual 

category 

Shared figurative 

meaning 

 

English idiom Literal 

meaning 

Arabic idiom and 

its transliteration 

Remorse  If you burn your 

fingers, you suffer a 

loss or something 

unpleasant as the result 

of something you did, 

making you less likely 

to do it again 

Burn your fingers 

 

Bite his 

fingers 

remorsefully 

 

 ػظ ػاصاتؼَ هي الٌذم

 

ʿaẓ ʿaṣābʿuh min 

nadam 

 

 

The body part used in these idioms in both languages is 'fingers'. The conventional knowledge shared by the 

speakers of both Arabic and English applies typical information about 'fingers'. The conceptual category is 

'remorse' in this idiom, 'bite his fingers remorsefully'. Its figurative meaning in both languages is similar 

'suffering of bad experience'. This idiom is used when something goes wrong. 

5.2.12 šaʿr 'hair'  

Conceptual 

category 

Shared figurative 

meaning 

 

English idiom Literal 

meaning 

Arabic idiom and 

its transliteration 

Fear  If something makes 

your hair stand on end, 

Make your hair stand 

on end 

Make my hair 

stand on 

 

 ّقف شؼرٕ
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it terrifies you   

waqaf šaʿry 

 

 

The body part used in these idioms in both languages is 'hair'. The background knowledge shared by the 

speakers of both Arabic and English uses typical information about 'hair'. The conceptual category is 'fear' in 

this idiom, 'make my hair stand on'. Its figurative meaning in both languages is identical 'to cause someone to be 

frightened'. This idiom is used to describe a person who is terrified. 

5.2.13 ṣedr 'chest' 

Conceptual 

category 

Shared figurative 

meaning 

 

English idiom Literal 

meaning 

Arabic idiom and 

its transliteration 

Revelation and 

confession 

If you get something 

off your chest, you 

confess to something 

that has been troubling 

you 

Get it off your chest 

 

Get it off your 

chest 

 

 طلؼِا هي صذرك

 

ṭalleʿha min ṣedrak 

 

 

The body part used in these idioms in both languages is 'chest'. The conventional knowledge shared by the 

speakers of both Arabic and English utilizes typical information about 'chest'. The conceptual category is 

'revelation and confession' in this idiom, 'get it off your chest'. Its figurative meaning in both languages is equal 

'to confess something to unburden someone'. This idiom is used to express the state of telling something that has 

been worrying for someone. 

5.2.14 ẓahr 'back' 

Conceptual 

category 

Shared figurative 

meaning 

 

English idiom Literal 

meaning 

 

Arabic idiom and 

its transliteration 

Betrayal If you do something 

behind someone's 

back, you do it without 

telling them 

Behind someone's back 

 

Behind 

someone's 

back 

 

 هي ّرا ظِرٍ

 

min wara ẓahruh 

 

 

The body part used in these idioms in both languages is 'back'. The background knowledge shared by the 

speakers of both Arabic and English employs typical information about 'back'. The conceptual category is 

'betrayal' in this idiom, 'behind someone's back'. Its figurative meaning in both languages is alike 'doing 

something unfairly without a person's knowledge'. This idiom is used when doing something secretly with one's 

permission.  

5.2.15 iǧr 'leg'  

Conceptual 

category 

Shared figurative 

meaning 

  

English idiom Literal 

meaning 

Arabic idiom and 

its transliteration 

Getting old If someone's on their 

last legs, they're close 

to dying 

On your last legs 

 

His leg is in 

the tomb 

 

 اجرٍ تالقثر

 

iǧruh belqabur 

 

 

The body part used in these idioms in both languages is 'leg'. The conventional knowledge shared by the 

speakers of both Arabic and English utilizes typical information about 'leg'. The conceptual category is 'tired and 

close to death' in this idiom, 'his leg is in the tomb'. Its figurative meaning in both languages is alike 'very tired 

and near to death'. This idiom is used to describe a person who is too old, tired and probably near to death.  

5.2.16 muẖ 'brain' 

Conceptual 

category 

Shared figurative 

meaning 

 

English idiom Literal 

meaning 

Arabic idiom and 

its transliteration 

Thinking hard If you rack your brain, 

you think very hard 

when trying to 

remember something or 

Rack your brain 

 

Scratch your 

brain 

 حل هخل

ḥuk muẖak 
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think hard to solve a 

problem, find and 

answer 

 

The body part used in these idioms in both languages is 'brain'. The background knowledge shared by the 

speakers of both Arabic and English applies typical information about 'brain'. The conceptual category is 

'thinking hard' in this idiom, 'scratch your brain'. Its figurative meaning in both languages is similar 'thinking 

hard to understand something'. This idiom is used when trying to recall or think hard. 

5.2.17 raqaba 'neck' 

Conceptual category Shared figurative 

 meaning 

 

English idiom Literal 

meaning 

Arabic idiom and 

its transliteration 

Control  If you take something by the 

scruff on the neck, you take 

complete control of it 

Take by the scruff 

of the neck 

Holding 

his neck 

 

 هاسنَ هي رقثتَ

māskuh min 

raqbatuh 

 

The body part used in these idioms in both languages is 'neck'. The conventional knowledge shared by the 

speakers of both Arabic and English uses typical information about 'neck'. The conceptual category is 'control' in 

this idiom, 'holding his neck'. Its figurative meaning in both languages is equal 'you take complete control of 

somebody'. This idiom is used to describe a person who is in a weak position by holding his neck. 

5.2.18 ǧild 'skin' 

Conceptual 

category 

Shared figurative 

meaning 

 

English idiom Literal 

meaning 

Arabic idiom and 

its transliteration 

Punishment  If someone skins you 

alive, they admonish 

and punish you hard 

Skin someone alive 

 

To remove 

someone's 

skin 

 

 اسلخ جلذٍ

 

islaẖ ǧilduh 

 

 

The body part used in these idioms in both languages is 'skin'. The background knowledge shared by the 

speakers of both Arabic and English applies typical information about 'skin'. The conceptual category is 

'punishment' in this idiom, 'to remove someone's skin'. Its figurative meaning in both languages is equivalent 

'hard punishment'. This idiom is used when a person is angry with somebody. 

5.2.19 laḥm 'flesh' 

Conceptual 

category 

Shared figurative 

meaning 

 

English idiom Literal 

meaning 

Arabic idiom and 

its transliteration 

Kinship  Your flesh and blood 

are your blood 

relatives, especially 

your immediate family 

Flesh and blood 

 

My flesh and 

blood 

 لحوٖ ّ دهٖ

laḥmy wa damy 

 

 

The body part used in these idioms in both languages is 'flesh'. The conventional knowledge shared by the 

speakers of both Arabic and English uses typical information about 'flesh'. The conceptual category is 'kinship' 

in this idiom, 'my flesh and blood'. Its figurative meaning in both languages is identical 'close relatives'. This 

idiom is used when a person describing someone as an immediate family member and genetically related to one 

another.  

5.2.20 miʿdeh 'belly' 

Conceptual 

category 

Shared figurative 

meaning 

 

English idiom Literal 

meaning 

Arabic idiom and 

its transliteration 

Resentment  If things go belly up, 

they go badly wrong 

Belly up 

 

My belly is 

turned up 

 اًقلثت هؼذتٖ

inqalbat miʿdity 

 

The body part used in these idioms in both languages is 'belly'. The background knowledge shared by the 

speakers of both Arabic and English utilizes typical information about 'belly'. The conceptual category is 

'resentment' in this idiom, 'my belly is turned up'. Its figurative meaning in both languages is similar 'disliking'. 

This idiom is used when a person is upset of something bad happens to him. 
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5.2.21 burṭuma 'lip' 

Conceptual 

category 

Shared figurative meaning 

 

English idiom Literal 

meaning 

Arabic idiom and 

its transliteration 

Patience  If you have to bite your lip, 

you have to make a 

conscious effort not to react 

or to keep quiet about 

something that displeases 

you 

Bite your lip Bite his lip َغظ ػلٖ ترطو٘ت 

ʿaẓ 

ʿaburṭimītuh 

 

The body part used in these idioms in both languages is 'lip'. The conventional knowledge shared by the 

speakers of both Arabic and English uses typical information about 'lip'. The conceptual category is 'patience' in 

this idiom, 'bite his lip'. Its figurative meaning in both languages is similar 'taking no reaction and keeping 

quiet'. This idiom is used when a person makes no effort to something that displeases him. 

5.2.22 aʿṣāb 'nerves'  

Conceptual 

category 

Shared figurative 

meaning 

 

English idiom Literal 

meaning 

Arabic idiom and 

its transliteration 

Bravery and 

steadfastness  

If someone has nerves 

of steel, they don't get 

frightened when other 

people do 

Nerves of steel His nerves are 

made out of 

steel 

 

 اػصاتَ هي فْلار

 

aʿṣābuh min fūwlāḏ 

 

 

The body part used in these idioms in both languages is 'nerves'. The background knowledge shared by the 

speakers of both Arabic and English applies typical information about 'nerves'. The conceptual category is 

'bravery and steadfastness' in this idiom, 'his nerves are made out of steel'. Its figurative meaning in both 

languages is equivalent 'not to get terrified even in dangerous situation'. This idiom is used when a person has 

the ability to remain calm in difficult circumstances. 

5.2.23 ḏrāʿ 'hand' 

Conceptual 

category 

Shared figurative 

meaning 

 

English idiom Literal 

meaning 

Arabic idiom and 

its transliteration 

Force and 

compelling   

If you twist someone's arm, 

you put pressure on them to 

try to make them do what 

you want them to do 

Twist someone's 

arm 

 

He twisted my 

arm 

 

 لْٓ رراػٖ

lawa ḏrāʿy 

 

The body part used in these idioms in both languages is 'arm'. The conventional knowledge shared by the 

speakers of both Arabic and English utilizes typical information about 'arm'. The conceptual category is 'force 

and compelling' in this idiom, 'he twisted my arm'. Its figurative meaning in both languages is equal 'forcing 

somebody to do what you want'. This idiom is used when compelling others not to refuse what you want them to 

do. 

5.2.24 ktāf 'shoulders' 

Conceptual 

category 

Shared figurative meaning 

 

English idiom Literal 

meaning 

Arabic idiom 

and its 

transliteration 

Relief you have relieved yourself of a 

burden, normally a something that 

has been troubling you or worrying 

you 

Weight off 

your shoulders 

Weight off 

your shoulders 

 

 ش٘ل ػي متافل

šīl ʿan ktāfak 

 

The body part used in these idioms in both languages is 'shoulders'. The background knowledge shared by the 

speakers of both Arabic and English applies typical information about 'shoulders'. The conceptual category is 

'relief' in this idiom, 'weight off your shoulders'. Its figurative meaning in both languages is alike 'to get relieved 

of a heavy burden'. This idiom is used when somebody has no longer to worry about something.  

5.3 Arabic and English idioms with same body parts but different idiomatic meanings 

In this section, the data analysis contains (3) idioms in Arabic. Their English counterparts are literally identical, 

utilizing the same body part. There are four body parts which both languages apply in these idioms; the body 

parts areaṣābeʿ 'toes',iǧr 'foot',yad 'hand and qalb 'heart'. As shown below in Table 5.3.1, both Arabic and 

English idioms have dissimilar figurative meanings. 
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Table 5.3.1 literally similar Arabic and English idioms use same body parts but different meanings 

Figurative meaning 

in English 

English idiom Figurative 

meaning in 

Arabic 

Literal 

translation 

Arabic Idiom and 

its transliteration 

Someone on his or her 

toes is alert and ready 

to go 

On your toes To walk quietly 

and slowly 

On your toes ػرّس اصاتؼل 

ʿarūs aṣābʿak 

If you pull someone's 

leg, you tease them, 

but not maliciously 

Pull someone's 

leg 

To convince 

somebody to 

agree with you on 

something 

Pull 

someone's leg 

 

 سحة اجرٍ

saḥab iǧruh 

 

If you can put your 

hand on your heart, 

then you can say 

something knowing it 

to be true 

Put your hand 

on your heart 

If you put your 

hand on your 

heart, then you are 

frightened as you 

expect something 

bad to happen 

Put your 

hand on your 

heart 

 

 حاط اٗذٗل ػقلثل

ḥāṭ īdk ʿaqalbak 

 

6- Conclusions and implications 

This cognitive analysis of the data which involves the sum of (54) idioms of body parts evenly distributed 

between Arabic and English, (27) for each language, has revealed that the interaction between the body and the 

environment has a significant part in meaning and comprehension. The examination has demonstrated that the 

conceptual system of Arabic speakers in Jordan is metaphorical and that figurative images may be universal. 

In respect of the outcomes obtained in the previous discussion, the article claims that the background and use of 

those idioms in both English and Arabic are similar. This study established similarities between the cognitive 

systems of Arabic and English in body-part idioms analysis. This mutual conceptual figurative images result 

from common bodily experiences and experiential grounding, whiledissimilar conceptual metaphorscome from 

some culture-specific idiosyncrasies.   

From the results, the analysis discloses that body part idioms in Arabic and English likewise use background 

knowledge within their mutual cultural limits. The speakers of Arabic and English engage their experiences 

about the social and cultural materials, beliefs, and values which form the basis that generally the idioms are 

designed from. Furthermore, the consequences of this paper not only participate in our comprehending of 

idioms in Arabic and English, but also proposing further confirmation with regard to the universality of 

cognitive metaphors of body parts idioms. 

The results of the data analysis direct the conclusion that the emotion concepts which people of different 

cultures employ are metaphorically organized and understood. English and Arabic have rich sanctioning of 

names of body parts. Overall, it is obvious from the findings that a lot of human body parts are figuratively used 

by English and Arabic speakers in their regular communication. This study thus claims that both languages are 

metaphorically rich in the employment of names of the human body parts. This productivity of the language 

stem from the social-cultural features. 

Idioms can be problematic to language learners and they may be a source of specific difficulties for them. They 

also create problems in translation because they are often dense in cultural differences. The cognitive approach 

can be engaged in all phases of language teaching. Kövecses  and  Szabó  (1996)  suggest supplying  foreign 

language  learners  with  cognitive inspirations  for learning  idiomatic expressions which  ultimately  aid  them  

to  acquire quicker  and  retain  the figurative images of those  idioms. 

Grounded on the outcomes of this study, the cognitive approach of body-part idiomsis a helpful instrument in 

teaching,  learning, and  understanding Arabic or English respectively as foreign languages  in  general,  as  well  

as  for  translating  between  the Arabic and English languages. 
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